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INTRODUCTION:

China’s New Cold War

‘We will never allow anyone to bully, oppress or subjugate China. Anyone who dares to try to do thatwill have their heads bashed bloody against the Great Wall of Steel forged by over 1.4 billion Chinese people.’

Xi Jinping, in a Tiananmen Square speech marking the 100th anniversary of the Communist Party, 1 July 2021

There was no snow-swept Glienicke Bridge, Berlin’s famous ‘bridge of spies’, over which so many prisoner exchanges took place during the last Cold War. No slow, tense walk to freedom so beloved by Hollywood film-makers. But the choreography was familiar enough, and their two aircraft could well have passed in the night. Hers was a specially chartered Air China jet from Vancouver to the southern Chinese city of Shenzhen, where she was welcomed back with flowers and a cheering flag-waving crowd. The two Canadians were flown home from China in a Royal Canadian Air Force Challenger aircraft and greeted in Calgary by Prime Minster Justin Trudeau. ‘You’ve shown incredible strength, resilience, and perseverance,’ he told them.1 It was 25 September 2021, the first prisoner swap of China’s new Cold War, and from the Communist Party’s perspective a triumph of hostage diplomacy.

Meng Wanzhou was the chief financial officer of Huawei, the Chinese technology giant, which is closely linked to the Communist Party. She is also the eldest daughter of the company’s founder and chief executive, Ren Zhengfei, a former army officer and a Party member. Meng, dubbed the ‘princess of Huawei’, was arrested at the request of US prosecutors while changing aircraft in Vancouver in December 2018. The US sought her extradition, accusing her of fraud relating to Huawei’s dealings with Iran, which is under American sanctions. Ten days after her arrest, Chinese security agents snatched the two Canadians, who were working in China, and accused them of spying. Michael Kovrig, a former diplomat, was employed by the International Crisis Group, a think tank, while Michael Spavor was a business consultant.2

Meng’s lengthy extradition hearings were slow, but hardly uncomfortable for her. It was a judicial process, heard in open court and freely reported upon. She had top legal representation, was given bail and allowed to live in her C$13 million Vancouver mansion. She could receive visitors, including her children and husband, who were given special permission to enter Canada during the Covid-19 pandemic, and she could go out during the day. In China, the ‘Two Michaels’, as they became known, were held in grim concrete cells initially without access to families or lawyers. They were granted a single consular visit per month. For their first six months they were kept in solitary confinement in an interrogation centre run by the Ministry of State Security.3 After one and a half years, they were formally charged with espionage by a closed court, though no evidence was presented. Spavor was found guilty and sentenced to eleven years in prison; Kovrig was waiting to be sentenced at the time of his release.

In September 2021, Meng reached a deal with US prosecutors. Charges against her were conditionally dropped, but were retained against Huawei, which the US regards as an arm of the Chinese state. These charges included fraud, sanctions busting and economic espionage. The deal paved the way for Meng’s release from house arrest, and for the near simultaneous freeing of the ‘Two Michaels’ from their grim cells. Washington insisted there was no direct link, and was keen to discourage the Cold War comparisons, but the parallels were unmistakable.

A month after the ‘Two Michaels’ were freed, General Mark Milley, chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, used a Cold War metaphor to describe a Chinese weapon test, which appeared to be more advanced than comparable American systems and stunned US officials. He said it was ‘very close’ to being a ‘Sputnik moment’ for the US – a reference to the shock of the Soviet Union’s first successful launch of a space satellite in 1957.4 The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) reportedly tested a nuclear-capable hypersonic weapon designed to evade America’s nuclear defences.5 The test involved the launch of a rocket into space, which circled the globe before releasing into orbit a highly manoeuvrable hypersonic glider. The nuclear-capable glider – which has been likened to a weaponised space shuttle – had the ability to surf along the earth’s atmosphere before powering down to its target at up to five times the speed of sound (hence the hypersonic).6 Hypersonic weapons are far more difficult to detect and destroy than traditional ballistic missiles, and several states, including the US, Russia, the UK and Japan are working on the technology. The Chinese test was a ‘very significant technological event,’ General Milley said. ‘It has all our attention.’7 It also played to a wider fear that the US might be losing its technological edge. Separately, researchers spotted that China was building hundreds of missile silos in the western provinces of Gansu and Xinjiang. A Pentagon assessment said that China planned to quadruple its nuclear weapons stockpile by 2030 in what appeared to be a move away from its previous policy of minimum deterrence.8

At the time, the US was reassessing how it could best defend the democratic self-governing island of Taiwan in the event of a Chinese invasion or blockade. The island was coming under increasing pressure, including the almost daily despatch by Beijing of waves of fighter jets and bombers designed to intimidate the island and test its defences. There were comparisons to West Berlin, a city that was emblematic of the long stand-off with the Soviet Union during the last Cold War. It was argued that the very existence of lively, democratic Taiwan was seen by the Chinese Communist Party as an existential threat in much the same way that the walled-off German city once rankled with Moscow, and that Taiwan was equally deserving of support.9 To many in Washington, China’s nuclear moves contained a thinly disguised message – that America was deluding itself if it thought a conflict over the island could be contained to the immediate area and not endanger the American homeland.

The intimidation of Taiwan was only the most egregious example of China’s growing international aggression, yet Western political leaders struggled to redefine their relationship with Beijing and articulate coherent policies to deal with it. Addressing the United Nations General Assembly in September 2021, President Joe Biden said, ‘We’ll stand up for our allies and our friends and oppose attempts by stronger countries to dominate weaker ones, whether through changes to territory by force, economic coercion, technological exploitation, or disinformation.’ Then he added: ‘But we’re not seeking – I’ll say it again – we are not seeking a new Cold War or a world divided into rigid blocs.’10 That same caution was on display in Britain’s House of Commons, when Prime Minister Boris Johnson faced criticism that his China policy was incoherent. ‘Those who call for a new Cold War on China or for us to sequester our economy entirely from China . . . are, I think, mistaken,’ Johnson said.11 He repeated that sentiment during a summit of the NATO military alliance. ‘I don’t think anybody around the table today wants to descend into a new Cold War with China,’ he said.12 The British government preferred to describe China as a ‘systemic competitor’. The EU opted for ‘systemic rival’, while NATO said China presents Western democracies with a ‘systemic challenge’. The Biden administration used the term ‘strategic competition’ to describe an all-encompassing rivalry which was becoming the defining foreign-policy challenge of the era.

The caution reflected a belief among many Western leaders that they could compartmentalise their Beijing relationship – confronting China on security and human rights issues, while at the same time enjoying constructive trade and investment ties and cooperating on issues of mutual interest, such as climate change and health. As this book will explain, this view misunderstands the nature of Xi Jinping’s China. Western leaders may also have feared that Cold War analogies could become self-fulfilling.

Chinese Communist Party leader Xi Jinping had no such reticence in identifying Western democracies – and the US in particular – as enemies, using language worthy of the most unreconstructed of Cold War warriors. ‘We will never allow anyone to bully, oppress or subjugate China. Anyone who dares to try to do that will have their heads bashed bloody against the Great Wall of Steel forged by over 1.4 billion Chinese people,’ he warned during an hour-long address in Tiananmen Square in July 2021 to mark the Party’s centenary.13 He said China would not allow ‘sanctimonious preaching’ over human rights, pledged to continue to build up and modernise his military and reiterated his ‘unshakable commitment’ to take Taiwan.14 Military jets swept over the square, forming the number 100, and a hand-picked crowd sang ‘Without the Communist Party there would be no new China’.

