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Although not the primary cause that prompted the sudden reversal of Xi Jinping’s
signature “zero-COVID” policy, the protests that swept twenty-one provinces and
over two hundred college and university campuses in late November no doubt played
a role in the timing of the decision. Yet, neither the excessive zeal with which the
coronavirus prevention measures were applied at the local level nor the resulting rise
in social discontent were surprising or unpredictable. Both were the result of an
increasingly autocratic system that demands absolute adherence to an increasingly
infeasible task and places downward pressures on the social grassroots. The “blank
page” protests brought together three disparate groups — the urban working class,
suffering economic deprivation caused by the rolling lockdowns; the middle-class
urbanites and university students, suffering from “lockdown fatigue”; and an
exploding solidarity movement of overseas Chinese students and members of the
next-generation Chinese diaspora, who provided support via social media.
Predictably, public security officials attempted to defuse, dissipate, and contain these
groups, and propaganda organs appeared poised to declare the end of “zero-COVID”
as a public relations victory. The ongoing search for nefarious “foreign forces,”
allegedly behind the protests, highlights the inability of China’s repressive apparatus
to recognize the fact that the unorganized interests behind the protests were unlikely
to have been driven by a larger anti-state agenda.

On January 21, 2019, hours after the release of data showing that the Chinese economy had
posted the slowest annual growth in twenty-eight years, Xi Jinping warned provincial and
ministerial cadres at an event at the Central Party School that it was vital that the party
forecast accurately unprecedented “black swan” incidents that could wreck major havoc and
that it also guard against those predictable but frequently ignored “gray rhino" events.! Two
years later, with COVID-19 raging rampant across the globe, at a collective study meeting of
the Politburo in January 2021 Xi again insisted that the success of the 14th Five-year Plan
required that the leadership identify both “black swan” and “gray rhino” events that might, as
a result of China’s efforts to control local coronavirus outbreaks, destabilize economic
development.?

If the events of October and November 2022 serve as any guide, such lessons were neither
learned nor applied by the party: although the outbreak of COVID-19 was a classic “black
swan” event, the rising social discontent that led to the cascade of public protests was neither
unforeseen nor unpredictable. At the national level, economic slowdowns, exacerbated by
iterative rolling lockdowns across much of the country, record levels of youth unemployment,
and the collapsing property bubble (which also severely cut into the finances of local
governments) were chipping away at the fortunes and prospects of the urban middle class.
Two and half years of periodic lockdowns frayed the patience of many and put the education
and social development of a generation at risk. Finally, the arbitrary manner in which the
lockdown policies were enforced, with wide variations at the lowest levels, eroded public
trust in local-, if not higher-level, authorities.

Beyond these factors, however, is the more fundamental structural shift wrought by the
imposition of a single nationwide standard across much of the population. In this sense, the
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“black swan” of COVID-19 gave birth to not one but two “gray rhinos”: both the response of
local governments to the party core’s unrelenting “zero-COVID” policy and the brief but
widespread flare-up of popular protests followed the well-worn tracks of previous policy
excesses. Under Xi’s continued centralization of power, his oft-repeated commitment to carry
out a “people’s war” to eradicate the virus® and to ramp up disciplinary sanctions against
lower-level officials predictably produced a sprawling machinery of local governance
singularly focused on the eradication of COVID cases at all costs, with the expected excesses
at the grassroots as amply documented in previous campaigns. The attendant vast expansion
of surveillance and control measures at the social grassroots, often implemented by untrained
and hastily recruited volunteers and unskilled workers,* also unsurprisingly provoked
collective discontent that culminated in the so-called “A4 protests™ that swept twenty-one
provinces and over two hundred college and university campuses in late November.> The
volatile combination of Xi’s insistent pursuit of “zero-COVID” against a constantly mutating
virus, a state machinery that had neither the power nor the capacity to fine-tune Xi’s
unattainable aim, and an army of largely unskilled grassroots agents mobilized to implement
the policy generated a perfect storm that activated unorganized interests on a cross-regional
scale. By replicating the experience and deprivations of the lockdown, testing, and
quarantines throughout much of the country, Xi’s unrelenting insistence on “zero-COVID”
created conditions that briefly enabled the collective mobilization of unorganized interests®
on a scale arguably not seen in China since 1989.