For Xi, the anniversary celebrations were a high point of a year of nationalist triumphalism, during which he and his ‘wolf warrior’ diplomats appeared to ditch the language of diplomacy in favour of threats and abuse at any perceived offence. ‘The East is rising while the West is declining’ became a common refrain of Party propaganda. It encapsuled the Party’s view that the West – and again America in particular – is in terminal decay and decline and that China’s time has come. Xi was portrayed as a transformative figure, restoring the country’s position as a global power, facing off against a hostile West. The Chinese people were urged to ‘follow the Party forever’ – though a more appropriate slogan might have been ‘follow Xi forever’, as he prepared to consolidate his grip in a manner not seen since Mao Zedong. His cult of personality was stoked by a 12,000 word homage published by state media, which described him as ‘a man of determination and action, a man of profound thoughts and feelings, a man who inherited a legacy but dares to innovate and a man who has forward-looking vision and is committed to working tirelessly’.15 A communique praised Xi’s ‘decisive significance in advancing toward the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation’. A Party congress in late 2022 will effectively allow him to remain in power for life.

In November 2021, Xi held his first summit with US President Joe Biden, a full ten months after Biden’s inauguration. The meeting was by video link and lasted three and a half hours. It took place at a time when relations were at their worst for four decades, clouded by distrust. Expectations were low, though they did recognise the need for what they called ‘guardrails’ to ensure that their intense competition did ‘not veer into conflict’.16 Biden told Xi that the US ‘strongly opposes unilateral efforts to change the status quo or undermine peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait’. Xi warned Biden not to ‘play with fire’, and that China was prepared to take ‘decisive measures’ if the island moves towards formal independence.17 Biden is thought to have met Xi at least eight times during the decade before he became president. He was once a strong advocate of engagement – a policy broadly defined as welcoming and embracing China’s rise and avoiding too much criticism in the belief that both China and the world would become better places as a result. This was the prevailing orthodoxy since the normalisation of relations in 1979, but by the time Biden became president it had been largely discredited. Not only did Biden maintain Donald Trumpera tariffs and sanctions, but he also even extended them. The need to lessen American dependence on Chinese products and supply chains, and to protect US technology, is now one of the few areas of bipartisan agreement in Washington. The question for policy makers there is no longer whether decoupling the US economy from that of China is a good idea, particularly in advanced technology, but how best to manage the process.

At the time of the summit, Xi had not left China for nearly two years. That was ostensibly because of Covid-19, but it seemed symptomatic of something larger – a growing self-isolation. China was turning in on itself in a way that seemed to amplify the Communist Party’s arrogance and insecurities. In Xi’s world view, every setback, every criticism, is part of a conspiracy to contain China’s rightful rise – an outlook that blinds Beijing to the impact of its own imperial behaviour and the extent to which this is generating global concern.

Xi’s cult of victimhood and deep animosity towards Western democracies are shared by Russian president Vladmir Putin and have driven their ever-closer relationship. In early February 2022, on the opening day of the Winter Olympics in Beijing, they met in person in the Chinese capital to cement what has been dubbed an ‘axis of autocracy’. They said there were ‘no limits’ to their partnership and pledged to work together to build a new international order. Putin supported Xi’s stance on Taiwan and in return Xi echoed Putin’s criticism of NATO enlargement and his demand for ‘security guarantees’ from the West.18 Three weeks later, Putin sent his tanks into Ukraine. Xi then parroted Putin’s justifications for the aggression and avoided criticising the man he has described as his ‘best friend’. The principles of ‘sovereignty’ and ‘noninterference’ have long been staples of Communist Party propaganda. Putin flagrantly violated both, but Xi could not bring himself even to describe Russia’s aggression as an invasion, his barbarity as a war.

George Orwell’s Big Brother is frequently invoked in describing the dystopian surveillance state that the Communist Party is building in China – though in reality Orwell could never have imagined the repressive new technologies that Xi Jinping is harnessing to underpin his rule. Less well known is that Orwell also coined the phrase ‘Cold War’. He did so in an essay, ‘You and the Atom Bomb’, published in Tribune magazine in October 1945, four years before the publication of Nineteen Eighty-Four. The essay reflected on ‘a state which was at once unconquerable and in a permanent state of “Cold War” with its neighbours’. He envisaged the destructive power of the atom bomb putting an end to large scale ‘hot’ wars, and instead resulting in a perpetual ‘peace that is no peace’ as two or three superstates fought in multiple other ways while avoiding an unthinkable head-on conflict.19

As this book will explain, Xi Jinping’s China has become a master of those multiple other ways to influence and coerce. Western leaders say they do not want a new Cold War, but it is a little too late for that. The Chinese Communist Party is already waging a form of cold war and until now it has been very effective because Western democracies have been largely absent from the battlefield. Far from trying to contain China, as Beijing frequently claims, the West has facilitated its rise, and is only now – belatedly – waking up to the reality of Xi Jinping’s China and the threat it represents to liberal democracies.

Popular culture often provides useful pointers about the real world. The old Cold War kept Hollywood busy, yet major studios today are extremely reticent about casting the Chinese Communist Party as a villain. Hollywood’s priority has been to gain access to the lucrative China market, and to that end they stripped movies of anything that might upset Party censors. The Chinese movie industry has no such reticence when it comes to casting the West as villains. The top two grossing movies of recent years were Wolf Warrior 2, a Rambo-style action film, and The Battle at Lake Changjin, a Korean War epic, both of which depict Americans as almost comic-book enemies. While Hollywood pursues profit from China and kowtows to the Party, China’s propaganda machine is going into battle with a chilling sense of purpose – the new Cold War is in full swing in China’s biggest home-grown movies, and in the broader language and imagery of Party propagandists.

This book is the story of China’s new Cold War. It is different from the last one – China is richer and more deeply embedded in the global economy than was the Soviet Union. That makes the rivalry not only more complex, broader and deeper, but potentially more dangerous. China’s integration into the world economy has given it multiple new tools of coercion and influence that were never available to the Soviet Union, and which it has not hesitated to use as it bids to become the dominant global power. China is also engaged in one of the largest military build-ups ever seen during peacetime, yet there are none of the protocols and little of the depth of mutual knowledge about capabilities and intensions that existed and provided a level of stability during the last Cold War. There is no nuclear hotline, and Beijing has consistently rejected conversations about arms control.

It is China’s behaviour that is driving a belated response from Western democracies, and a broader wariness towards Beijing across the world. China’s new Cold War has technological, economic and strategic dimensions – and it is being played out globally, from the South China Sea to the deserts of Afghanistan, the Arctic, the Himalayas and in cyberspace. While it does not have the sharp ideological divide of the last Cold War, it is still about fundamental values – look no further than the 1.5 million Uyghurs held in ‘re-education camps’ in Xinjiang or the crushing of liberties in Hong Kong to understand that.

The book is divided into three broad parts. The first seven chapters following this introduction examine the many fronts and flashpoints of China’s new Cold War, and the multiple tools the Party is deploying. Chapter 1 begins in the Taiwan Strait, the narrow stretch of water that separates China from Taiwan, where the danger of conflict is higher than at any time in decades. The Strait has seen conflict before – in both 1955 and 1958, the United States considered the use of nuclear weapons against China should it try and invade Taiwan. Once again the area is tense, with China carrying out military drills on an almost daily basis. The People’s Liberation Army is far more formidable than in the past, one of the key purposes of its modernisation being to take Taiwan and deter American intervention. In Chapter 2, we broaden the focus to the South China Sea, 90 per cent of which China claims as its territory – a territorial grab the size of which the world has rarely seen before. Beijing justifies this with vague ‘historic rights’. Its claims have been ruled illegal under international law, a ruling China ignores. It has built and militarised artificial islands and intimidates other claimants. The United States and its Western allies conduct an increasing number of tense ‘freedom of navigation’ patrols through the area.

Chapter 3 moves to Southeast Asia, where China has vigorously asserted its influence, largely by economic means, and where it has at times treated nations as the vassal states of old, demanded fealty in exchange for trade, investment and access to China’s market. The nations of the area seek to balance their sovereignty with their desire for the economic benefits. Beijing has sunk billions of dollars into the region, much of it into railways, pipelines, ports and other infrastructure that serve Beijing’s strategic interests. The region has become a front line in the rivalry with the United States and its allies. In Chapter 4, we focus on the ‘roof of the world’, and China’s tense stand-off with India along their disputed border. A 2020 clash of almost medieval barbarity left twenty Indian soldiers dead and up to 38 from the PLA, when China sought to grab territory high in the Himalayas. The clash put an abrupt end to what had been burgeoning economic relations between the two Asian giants. Beijing has also become increasingly aggressive with other border disputes, notably in Bhutan. Chapter 5 examines the new frontiers of China’s Cold War – from the struggle in the frozen Arctic for control of key minerals that are crucial for technologies of the future, to Beijing’s efforts to exert its technological influence globally through what it calls a ‘digital silk road’. Chapter 6 looks at China’s use of the dark cyber world – how it uses cyberspace to push its interests through disinformation, spying and sabotage. In so doing, its tactics are increasingly converging with those of Russia. Chapter 7 examines the warming relationship between Moscow and Beijing. The two are growing so close militarily that rattled Western analysts speculated about whether they were coordinating activities against Ukraine and Taiwan. Historic animosoties run deep, and their relationship in many ways is a marriage of convenience – but no less dangerous for it.

The second broad section, covering Chapters 8 to 11 focuses more closely on Taiwan, where the Chinese Communist Party’s intimidation is at its most egregious, and where the dangers to global peace are most stark. In a similar way that Xinjiang can be seen as a laboratory for high-tech means of repression, so Taiwan can be regarded as a proving ground for China’s ‘grey zone’ warfare. It is also where the potential costs to outsiders are highest – morally, strategically and economically. Chapter 8 looks more closely at the ‘grey zone’ warfare China is already waging against the island. This includes military intimidation, economic and information warfare, and cyberattacks. China is seeking to deny Taiwan international space and intimidate those who deal with the island. Beijing even sought to deny Taiwan access to Covid-19 vaccines. This chapter also looks at how a military conflict might unfold. Chapter 9 examines the history of Taiwan, and China’s spurious claims over it. It examines the origin and unsustainability of the ‘One China Policy’, a fudge that has kept the peace for five decades, and of America’s policy of ‘strategic ambiguity’ over the defence of the island. Chapter 10 seeks to explain why Taiwan matters. It looks at the island’s evolution into possibly the world’s most successful new democracy, and how in terms of political development China and Taiwan have moved rapidly in opposite directions. It examines how China’s repression in Hong Kong has destroyed any dwindling support for unification on the island and how Taiwan’s democracy might well be Taiwan’s most important form of defence. Chapter 11 looks at Taiwan’s remarkable economic success. It also examines its significance as a vital cog in the global economy, particularly for advanced technology, where it dominates the production of high-end microprocessors. Disruption would be extremely costly for the world economy.

The final section of the book examines the increasing tit-for-tat and geopolitical manoeuvrings as Western democracies push back. They examine and assess the strategies being used and developed to counter Beijing – as well as the ambiguities of Western policy. They also ask whether Beijing has now reached the peak of its powers, with cracks beginning to emerge in its global strategy, largely of its own making. In Chapter 12 we examine the role of Japan, constitutionally barred from having an army, but in practice building one of the most powerful forces in Asia. It is increasingly outspoken about Chinese aggression, including Beijing’s claims over Japanese-controlled islands, and the security of Taiwan. It is becoming a key, but understated, player. Chapter 13 looks at the evolving but still confused policy of Britain towards China, as London seeks to find a new post-Brexit role in the world. It has identified Beijing as a significant security threat – a ‘systemic competitor’ – but believes it can pursue deeper trade and investment ties, even though Beijing has not hesitated to use these for coercion elsewhere.

Chapter 14 looks at the experiences of Australia and Lithuania. Both were targeted by Beijing with threats and economic sanctions – Australia after calling for an independent inquiry into the origins of Covid-19, and Lithuania for allowing Taiwan to open a diplomatic office in Vilnius under its own name. Both stood firm in the face of this bullying. The chapter asks whether they can provide a model for standing up to Beijing. Chapter 15 seeks to draw conclusions about how this rivalry might develop and the most effective ways of countering Beijing, while also avoiding a ‘hot war’. It also poses the question as to whether we may now be witnessing ‘Peak China’ as the country faces economic headwinds at home and a world increasingly prepared to push back. There is considerable evidence to support this, but Peak China may also be a more dangerous China. There then follows an epilogue, written from Taipei as Taiwan gradually eased Covid-19 restrictions, and more fully assessing the impact of the Ukraine war.

Names often provide a challenge for authors of books about China and Taiwan, some of them going to extraordinary lengths to avoid calling Taiwan a country. The official name of China is the People’s Republic of China (PRC), while the official name of Taiwan is the Republic of China (ROC), a legacy of when the defeated nationalists retreated to the island after losing the Chinese civil war to the communists in 1949. They set up their ROC government in exile on Taiwan, dreaming of retaking the mainland. The name ‘Republic of China’ is no longer so widely used, and most of those who live on the island self-identify as Taiwanese and refer to their country as Taiwan. This is not an academic textbook, and I have no wish to avoid offending China – I shall therefore use the name Taiwan, refer to the PRC simply as China, and call Taiwan a country. As this book will demonstrate, Taiwan has all the attributes of a country, and a very successful one at that. The fact it is not recognised as such and is denied its formal right to self-determination is down to Beijing’s bullying.

The Chinese Communist Party has been described as a master of ‘salami slicing’, the practice of slowly accumulating advantages, whether this be in grabbing territory or other strategic gains. Each advance is calculated to remain below (often just below) a bar that might provoke a reaction. In isolation, each slice creates anger but is not sufficient to trigger sanctions. However, over time they add up to a substantial change in the strategic picture, whether that be in the South China Sea, the Himalayas, trade practices or cyberspace. As this book will demonstrate, not only have Western democracies set the bar far too high, but an emboldened China is carving bigger slices, doing so with greater frequency and confidence, and with a growing appetite for risk. As Richard Moore, the head of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service (MI6) said in a rare interview in November 2021, ‘The days of Deng Xiaoping’s “hide your strength, bide your time” are long over,’ and he warned, ‘Adapting to a world affected by the rise of China is the single greatest priority for MI6.’20

The Chinese Communist Party frequently accuses its critics of having a ‘Cold War Mentality’. The label is used for those who criticise its repression at home, and against those who have the audacity to criticise, or seek to stand up to, its bullying and territorial claims worldwide. By this definition, a Cold War mentality is precisely what is needed by Western democracies and like-minded allies as they push back against Xi Jinping’s China.




CHAPTER 1

The Taiwan Strait: The Most Dangerous Place on Earth

‘China’s gone from bide our time, to this is our time. There are fewer and fewer inhibitions’

Rear Admiral Jim Ellis, commander of the USS Independence battle group during the 1996 Taiwan Strait crisis

The beach on the Taiwanese-controlled island of Little Kinmen is lined with rusting, barnacle-covered spikes, designed to thwart an invasion. They point towards the Chinese coast, which at low tide is less than two miles away. The towering glass-walled high-rises of sprawling Xiamen, one of China’s most prosperous cities, loom through the haze.

Little Kinmen is the nickname for Liehyu, the baby sister of the main island of Kinmen, and the closest Taiwanese-controlled islands to China. Taiwan itself is 140 miles east, across the Taiwan Strait. Little Kinmen once endured what military historians regard as one of the largest and most intense artillery bombardments in military history. In 1958 Chinese forces blockaded the islands, and for forty-four days, beginning on 23 August of that year, they rained down an estimated half a million shells in an effort to ‘liberate’ the place.