Early Fissures Created by the “Zero-COVID” System

It is important to recall that the initial draconian lockdown successfully suppressed the
outbreak in Wuhan in 2020 and that most of the country remained largely COVID-free for
the better part of two years while the rest of the world was staggering under the weight of the
mutating virus and alarming death rates. However, the emergence of the less deadly but far
more transmissible Omicron variant proved to be a stiff challenge to China’s established
mass quarantine and testing regime. When COVID-19 began circulating in Shanghai in
March 2022, the municipal authorities, wary of the impact of virus mitigation efforts on the
economy and the lives of its citizens. initially attempted to manage the outbreak using a more
nuanced approach.” Shanghai officials experimented with a regimen that involved rolling 48-
hour restrictions and mass testing conducted in individual neighborhoods, allowing large
swathes of the local economy to continue functioning more or less as usual. A city-wide
lockdown, it was originally argued, would “impact the entire national economy and the
global economy” to an extent that could leave “many international cargo ships floating in the
East China Sea.”® When such policies failed to stop the virus’s spread, Party Secretary Li
Qiang came under significant pressure to impose a “phased” version of the “hard lockdown”
technique that had been imposed in Wuhan. He took the unusual step of circulating an open
letter addressed to all CCP members in the city that called on them to conquer COVID-19
“under the strong leadership of the party’s Central Committee with President Xi at its core,” a
move that was reportedly received with astonishment by locals, who read the move as
kowtowing to Beijing. Photographs of fellow Politburo member Sun Chunlan lecturing Li
Qiang appeared in the national press, fueling local speculation that his promotion prospects
were on the line.’ Reversing course on his initially more nuanced strategy, Li suspended three
municipal officials for their poor performance in meeting zero-COVID targets. Shanghai
received 38,000 health workers from other provinces, including 2,000 PLA medical
personnel, to oversee imposition of the “hard quarantine” model used in Wuhan.!? Barricades
were erected throughout densely populated urban neighborhoods with little warning,
bisecting the city and cutting it into smaller containment units that were policed by hazmat-



clad personnel. The result was a shambolic lockdown that lasted far longer than originally
expected and created widespread shortages of food and basic supplies for the unprepared
Shanghai residents.!! But the Shanghai reversal also sent a powerful signal across the country
that more nuanced localized responses to circulation of the virus would not be tolerated. At
the Politburo Standing Committee meeting Xi chaired in early May, he stressed the
importance of “unswervingly adhering to the dynamic zero-COVID policy and resolutely
fighting any attempts to distort, question, or dismiss China's anti-COVID policy.” The read-
out from the meeting vigorously reasserted that only Xi’s “time-tested epidemic control
policy” would succeed in stamping out the virus in Shanghai'? and elsewhere across the
country. At the Shanghai Municipal Party Congress in June, Li Qiang declared that the city’s
experience with Omicron had in fact proved that the party Central Committee’s “zero-
COVID” decision-making and implementation were “completely correct.”!?

Leading up to the October Twentieth Party Congress, the hard quarantine, mass testing, and
rolling lockdown policy was doubled down and up to 300 million people were placed under
various stages of a lockdown across the country.!* Popular discontent with the stringent local
implementation had been building for months, particularly among those segments of the
population — such as university students and factory workers in large compounds — that had
been subjected to various forms of stringent “closed loop” pandemic management that was
confining them to their dormitories indefinitely.!> But as more transmissible variants
continued to spread, and rolling city-wide lockdowns became increasingly common,
quarantined residents turned to social media not only to purchase goods online for home
delivery but increasingly to self-organize and share their personal stories of hardship and
deprivation. As a result, social media were quickly flooded with tales of frustration from
individuals and communities stranded by broken supply chains and widening chasms in
social service provision, and, in some cases, stories of heart-breaking tragedies wrought by
the unyielding pursuit of “zero-COVID.”