The US, fearing the assault was a step towards an attack on Taiwan itself, responded with an enormous show of force, and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles threatened ‘massive retaliation’. American warships escorted Taiwanese supply vessels across the Taiwan Strait, while the US Air Force helped Taiwan gain control of the skies above it. Plans were drawn up to use nuclear weapons, initially against strategic targets such as Chinese military airfields, but also against cities including Shanghai and Guangzhou. The Soviet leader, Nikita Khrushchev, warned that an American attack on China would be viewed as an attack on the USSR.1

A classified US study of the 1958 confrontation disclosed by Daniel Ellsberg, who also leaked the classified history of the Vietnam War known as the ‘Pentagon Papers’, suggests that American military leaders doubted that conventional weapons would deter China’s leader, Mao Zedong, if the crisis escalated. Ellsberg quotes Christian Herder, who succeeded Dulles as secretary of state, as saying: ‘The Cuban Missile Crisis is often described as the first serious nuclear crisis, those of us who lived through the Quemoy [Kinmen] crisis definitely regarded that as the first serious nuclear crisis.’2 Thankfully, the bombardment of Kinmen ended with a whimper rather than a bang – when Chinese forces ran short of ammunition. The two sides then settled into a bizarre routine under which they bombarded each other with shells containing propaganda leaflets on alternate days of the week. This informal arrangement lasted for twenty years.

For Kinmen, the 1958 confrontation was the second of that decade. In 1955, the Taiwanese repulsed another invasion attempt, during which two American military advisers were killed. Then too the use of nuclear weapons against China was considered, but American President Dwight Eisenhower pushed back against his generals. Back then Kinmen resembled one giant military bunker. It covered only seventy square miles, but was of huge military and strategic importance. It’s granite rocks hid a subterranean world of military fortifications – tunnels, forts and caves that would not be out of place in a James Bond movie. Up to 100,000 Taiwanese soldiers were stationed there, and travel in and out was highly restricted – restrictions that remained in place until 1994.

Today the old scars and fortifications are tourist attractions. It takes little more than half an hour to drive across the main island, but Kinmen has one of the highest densities of military museums to be found anywhere in the world. There is even an 823 Artillery Bombardment Victory Monument roundabout (the 823 referring to the date in 1958 when the bombardment began), which takes the form of a giant upright shell. A landmine museum has one of the most comprehensive – and scary – collections of these devices. When the two sides were not firing shells they were blasting propaganda at each other, and the Beishan Broadcasting Wall still stands on the larger island, a tall box-like concrete tower facing the Chinese coast and packed with dozens of powerful speakers. For nearly three decades it broadcast music and anti-communist propaganda, ‘sonic warfare’ as it was dubbed. Now it has become an art installation, a stage on which musicians experiment with sound. So many shells were fired that to this day Chinese shell cases and shrapnel sustain a local cottage industry, a string of workshops melting them down to make kitchen knives and other ornaments. The Bishop of Taiwan even ahs a project to transform shell cases into crosses.

Since direct links with China were established in 2008, Beijing has preferred to bombard tiny Kinmen with tourists, who have flocked to this bizarre little Taiwanese outpost. Before they were halted in 2020 by the Covid-19 pandemic, some forty-four ferries were making the half-hour crossing between Kinmen and Xiamen every day. The tourists wandered the narrow streets of Kinmen town, poked around the old fortifications, peered back at China through powerful binoculars and took selfies against the smoggy backdrop. It is hard to know what they made of the place, but one of the key tenets of China’s ‘patriotic education’ and propaganda is that Taiwan is part of China, a breakaway province, and in this telling Kinmen is part of Fujian province – just like Xiamen – and by hook or by crook the renegade will soon be returned to the motherland.

For their part, the people of Kinmen happily pocket the tourist dollars, while keeping their Taiwanese flags proudly flying. Some 140,000 people now live on the islands, a figure that has increased by around 4 per cent a year over the decade to 2020. The main island now boasts its own university, which contains a plaque with a quote from the poet Luo Fu, who served as a naval officer in Kinmen. ‘The sound of opening a bottle of liquor is better than the sound of pulling a trigger’, it reads – a reference to another thriving Kinmen industry, producing fiery sorghum wine.

The islanders have welcomed (and benefited from) China’s appeals to their hearts and to their wallets – the ‘win-win’ promises of joint prosperity, so beloved of Communist Party propagandists. Drinking water is now pumped from China and there has been talk of connecting the islands to China’s electricity grid, building a bridge to Xiamen and turning Kinmen into a special economic zone. But at the same time, Kinmen has embraced Taiwanese democracy and sovereignty – its de-facto independence. The islanders have preferred to treat Beijing’s frequent and noisy threats of war should Taiwan formally declare independence as so much background noise. In this sense their little islands are a microcosm of the Taiwanese fudge – embodying all the contradictions, the smoke and the mirrors that have characterised relations between the two sides for decades.

It is a fudge that has avoided the open hostilities of the 1950s – but it is becoming increasingly difficult to sustain. ‘Kinmen should become a bridge of peace between Taiwan and Mainland China,’ Chou Yang-sun, a professor of Chinese affairs at the university, told a visiting journalist in late 2020.3 Though Wang Jui-sheng, a first year student, was more troubled about the intentions of their giant neighbour: ‘China is angry at Taiwan and acting all the more brutish.’ He said the people on Kinmen were increasingly unsettled. ‘I’m worried about the chance of military conflicts between the two sides, possibly even in the near future.’4 Wang is part of a new generation of Taiwanese, children of what has become one of the world’s most prosperous and successful democracies. He was perhaps being more realistic than the professor. Even the ferries that bring the tourists from Xiamen embody the contradictions that underlie the relationship. They are a source of prosperity, but at the same time civilian vessels form a key part of Beijing’s invasion planning. At shipyards all along China’s east coast, ferries are being retrofitted, strengthening them for carrying military equipment and troops; new ferries must be built to military specifications.5

It would be premature and dangerous to regard the fortifications that honeycomb these islands as merely relics of a bygone era. The Taiwanese military still has a heavy presence on Kinmen – though the parts of the subterranean honeycomb they use are firmly off limits to tourists. Few doubt that Kinmen would again be one of China’s first targets in the event of war, since it forms a natural barrier to Xiamen harbour, and would need to be subdued if China was to ensure safe passage for its Taiwan-bound invasion fleet. Seizing these smaller islands may also be part of China’s ‘anaconda strategy’, whereby instead of a full assault on the main island of Taiwan, China progressively squeezes its prey until it surrenders. As we shall see later in this book, many other elements of this strategy are already in place. What is for certain, is that as the drums of war from China’s leader, Xi Jinping, grow increasingly louder, few people can hear them more clearly and menacingly than the people of Kinmen, who have borne the brunt of Beijing’s violence in the past.

On the other side of the narrow stretch of water from Kinmen, China’s People’s Liberation Army has engaged in a massive military build-up and modernisation, which have two principal aims that could not be achieved in the past – to invade Taiwan and at the same time deter intervention from the United States. Under Xi Jinping, the PLA has carried out increasingly aggressive drills designed to demonstrate its ability to do both.

Xiamen itself is home to the PLA’s 73rd Group Army, believed to be China’s main Taiwan invasion force. Early in 2021, it was reported that the PLA had deployed to the area a new and powerful long-range ballistic missile system, the PLC-191.6 These are mounted on forty-five-tonne trucks, and each unit is able to fire multiple missiles with a range of more than 200 miles, giving them the capability to hit targets not just on Kinmen, but all down Taiwan’s west coast. The system joins a dizzying array of new and modernised weapons deployed by the Chinese military. A series of pyrotechnic-laden documentaries broadcast by state television to celebrate the fifth anniversary of the PLA’s Rocket Force, showed ten types of missile designed for use against the island.7 Estimates vary, but China is thought to have between 1,000 and 2,000 missiles trained on Taiwan and its outlying islands.