Some of the more egregious cases included a night-time bus crash that killed twenty-seven
Guizhou residents who were being ferried to a remote quarantine facility in violation of
existing regulations;'® a three-year-old boy who died of carbon monoxide poisoning when his
family was denied emergency medical care because they lived in an area of Lanzhou that was
considered “high risk;!7 and a pregnant woman locked down Xi’an who miscarried just
outside a hospital emergency room where she had been detained for two hours because she
was unable to provide a sufficiently up-to-date negative PCR test.!® In nearly all of these
cases, a vast online audience of Chinese viewers — many of whom were also experiencing
various degrees of quarantine or restrictions — watched these and other tragedies unfold
virtually, in real time, generating a roiling “agonistic public sphere”!® that was nonetheless
partially sustained by the expectation that a moderate relaxation of the COVID restrictions
might follow the Twentieth Party Congress.

However, the appearance on Beijing’s Sitong Bridge of a lone protestor only days before the
opening of the party congress proved to be a pivotal turning point that catalyzed popular
discontent. “We want food, not PCR tests. We want freedom, not lockdowns. We want
respect, not lies. We want reform, not a Cultural Revolution. We want a vote, not a leader.
We want to be citizens, not slaves,” read one banner, while a second called on students to
boycott classes, workers to stage strikes, and the Communist Party — and Xi Jinping
personally — to step down. Although quickly removed by local police, the messages
circulated widely on social media, both in and outside of China,?® triggering a repetition of
these demands on university campuses across the globe. The demands continued to circulate



as well within China, where they were posted in public places, such as restrooms, and they
were anonymously Airdropped to the iPhones of subway commuters.?! But aside from
prompting the Beijing Municipal Public Security Bureau to demand that photocopy shops
require that customers register with their real names and to mandate a system update for
iPhones that limited the opt-in “Everyone” usage of Airdrop to ten minutes,?? little else was
done to address the issues at stake. Not only did the regime take no steps to address the
deeper causes of the brewing discontent but, to the contrary, Xi doubled down on his
signature “zero-COVID” policy, insisting at the party congress that the “all-out people’s war”
being waged against the virus had achieved “significant positive results” for the entire
country and giving no sign that it would be abandoned even after the congress had
successfully concluded.?

“Twenty Measures” and “Ten Questions”

Two weeks later, workers at Foxconn, the largest iPhone assembly plant in China, broke out
of the factory compound where a “sealed management” protocol had been imposed.
Foxconn’s “closed loop” system — which had been developed to allow China to host the
Winter Olympics and the Paralympic Games months before and had earned high praise from
the Chairman himself — banned workers from leaving, and, in some cases, since mid-October
had confined them to their dormitory rooms. The situation at Foxconn became so dire that
hundreds of migrant workers were filmed scaling fences and overwhelming security
personnel in a bid to walk back to their hometowns, in some cases up to 40km (25 miles)
away.?* Sources would later admit that Foxconn founder Terry Gou had already written to the
central leaders in Beijing, likely along with other business leaders and foreign chambers of
commerce, to warn that if the “zero-COVID” policies were to continue, China was in danger
of losing its status as the “factory of the world.”?* Within days, Health Times, a subsidiary of
People’s Daily, posted on social media the observation that for the vast majority of people
COVID symptoms were “short-lived and mild.”?® On November 11, the State Council
released “Twenty Measures” to “optimize” control of the COVID epidemic, its ninth update
to the national COVID control measures, proposing a limited relaxation of the strict “zero-
COVID” policy to which the country had already been committed for nearly three years.?’

Yet the leadership’s political signaling regarding the shift went awry, in part because the
Center had long been issuing dire injunctions to local cadres to “increase vigilance, adhere to
bottom-line thinking” in order to “extinguish the virus completely.”?® As had been proven by
the March—April case in Shanghai , there was a widespread perception that local COVID-19
outbreaks would be read as evidence that the authorities were just “lying down” [4#-F] on the
job; based on data from a variety of state media and party disciplinary organs, Bloomberg
reported that by May 2022, over 4,000 local officials had been dismissed, demoted, or
otherwise disciplined in connection with fifty-one COVID-19 outbreaks across the country.?