In addition, the PLA has developed intermediate-range ballistic missiles dubbed ‘aircraft-carrier killers’ by state media. These were first test-fired into the South China Sea from a base in Zhejiang province in August 2020 during military drills.8 The DF-21D and its bigger brother, the DF-26B, are anti-ship missiles with ranges between 1,200 and 3,000 miles, and developed with the principal purpose of countering US aircraft carrier groups. During exercises three days after Joe Biden’s inauguration as US president, Chinese fighters reportedly simulated an attack on a US aircraft carrier in the region.9 It was later reported that the PLA had built mock-ups of an American aircraft carrier and other warships at a military training facility in the remote desert in western Xinjiang province. The ‘aircraft carrier’ appeared to be on tracks designed to simulate the ship’s movement.10

China has stepped up its aerial harassment of Taiwan with waves of heavy nuclear-capable bombers and sophisticated fighter jets bearing down on the island in numbers and with a frequency not seen before. In 2020 alone, China conducted 380 incursions into Taiwan’s air defence identification zone (ADIZ), a buffer zone of international airspace where foreign planes face questioning by controllers and potential interception, according to the Taiwanese government.11 In 2021, the figure more than doubled to 969 incursions, according to a database compiled by Agence France-Presse.12 Over four days straddling China’s October 1st National Day holiday weekend, 149 aircraft entered Taiwan’s ADIZ, including a record 56 on the Monday alone.13 The US State Department labelled China’s actions ‘provocative’ and ‘destabilising’.14 As the year progressed, Taipei was forced to scramble its forces on an almost daily basis at the approach of these aerial armadas.15 Chinese warplanes regularly crossed the Taiwan Strait ‘median line’, an informal border that previously had been largely respected by both sides. Satellite images appeared to show China expanding and upgrading three military airbases on its coast opposite Taiwan. The images showed newly built aircraft hangars, potential munitions bunkers, extended runways, tarmac aprons and a possible missile defence system.16

The aerial incursions were coordinated increasingly with large-scale drills involving navy and ground forces in which thousands of troops simulate an invasion of Taiwan. In April 2021, the PLA conducted simultaneous naval exercises to the east and west of Taiwan. The Chinese aircraft carrier, Liaoning, was given pride of place, while fifteen warplanes tested the island’s air defences.17 Chinese state television showed amphibious fighting vehicles rolling onto beaches and shelling targets marked on the distant mountainside.18 Waves of attack helicopters skimmed across the sea as part of another ‘assault exercise’.19 In a series of increasingly belligerent statements, Xi Jinping publicly called on the PLA to prepare to fight ‘at any moment’. While inspecting marines in Chaozhou City, he said they must ‘put all [their] minds and energy on preparing for war’.20 During a meeting of China’s rubber-stamp parliament, the National People’s Congress, he told PLA commanders to ‘step up preparations for armed combat’, citing ‘security threats from Taiwan independence forces’.21

In evidence to a US senate armed services committee hearing in March 2021, Admiral Philip Davidson, then Washington’s top military officer in the Indo-Pacific, said he feared China would invade Taiwan within the next six years. ‘I cannot for the life of me understand some of the capabilities that they’re putting in the field, unless . . . it is an aggressive posture,’ Davidson told the senators.22 His successor, Admiral John Aquilino, avoided a timescale, but warned, ‘My opinion is that this problem is much closer to us than most think and we have to take this on.’ He said that taking control of Taiwan was now Xi Jinping’s ‘number one priority’ and was cautious about America’s ability to deter him. ‘The Chinese Communist party has generated some capabilities in the region that are designed to keep us out,’ he said, reiterating that ‘The most dangerous concern is that of a military force against Taiwan.’23 Another senior US official said, ‘There’s concern he [Xi] sees capstone progress on Taiwan as important to his legitimacy and legacy. It seems that he is prepared to take risks.’24

The incoming Biden administration declared its commitment to Taiwan was ‘rock-solid’.25 The newly elected president attended back-to-back meetings of the leaders of the G7 group of developed economies and NATO, the Western military alliance, both of which issued warnings about China’s global behaviour. Beijing responded by flying another wave of military aircraft into Taiwan’s air defence buffer zone.26 The G7 communique stressed the ‘importance of peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait’ – the first time such a statement had ever referred directly to Taiwan. The NATO statement was unusually strong, warning that China poses a ‘systemic challenge’ to the rules-based international order. Beijing called the NATO statement ‘slander of China’s peaceful development’.27 The sense of growing alarm in the first part of 2021 was captured by the cover image of the Economist newspaper, which showed Taiwan at the centre of a radar screen sandwiched between little bleeps representing American and Chinese forces. It labelled the island ‘The most dangerous place on earth’.28

The year 1996 was a watershed year for Taiwan, China and the US – and for the complex relations around the Taiwan Strait. It was the year Taiwan held its first fully democratic presidential election, an event that would set the island on course to become what is widely regarded today as the world’s most successful new democracy. China fired missiles close to the island and carried out military exercises in an effort to influence the election. In response, the US put on a massive display of military power, sending two aircraft carrier battle groups to the area. Beijing’s intimidation did influence the election, but not in the way it hoped – it solidified support behind the candidate the Communist Party loathed, but the experience was a key factor in China’s decision to rapidly expand and modernise its military.

The winner of the 1996 election was Lee Teng-hui, who is widely regarded today as the father of modern Taiwanese democracy. He also sought to nurture a separate non-Chinese identity for the island – efforts that turned him into a hate figure for Beijing. When he died in 2020, aged ninety-seven, President Tsai Ing-wen declared, ‘President Lee’s contribution to Taiwan’s democratic journey was irreplaceable and his death is a great loss for the country.’29 Later in life Lee became a strong advocate of independence, though he had long argued that there was no need for Taiwan to antagonise Beijing by formally declaring independence, since it already was a sovereign state – a commonly held view on the island.

Surprisingly, Lee was a member of the Kuomintang (KMT), or Nationalist Party – the party of Chiang Kai-shek. Chiang established the Republic of China on Taiwan in 1949 after retreating from China with his defeated army at the end of the Chinese civil war against Mao Zedong’s communists. Chiang tolerated little opposition; his rule over Taiwan was at times brutal and corrupt, as I shall examine more fully later in this book. He surrounded himself with hardline mainlanders who dreamed of reconquering China. When he died in 1975 power passed to his son and former head of the secret police, Chiang Chin-kou, who eased some of the harder edges of his father’s rule and formally lifted martial law in 1987. When this Chiang died a year later he was succeeded by Lee, who set about trying to further soften the party’s iron rule, and to give a stronger political voice to those who had lived in Taiwan before 1949.

Although the KMT was dominated by mainlanders, Lee himself was a native of Taiwan, born in a farming community near Taipei in 1923, which was around halfway through Japan’s half century of colonial rule over the island. Until 1996, the president of Taiwan had been chosen by members of the tightly controlled national assembly. Lee changed the rules and the elections of that year were the first under which the president was directly elected by the people. That unnerved China, as did Lee’s Taiwanese pedigree, Beijing being suspicious of anything it saw as flirting with a separate non-Chinese identity. China’s anger was further exacerbated when the year before the election the US allowed Lee to visit Cornell University, where he had studied, which in Beijing’s eyes gave recognition to its ‘renegade’ province.

I spent several weeks in Taiwan at that time, covering the election and the growing tensions across the Strait. Lee, tall and charismatic, seemed to revel in needling Beijing. In one interview he declared that relations between Taiwan and China had the character of relations between two separate states. This was heresy, not only in the eyes of Beijing, but even in his own party, where many still looked forward to eventual union between the sides, though not under communist rule. At a Taipei rally I attended, Lee cut an imposing figure; he looked like he was enjoying himself, a smile fixed permanently on his face. ‘They’re the ones who are scared, right? And all they can do is try and frighten the Taiwan people, using military exercises to try and undermine confidence,’ he said.