As a result, these conflicting signals from the Center created a considerable lack of clarity at
the local levels about whether and how to implement the “Twenty Measures.” Neither Xi nor
any Politburo Standing Committee member made any public announcement openly
acknowledging a shift in policy, leaving many in doubt; the general public was likewise
apprehensive about opening up, having been subjected to alarming reports about the
extraordinarily high COVID death counts abroad. For example, on November 14 a rumor
circulated that Shijiazhuang, a city 160 miles southwest of Beijing, would serve as a pilot site
for a reopening, thus igniting widespread public panic. Parents kept their children home from
school, traffic on public transport dropped precipitously, and the city’s 11 million residents



began stockpiling traditional Chinese medicines. A similar response was noted in Chongqing,
China’s most populous city, where, after the relaxation of zero-COVID was announced, use

of public transportation collapsed from an average of 2.75 million rides per day to a mere
61,000,.%°

The official media attempted to explain and to reassure the public. “Optimizing and adjusting
COVID prevention and control measures is not opening up and ‘lying flat,”” China Youth
Daily insisted;*! Global Times counseled its readers that the new “Twenty Measures” were
not at all “lying flat” in the face of Omicron, but instead they represented a new effort to
“seek the greater good for the greatest number.”3? Netizens remained sceptical: on November
22, a WeChat public account, under the name of Chang’an Classroom [+ % 1% & ], posted
“Ten Questions” for China’s National Health Commission, was quickly censored, but not
before it had garnered over 10,000 downloads, views, and shares.*3 The “Ten Questions”
stimulated a highly public interrogation of the country’s “zero-COVID” measures by posing a
series of probing inquiries: “Have any influenza viruses in history ever been wiped out by
human beings? If not, why is it that COVID can be eradicated? If it cannot be eradicated,
then what kind of price must be paid to eliminate an invisible and intangible virus? Does the
National Health Commission think that this year’s extended lockdowns in Xinjiang, Tibet,
and other areas are appropriate?”3* But it was perhaps the author’s final question that
stimulated the largest response from the public: having seen the opening ceremony of the
World Cup in Qatar, the author of the “Ten Questions” asked why the crowd had not worn
masks nor had it been required to submit negative PCR test results in order to attend: “Don't
they live on the same planet as we do?”*> Needless to say, the official censors quickly sprang
into action, blocking not only the original “Ten Questions” but also, the phrase “the eleventh
question,” a pre-emptive prediction that the original post would soon be deleted. Also
censored was footage of the maskless crowd attending the World Cup. CCTV cameramen in
Qatar were directed to focus on close-up shots of players and coaches instead of capturing
views of cheering unmasked crowds.3®

Regardless, lacking clear assurances from the Center, municipal authorities in areas
experiencing rising numbers of cases reverted to variations of the earlier draconian lockdown
policies. Zhengzhou, home to a Foxconn facility where violent protests were still roiling,
ordered residents in eight city districts to remain at home for five days except for trips to
collect basic necessities. Guangzhou locked down its central Baiyun District, and
Shijiazhuang enjoined residents to remain at home in order to conduct a new round of city-
wide testing. Beijing authorities likewise began locking down certain areas of the city where
cases had been detected, and an exhibition center was converted into a makeshift hospital as
the number of COVID cases hit a new all-time high under the weight of Omicron.?” Legal
obligations across layers of government and between authorities and the public had become
so muddled by the mixed signals of the “Twenty Measures” that legal experts proffered
advice to ordinary citizens about dealing with the potentially conflicting demands imposed on
them by neighborhood committees, village governments, and property managers engaged in
“excessive epidemic prevention and control.”® Social media videos began circulating reports
of residents in various cities refusing to submit to rounds of PCR testing, accusing local
quarantine enforcement personnel of rights violations, and resisting the demands of the
hazmat-clad “big whites” (X #) to restrict their movement. One video clip that went viral on
China’s social media depicted a young man in Chongqing wearing a Superman backpack
loudly scolding some “big whites” of being “running dogs” and claiming that “there is only
one disease in this world, and that is being poor and unfree, and we’re all suffering from it!
Give me liberty or give me death!” When the police moved in to grab him, the crowd



intervened, allowing the “Chongqing Superman” to escape. Other videos that circulated
briefly on social media showed crowds destroying testing booths, railings, and barricades in
various locations around the country as anger, frustration, and confusion continued to build.*