Lee did cancel a planned visit to Matsu, another string of Taiwanesecontrolled islands, around 130 miles to the northeast of Kinmen. The islands are named after the goddess of the sea, believed to protect fishermen and sailors. They are ten miles from the Chinese coast, where the nearest Chinese city is Fuzhou. Lee’s office cited security reasons for the cancellation, perhaps feeling a rally there was just a little too provocative. I went anyway, driving into the main town of Nangan to the sound of countless explosions – firecrackers, thankfully. A festival was underway in honour of Zao Jun, the Taoist Kitchen God. There were around 20,000 soldiers stationed on Matsu at the time, and it too resembled a fortress. But instead of the drums of war, I found at one base the heavy beat of percussion for a traditional lion dance, preparations for the forthcoming Chinese New Year. The Communist Party might be huffing and puffing a few miles away, but here they were not going to allow Beijing’s tantrums to get in the way of a good celebration or their giving thanks to the god who keeps a protective eye over their food. The most common response to questions about China’s threats began with a shrug – ‘We’re used to it’. It wasn’t so much bravado as weary acceptance, the background noise that went with the territory. It was something they’d learned to live with.

I also visited Kinmen, where travel restrictions had only recently been lifted. The flight from Taipei took a little over an hour, but felt far longer as the small aircraft was buffeted by the area’s notoriously strong winds, the Taiwan Strait acting as a kind of wind tunnel. Back then, Kinmen still resembled a military garrison, Taiwanese forces heavily dug in, warily monitoring the Chinese coast. They still heavily outnumbered the civilian population, among whom memories were still raw of curfews, blackouts and hours spent in the underground shelters required by every village. Along the coast, many villages were deserted, houses still bearing the scars of the shelling.

In 1996, direct travel to China was still not allowed, and to visit relatives, some living just across that narrow stretch of water, meant travelling to the main island of Taiwan and then down to Hong Kong to enter from there. Unofficially, smuggling was rife, and small boats would head out to sea every night under the cover of darkness to meet and trade with enterprising counterparts from Xiamen and the villages around it. The level of smuggling, and the military’s willingness to tolerate it, depended on the level of tension, and as the election approached the smugglers were staying at home. Yet even these front-line islands were gripped by election fever; roads were lined with Taiwanese flags and countless election posters.

As the 23 March election day approached, China deployed 150,000 troops to Fujian province, bordering the Taiwan Strait, and carried out a series of military exercises. The PLA fired M-9 nuclear-capable ballistic missiles into Taiwanese territorial waters, splashing down in shipping lanes close to the island’s two main seaports, Keelung in the north and Kaohsiung in the south. One missile passed almost directly over Taipei, the Taiwanese capital, before landing some twenty miles off the coast. US military analysts warned that China appeared to be ‘bracketing’ the island in preparation for a direct attack. US Defense Secretary William J. Perry warned Beijing of ‘grave consequences’ should a missile strike Taiwan. He diverted an aircraft carrier battle group, centred on the USS Nimitz, to the area, where it joined the USS Independence battle group, already on location, carrying out exercises 200 miles off the northeast of Taiwan.30

The pilots who fly C-2A Greyhounds will tell you that although they are not the best-looking aircraft, these stubby twin-engine workhorses are the unsung heroes of a battle group – their lifeline, ferrying essential supplies out to the carrier. It also takes a certain class of pilot to land a Greyhound on a moving ship almost inch perfect to catch the restraining cord, which pulls the aircraft to an abrupt halt, and will later launch it from the deck like a giant slingshot. A few days before the 1996 presidential election in Taiwan, I flew on a Greyhound from the American base in Okinawa, Japan, to spend a weekend on USS Independence, and can testify that landing and taking-off from a carrier deck beats most fairground rides I’ve ever been on.

I was still recovering from the landing when I met Rear Admiral Jim Ellis, the commander of the battle group. While my cameraman carried out some last-minute checks on our equipment, I tried a little small talk. ‘Nice boat,’ I said. He fixed me with a wry smile and pointed out to sea, where a small vessel was bobbing in the distance. ‘Sir,’ he said, ‘that’s a boat. This is a ship.’ And it was quite a ship – more than 1,000 feet long, with four acres of flight deck and more than 5,000 crew. It could carry more than seventy aircraft, and day and night F-14 and F-18 fighter jets screamed back and forth from the deck, up to thirteen of them in the air at any one time. They practised air intercepts and bombing runs. ‘Our purpose in being here is to demonstrate the commitment of the United States to peace and stability in the region,’ Ellis told me.

There were seven support vessels in the battle group, five warships and two submarines. The USS Independence was then thirty-seven years old, the oldest and most experienced ship in the navy’s active fleet. It had participated in almost every major US navy operation during that time, including during the Vietnam War, the invasion of Grenada and Operation Desert Shield, when it enforced a no-fly zone in the Persian Gulf in the build-up to the first Gulf War. At the time of the Taiwan deployment it was based out of Yokosuka, a Japanese port city that sits in the shadow of Mount Fuji, about thirty miles southwest of Tokyo, from where its main focus of operations had been the Korean peninsula.

Together with the Nimitz battle group, this was the largest gathering of US naval power in the area since the 1958 Kinmen island crisis. It was designed to deter, and it succeeded in keeping China at bay. Although Beijing huffed and puffed it could not disrupt the election, and as we shall see later, Taiwanese democracy has gone from strength to strength. But China did learn, and when soon afterwards the PLA embarked on a massive expansion and modernisation, it was determined that never again would the US navy have such free rein in those waters. In military jargon, China embarked on a strategy of A2/AD – anti-access/area denial, designed to keep the US navy away from its shores by threatening unacceptable losses should it attempt another 1996-type intervention.

More than twenty-five years after he commanded the USS Independence battle group, and oversaw its drills off the Taiwan coast, Rear Admiral Jim Ellis recognises that things have changed dramatically. ‘They [China] swore that it would never happen again, and they’ve now fairly successfully been able to craft a strategy that would make it much more challenging and much more difficult,’ he told me by Zoom from his home in California. ‘I couldn’t go where I went and do what I did with impunity now. It’s a different environment. I was concerned about the Chinese submarines and the potential vulnerabilities and that type of thing, but they didn’t have the DF-21s, the carrier-killer missiles, the robust capabilities that they’ve now built.’ What hasn’t changed is Beijing’s sense of acute paranoia. ‘I laughed when I learned through intelligence sources after the fact that in 1996 China thought I was selected, that my carrier battle group was chosen to go to Taiwan, because of the name of my flagship, the USS Independence. They thought that was the reason. And I thought to myself, if only we were that clever.’

Ellis went on to head US naval forces in Europe, and led US and NATO forces in combat and humanitarian operations during the 1999 Kosovo crises. His final assignment before ending his military career in 2004 was as Commander of the US Strategic Command, which oversees America’s strategic nuclear arsenal. He is, in other words, a man of considerable experience. He now heads the national security task force at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University, which has brought him full circle – back to Taiwan. ‘China’s gone from bide our time, to this is our time,’ he told me. ‘There are fewer and fewer inhibitions.’ No other subject is commanding as much attention among US policy makers and military strategists as Taiwan. In the face of growing Chinese aggression, there is a recognition that the ambiguity that has characterised policy for decades, the fudges, the smoke and mirrors surrounding the island’s status and America’s willingness to defend it, are no longer tenable. It is built on a fiction that is no longer sustainable. ‘It has become the issue, quite frankly,’ Ellis said.

The Taiwan fudge is built on the decades-old ‘One China Policy’, to which all sides supposedly subscribe. It is less a policy and more an agreement to disagree. Over the years it has become an evolving exercise in verbal contortion and obfuscation. At its heart is the notion that there is only one China, of which Taiwan is a part. When it was first agreed between Beijing and Washington in 1972 it did not seem an unreasonable fudge, since at that time both sides of the Taiwan Strait claimed to be the rightful ruler of all of China. But it side-stepped the question of what ‘One China’ means in practice, avoiding any detailed discussion of when or how any unification should come about. Many now question if that goal is any longer desirable or feasible at all, given that so many of the original assumptions no longer stand – if indeed they ever did. As I shall examine later in this book, the two sides have grown apart, and a majority in democratic Taiwan no longer identify with China and want nothing to do politically with the increasingly dystopian state that Xi Jinping is building.

The ‘One China Policy’ is a creature of a different era. Its first appearance was in the Shanghai Communique, issued during the groundbreaking 1972 visit to China by Richard Nixon. It was designed to placate Beijing while preserving as far as possible Washington’s relationship with Taiwan, with whom the US had a formal alliance at the time. That alliance had been in place since the 1949 retreat by Chiang Kai-shek’s defeated and bedraggled Nationalist army and its establishment on Taiwan of the Republic of China’s government in exile. During that period Taiwan was viewed by the US through the prism of the Cold War struggle against communism – plucky Chiang as the leader of ‘Free China’ on Taiwan enjoyed strong American diplomatic and military backing as the rightful ruler of all China.

The narrative shifted with the geopolitical tide, and seven years after Nixon and his secretary of state, Henry Kissinger, broke the ice with Beijing, the Carter administration normalised relations, switching diplomatic recognition from Taipei to Beijing. The switch was motivated at least in part by another Cold War calculation that saw China as a useful counterweight to the Soviet Union, the two communist giants having fallen out. US military personnel were duly withdrawn from Taiwan, although the US continued to supply sufficient weapons for the island’s defence, while at the same time being vague about what it would do in the event of an invasion – a policy that became known as ‘strategic ambiguity’.31

A later iteration of the ‘One China Policy’ stressed the need to strive for a ‘peaceful resolution’ of the Taiwan question, which implied that unity would only come about in an amicable way and by mutual agreement. When China embarked on its policy of reform and opening under paramount leader Deng Xiaoping this did not seem an unreasonable goal to many policy makers in Washington, and even in Taipei. They assumed that at some point in the future the two political and economic systems might converge – that more openness and prosperity in China would lead to greater liberalism and democracy and thereby make some sort of unity more palatable to Taiwan. As Rear Admiral Jim Ellis now sees it:

To some degree, we kind of gave up our formal commitment to Taiwan’s defence in the seventies because we assumed that China was going to become a caring parent at some point and embrace the child again. In a sense the context in which those promises were made was predicting a future that has not arrived and now appears will not arrive vis-à-vis China, and so does that change the basic assumptions and tenets of that agreement? I don’t know.

Over the years, the ‘One China Policy’ has treated Taiwan as part of a larger narrative, a bit-part player on a wider geopolitical canvas, rather than an important player with agency to be examined and respected in its own right. The Taiwan–China spat is all-too-frequently portrayed as a family quarrel, the unfinished business of the Chinese civil war, rather than treating Taiwan as a country with a long and distinctive history and culture – and a well-deserved right of self-determination.32 It is remarkable how many contemporary commentators accept Beijing’s narrative at face value, particularly the Communist Party’s talk of ‘reuniting’ the island, when history shows Taiwan’s relationship with China to be far more complex and Beijing’s sovereignty claims debatable to say the least.

As I shall examine in more detail later, two developments in particular have rendered the ‘One China Policy’ largely obsolete: the flourishing of democracy on Taiwan and the adoption by Xi Jinping of an increasingly chauvinistic nationalism in China, which sees the ‘recovery’ of Taiwan as a defining principle. The two sides of the Taiwan Strait are moving rapidly in opposite directions. Democracy and diversity have become part of a growing and distinct Taiwanese identity, underpinned by a successful tech-driven economy. The island is possibly the most liberal place in Asia and standards of living among the highest in the world. China under Xi Jinping, has grown richer too, but it has become a dark and dangerous place for anybody who expresses criticism of the Party; Xi has turned himself into the most powerful leader since Mao Zedong, intolerant not only of dissent but of any separate cultural or ethnic identities within China, as evidenced by his repression of the Uyghurs in Xinjiang. Technology is important to Xi too, but as a tool to underpin his rule, as he has built a surveillance state the likes of which the world has not seen before.

Because Taiwan is now a flourishing democracy, its 23 million people need to be persuaded of the benefits of unity, yet Xi has shown himself to be a deeply unattractive partner. By his actions, he has made it far less likely that unity will be the democratic will of the Taiwanese people any time soon. The island is a threat to Xi because it represents an alternative future, the embodiment of a rival set of values and an alternative model of what China could become. For this reason it has attracted parallels to West Berlin during the last Cold War, with calls for its defence to be taken as seriously as that of the once-walled German city.33 If China were to lunge at Taiwan, it would constitute much more than a territorial grab. It would be a direct challenge to others who hold those values – first and foremost the United States.

As a pragmatist, Deng Xiaoping saw Taiwan as an issue that could be dealt with by future generations, preferring to concentrate on economic development. His successors, Zhang Zemin and then Hu Jintao upped the rhetoric on Taiwan, but never had the military strength to do much about it. Xi Jinping now has the means and the ideology. His ‘Chinese Dream’ is a dream of national rejuvenation, underpinned by historic grievance and ethnic superiority. The restoration of the great Han Chinese nation has no room for the sort of complex identities that characterise modern Taiwan, or any competing notions of sovereignty or governance. The ‘recovery’ of Taiwan is central to Xi’s world view, and in this sense Xi has become a prisoner of his own rhetoric.

Over the years, China’s policy on Taiwan has combined coercion and persuasion – the carrot and the stick, as epitomised by the Kinmen islands. Threats have been interspersed with efforts to enhance economic, cultural and social ties. China has appealed to Taiwanese hearts and wallets, while warning of the dire consequences should Taiwan formally reject its embrace. Neither has worked, and Xi has now shifted firmly towards coercion. Beijing has sought to isolate Taiwan internationally, and has grown louder and more aggressive in its intimidation of the island, as well as those countries, companies and even high profile celebrities who deviate from its narrative about the island being part of China. At the same time as flexing its military muscles and heightening its rhetoric, the Communist Party has embarked on a campaign of ‘grey zone’ warfare against Taiwan. This takes on many forms, including economic coercion, cyberattacks, influence operations and disinformation. A toolkit increasingly familiar to those dealing with China globally as Beijing seeks to further its interests worldwide – no more so than in its own backyard, the South China Sea.




CHAPTER 2

The South China Sea: The Biggest Territorial Grab Since the Second World War

‘China, my friend, how politely can I put it? Let me see . . . O . . . GET THE FUCK OUT.’

Teddy Locsin Jr, secretary of foreign affairs of the Philippines, May 2021

It was perhaps one of the most undiplomatic diplomatic missives of all time. In May 2021, Teddy Locsin Jr, the Philippines’ secretary of foreign affairs, launched a Twitter tirade against Beijing over the presence of more than 250 Chinese ‘fishing boats’ around a reef inside his country’s territorial waters in the South China Sea. ‘China, my friend, how politely can I put it? Let me see . . . O . . . GET THE FUCK OUT.’ He went on to liken Beijing to an ‘ugly oaf’.1

His boss, President Rodrigo Duterte, himself no slouch when it comes to foul language, told Locsin to calm down, but it was easy to understand his anger and frustration. ‘All the diplomatic protests that the secretary of foreign affairs filed have been ignored as if nothing was filed at all. The continued incursions and bullying finally got his goat,’ tweeted Panfilo Lacson, a member of the Philippines senate.2 It was all the more galling because Duterte had tried hard to cosy up to China, turning his back on his traditional American allies. So desperate was he not to offend Beijing, that he had even sought to undermine his own government’s victory at an international tribunal in 2016, which invalidated China’s extensive claims in the area.