The Urumgqi Fire and the A4 Protests

Amid the deteriorating situation, on November 24 a raging fire in a high-rise building in
Urumgqi claimed more than ten lives because the exit doors had been welded shut from the
outside. It was quickly revealed that the building was located in a designated “low risk™ area
for COVID-19 that had nonetheless been locked down for over a hundred days.*® The Uyghur
Times pegged the actual death count at forty-four after interviewing local residents and
neighbors, who, also quarantined, live-streamed the inferno and cries of the victims.*! Others
shared footage of the long arc of pressurized fire hoses mounted on trucks unable to reach the
blaze, partly because the cars of locked-down and quarantined residents were blocking access
to the building. Public outrage was further triggered when local officials, at a press
conference held the next day, denied that the doors to the apartment block had been sealed
from the outside, instead blaming the deaths on the “weak self-defense and self-rescue skills”
(B R 8 W 8 % &8 77 59) of the victims, which included several children under the age of 12.#?
The following day, social media was awash with video clips featuring throngs of enraged
residents marching in several administrative districts of Urumqi and calling for an end to the
lockdowns and other “zero-COVID” policies, with some brandishing PRC flags and singing
the national anthem and The Internationale. “The people’s police exist for the people, [but]
you suppress the people!” the marchers chanted. Several local officials in various locations
were recorded attempting to placate the crowds, with the local party secretary promising on
the following day to lift the strictest lockdown measures in all areas deemed to be “low
risk.”*

Yet word of the fire and the official response provided at the press conference had already
sparked sympathy demonstrations and vigils elsewhere, particularly on university campuses.
Students at the Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing, Nanjing Forestry University, and
Sichuan Film and Television Academy held vigils on November 25; when posters
commemorating the victims of the Urumgqi fire were allegedly removed by school authorities
at Nanjing Media and Communications University for violating school regulations regarding
the permissible content of public posters, one female student stood in silent protest while
holding a blank sheet of A4 paper — a tactic that had also been used by Hong Kong’ers
protesting China’s restrictive National Security Law in 2020 as well as by Russians
protesting the war in Ukraine.** A widely circulated video on social media showed an
unidentified man snatching a blank sheet of paper from her hands while she continued to
stand, unmoved, with her arms raised as if the paper were still there. The video went viral,
and the gesture was copied by crowds that congregated in Beijing and Shanghai, the sites of
the two largest gatherings on the evening of the 26'" as a wave of protests and vigils over the
course of that weekend swept through at least thirty-nine cities across the country.*

The protesters on Shanghai’s Middle Urumgqi Street in the old French Concession lit white
candles and left flowers beneath the street sign to commemorate the victims of the Xinjiang
fire. As the crowd grew, chants broke out calling for an end to measures associated with
“zero-COVID,” and even for both Xi Jinping and the CCP to step down, before the police
moved in to suppress the protests. In Beijing, in the area of Liangma Bridge near the Third
Ring Road, hundreds of residents marched with candles and flowers, singing The
Internationale and creating a makeshift memorial for those who had died in Urumqi.*¢



However, the singing soon turned to calls for freedom and an end to the lockdowns, even for
freedom of the press. The crowd, which included a large number of young women in their
20s and 30s, also waved blank sheets of A4 paper and chanted their support for Sitong Bridge
protestor Peng Lifa [Peng Zaizhou] and his demands. “The white paper represents everything
we want to say but cannot say,” one Liangma Bridge protestor told a Reuters reporter.*’
When the police sternly warned the crowd not to call for an end to the lockdowns and the
PCR tests, they switched tactics and began calling for more lockdowns and additional tests:
“Continue lockdowns! I want to do Covid tests!” The tactic of ironic reversal was echoed
online, with social media filling up with messages repeating single Chinese words ad
nauseam: “good, good, good, good,” “yes, yes, yes, yes,” and “right, right, right, right.” Other
messages were equally oblique: student protestors at Beijing’s prestigious Qinghua
University waved pages of a complex mathematical equation devised by Russian physicist
Alexander Friedmann, either because his surname in Chinese is homophonous with “free
man,”*® or, perhaps, because the equation is taken as proof that “the basic reality of the
universe is constant, eternal expansion, or put another way, opening up.”*

Regime Responses

Sensitive to the fact that social media were widely relied upon by the protestors, Chinese
censors not only deleted content related to the protests but also deployed diversionary tactics.
Fake “bot” accounts flooded social media platforms with suggestive and even pornographic
imagery supposedly linked to city names in which demonstrations and vigils were being held
in order to frustrate netizens seeking information about recent events. Greatfire.org, an
organization that seeks to assist netizens in China wishing to circumvent censorship, issued a
warning that Twitter — a platform blocked in China — was nonetheless awash with semi-
pornographic spam about “escort services” that tagged “Urumqi” beginning on November
25.59 Within days, similar patterns were noted for Hong Kong, Shenzhen, Beijing, Hangzhou,
Shanghai, and other locations where protests had taken place.’!

Leaked documents from China’s Cyberspace Administration called upon all relevant units to
initiate a Level I Internet Emergency Response, “the highest level of content
management.”? The Central Political and Legal Affairs Commission in Beijing issued a
separate directive warning that it would “resolutely crack down on infiltration and sabotage
activities by hostile forces” on the Tuesday following the weekend demonstrations.>?
Municipal public security officials made ample use of cell-phone location data to track
participants in the series of protests, contacting them days later and telling them to report to
their local police stations for questioning. In Shanghai, where protestors for two consecutive
nights had called for Xi to step down, police made random stop-and-search checks of the
mobile phones of residents on the streets and in local subway stations, looking for virtual
private networks (VPNs) or end-to-end encrypted communication apps (like Signal and
Telegram), which were used by protesters to coordinate their movements in real time. Other
participants were identified by either the ubiquitous facial recognition cameras in major urban
areas, grassroots informants, or by backtracking the close contacts of those who had been
arrested at the events.>*

Although there was no official acknowledgment of the protests by the central authorities,
during his December 2 meeting with EU Council President Charles Michel, Xi was
uncharacteristically dismissive about the A4 protests, admitting “that after three years of
Covid-19 he had an issue because people were frustrated. It was mainly students, or teenagers
in university”’; he further indicated that his government would soon be loosening controls in



response.” Indeed, a further “New Ten Measures,” all but dismantling China’s sprawling
“zero-COVID” regime, were released five days later, on December 7, in a move that New
York Times labeled a “victory for the protestors.” The negative PCR test requirement to use
public transportation was lifted and those with mild or asymptomatic cases of COVID were
no longer required to move to a quarantine facility. Instead, they could quarantine at home.>®
The testing booths and dreaded quarantine facilities that had mushroomed in nearly every
urban district and most villages were dismantled, and the small army of migrant workers who
comprised the bulk of the “big white” enforcers were summarily dismissed and sent home,
some of them without receiving their promised wages in full.>’

On December 31, 2022, People’s Daily issued an authoritative commentary suggesting that
China’s reclassification of COVID-19 from a “Class A” to a “Class B” transmissible illness a
few weeks earlier had been “welcomed” by foreign chambers of commerce for “bringing
more benefits to the development of the global economy,” but it continued to insist on the
infallibility of the decision-making process at the Center: “Our country’s epidemic prevention
and control policies are correct, scientific, and effective.”®

Xi’s New Year’s address delivered the following day largely struck the same tone, although
he admitted that “It is only natural for different people to have different concerns or hold
different views on the same issue. What matters is that we build consensus through
communication and consultation.”® In a lengthy “important commentary” reprising the
evolution of Xi’s signature “zero-COVID” policy and its reversal, released a week later,
Xinhua likewise acknowledged that “in late November 2022, some people reflected their
grave concerns about lockdown measures in some areas, multiple layers of bureaucracy, and
other prevention and control issues ... [but] with a population of more than 1.4 billion,
different people will naturally have different views and make different demands with respect
to the same issue.”®® Although Xinhua’s ten-thousand word excursus was read by some
outside of China as an indirect admission that not only had the A4 protests forced the party-
state to reverse course®! but also that inside China the official state media consistently
proffered two alternative narratives: first, that it was the wisdom of the Party Central
Committee — with Xi at the core — that foresaw the reopening of China once the less lethal
Omicron emerged, thereby protecting the lives of the Chinese people when the virus was at
its most deadly and relaxing controls only once the virus had weakened, proving the wisdom
of the “zero-COVID” approach.5? Second, an unofficial army of voices on Chinese social
media toyed with blaming the anti-lockdown protestors of late November for the deaths that
resulted once the controls were lifted, descrying them as “flat-lying bandits” and even
suggesting that they may have been working with China’s “enemies” to defame the country.5?
Lu Shaye, China’s ambassador to France, for example, insisted that the blank A4 paper
protests “reeked” of a presumably foreign-provoked “color revolution” — because, he said,
“after all, white is also a color” — although he declined to provide evidence to support his
claims.%*

Not a Revolution, But Three Movements?

Zuo Ye, a self-described activist who has long experience of working with NGOs and
grassroots groups in China, observed in an extended essay that the “A4 protests” of late
November that seemed to have been ignited by the tragedy in Urumgqi were in fact three
distinct movements that arose from the “systemic humanitarian disaster and political and
economic crisis caused by the three years of ‘zero-COVID’” in China. These included a crisis
of the working class, whose livelihoods were put at serious risk by the economic deprivations



caused by the rolling lockdowns; the middle-class urbanites and university students
motivated by “lockdown fatigue” and rising mistrust of state and party officials; and the
exploding solidarity movement of overseas Chinese students and members of the next-
generation Chinese diaspora. The gap created by popular expectations that the lockdowns
might finally be relaxed in the wake of the Twentieth Party Congress and the actuality of
continued restrictions created political space to bring together these three strands. The lone
Sitong Bridge protestor’s far-reaching demands lent discursive kindling to the long-brewing
discontent among all three groups. Yet, lacking a civic or social infrastructure that might have
supported alliances among the three movements, the protests flared briefly and then quickly
fizzled out.®®

Predictably, the repression of suspected participants in China has by no means ended. The
party-state’s response to the collective mobilization of the disorganized and dispersive
interests described by Zuo Ye has typically been to defuse, dissipate, and contain on a case-
by-case basis.®® Municipal public security officials rounded up many or most of the
participants in the first wave of protests by scraping geolocation data from cell-phone towers,
forcing the protesters to turn over their mobile phones for inspection, and then requiring that
they sign blank arrest warrants — a de facto promise not to participate in any similar actions in
the future.%” After reconstructing their WeChat networks, the authorities have re-arrested
some of those who were originally detained in the aftermath of the events of late November—
many of whom are young women — in an attempt to ascertain their connections, if any, to
“foreign forces.”%® At least some of the re-arrested protestors have been interrogated about
their participation in women’s book clubs, their use of messaging platforms based overseas,
their involvement in feminist activities, and their sexual orientation. According to family and
friends, dozens remain either in active detention or held in “secure locations” where they
continue to be interrogated in the dogged attempt to uncover any institutional links to groups
not under the control of the party-state.®® One re-arrested protestor was a member of a
WeChat group of twenty mostly university-educated women who met both on and offline to
trade gossip and meet up for organized dinners. They attended film festivals and stand-up
comedy performances together. Some of them even had joined a crowd outside the
courthouse to support Zhou Xiaoxuan, the female accuser in a sexual harassment case against
a well-known male television presenter who was appealing the verdict of a Chinese court that
in the previous year had dismissed her case,”® no doubt leading the investigating authorities to
assume a “feminist” motivation to her participation. Unsurprisingly, taking heed of the
Central Political and Legal Affairs Commission directive, local authorities will predictably
continue to “resolutely crack down on infiltration and sabotage activities by hostile forces,”
even in the absence of clear evidence that such forces exist.

Yet the continued search for “foreign forces” may elide a deeper vulnerability for the regime:
even in the absence of direct organizational links between the A4 protestors and those
overseas, it is clear that may of those who gathered had in fact not only learned, but actively
employed, tactics utilized during the leaderless protests that rocked Hong Kong beginning in
2019. One participant who is enrolled in a university in Shanghai conveyed to a reporter that
the “tips” gleaned from the Hong Kong protestors had proved “really helpful,” including
turning off electronic devices before leaving home, using cash to avoid leaving a digital
footprint, and wearing face masks to conceal their identities: “The goal is to ‘be water’
which is to proceed organically depending on the situation, and adapt according to the
changing circumstance, like the fluidity of water.”’! It may well be that, despite its best



efforts to crush expressions of collective dissent moving forward, China’s increasingly tech-
savvy population may yet manage to keep a half-step ahead of the regime.
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