The Chinese boats were discovered at Whitsun Reef, a boomerang-shaped feature in the Spratly Islands, around 175 miles from the Philippine island of Palawan, and well within the country’s 200-mile exclusive economic zone (EEZ). They stayed there for several weeks. Satellite photographs showed them tied together in neat rows, large Chinese flags fluttering on their bows. Beijing claimed they were merely fishing vessels taking shelter from bad weather. But it was unprecedented in scale and duration, and analysts familiar with Beijing’s tactics identified them as part of a ‘grey zone’ maritime militia, which China has used increasingly to spearhead its territorial claims.3

Whitsun Reef hardly seems like prime real estate. It is eight miles long and only appears above water at low tide. It is also more than 650 miles from China (nearly four times its distance from the Philippines), but to China it was another feature ticked off in its efforts to take control of the South China Sea, 90 per cent of which it claims as its own territory. That’s an area of more than 1.25 million square miles, more than thirteen times the size of the United Kingdom. Territorial expansion by imperial powers is usually associated with land-based armies on the march, but China’s assertion of sovereignty over such a vast area still represents a territorial grab on a scale not seen since the Second World War.4

In 2013, the Philippines challenged China’s territorial claims under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which both countries had ratified. It was regarded as a landmark case, and followed China’s grabbing of a rock called Scarborough Shoal, which lies within the Philippines’ EEZ in another part of the South China Sea. Beijing responded to the legal challenge by imposing an economic boycott against bananas and pineapples from the Philippines, both important exports. Thousands of tons were impounded and destroyed in Chinese ports.5

Amid the rising tension, I visited the headquarters of the Philippine army’s Western Command in Puerto Princesa on Palawan Island, the closest point to the disputed Spratly Islands. My aim was to hitch a lift on a resupply vessel to the rusting hulk of the Sierra Madre, a Second World War tank-landing ship that had been deliberately grounded on Second Thomas Shoal to mark Manila’s claim to that reef. It was home to a lonely contingent of Philippine marines, and the only way to get supplies to them was by wooden fishing boats or other small vessels that by night ran the gauntlet of the far better equipped Chinese coastguard. The 100-mile crossing was precarious at the best of times, and to our disappointment the navy decided it was too risky and provocative to take along a camera crew at such a tense moment.

Instead, they invited us to witness the storming of a secluded bay, further down the coast. It was part of annual war games with US forces, an exercise known as Balikatan – which means shoulder-to-shoulder. We watched as a joint force, crouching in their inflatables, guns at the ready, swept into the bay. Then, under cover of a thick fog created by smoke grenades, they launched an ear-piercing attack on a ‘terrorist compound’. Against a background of lingering pops and bangs, a spokesman for the US marines said it was all routine stuff, though his feisty Philippine counterpart was rather more forthcoming. ‘China, they claim it all,’ said Neil Estrella, gesturing towards the South China Sea. He was an exuberant man with mirrored sunglasses, which kept slipping down his nose. ‘They’ll be claiming America next,’ he added with a disdainful laugh. The US and Philippines have a mutual defence treaty, but even as they exercised together in Palawan there was growing bitterness in Manila that the US had not been at their shoulder at Scarborough Shoal, which had turned into an embarrassing retreat in the face of Chinese might.

When the Permanent Court of Arbitration in the Hague ruled three years later, in June 2016, it was overwhelmingly in favour of Manila. Its unanimous 500-page verdict was a blistering rebuke of Beijing’s ‘historic claim’ to the South China Sea, which was determined to be unlawful under the UNCLOS convention. The tribunal said China had violated the Philippines’ sovereign rights in its exclusive economic zone by interfering with Philippine fishing and petroleum exploration.6 Beijing quickly made clear it had no intention of being bound by international law, angrily rejecting the ruling. The Global Times, a Chinese Communist Party newspaper, described the ruling as ‘radical and shameless’, saying it ‘brazenly violated China’s territorial sovereignty and maritime rights’.7

Chinese money was rumoured to be behind Duterte’s successful presidential bid, and he took office just days before the ruling. When it was announced, he was sombre and low key. It was almost as if he had lost the case. He seemed fearful of China’s response, having received warnings from Beijing of possible ‘confrontation’ if he insisted the ruling be enforced.8 Duterte was also rapidly falling out with America. In early October 2016, after President Barack Obama criticised his brutal war against drugs, in which thousands of suspects were gunned down in extra-judicial killings, Duterte said the US president could ‘go to hell’.9 A few days after that declaration Duterte made his first visit to Beijing, where he announced what he called his ‘separation’ from the US, at one point telling a crowd in the Chinese capital, ‘I will not go to America any more. We will just be insulted there. So, time to say goodbye my friend.’10

In practice military links between the Philippines and the US continued, albeit at a lower level, but there was little political trust. Duterte clearly believed that a more conciliatory approach to China would pay dividends, and that’s the way it looked initially, China responding with promises of billions of dollars for infrastructure. Duterte described the tribunal ruling as ‘just a piece of paper’ to be thrown in the trash, and called China a friend and benefactor.11 Perhaps he calculated that there was no way the UNCLOS ruling could be enforced, and that the Philippines’ armed forces are in any case no match for those of China. His supporters continued to point at the unreliability of the US in the Scarborough Shoal stand-off.12 He threatened repeatedly to completely tear up the Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA) with the US, the cornerstone of their mutual defence treaty.

In late 2021, as Duterte approached the end of his six-year term in office, little of the promised investment from Beijing had materialised, and instead of gratitude, he got contempt. The Chinese boats began swarming around Whitsun Reef, ignoring the Philippines’ impotent anger. Duterte had built his presidency around insulting America and kowtowing to China. Five years after the law on the sea ruling, that policy had come to nought. He had provided an object lesson in how not to handle China. His government turned gingerly back to the Americans, while a disdainful Beijing pressed on with its increasingly aggressive efforts to turn the area into a Chinese lake.

Chinese maps depict its vast South China Sea territorial claim as lying within a U-shaped line stretching hundreds of miles to the south and east of Hainan island, the country’s most southerly province. It is a broken line, presumably because it is a sea border rather than a land border, and for this reason it is often referred to as the ‘nine-dash line’. Every map produced or sold in China must show the line (with a tenth dash in the East China Sea to embrace Taiwan), and designate the area inside as Chinese territory. It appears in all Chinese school textbooks and passports, where it can be seen hugging the coast of the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei and Vietnam, all of which have claims that compete with China and frequently overlap each other – as does Taiwan. It is the most contested piece of water in the world, but there is no claim on the scale or with the audacity as that of Beijing. The nine-dash line has also been likened to a cow’s tongue, which is perhaps the most apt description because it suggests something slippery, organic and yet powerful – a device that can be deployed in numerous different ways, and for Beijing that means stoking nationalism at home while furthering Beijing’s strategic and economic interests.

The line first appeared on an official Chinese map in 1947, two years before the Communist Party seized power (although some scholars date its origin back to the early 1930s). Back then it had eleven dashes and encompassed 90 per cent of the South China Sea and hundreds of bits of rock, reefs, shoals and sandbars – most of them uninhabited or uninhabitable, many only visible at low tide, and frequently referred to simply as ‘features’. Mao Zedong scrapped two of the lines in 1952 when, in a display of socialist solidarity, he handed over the Gulf of Tonkin to Vietnam. The map was then filed away for fifty-seven years. Little was heard of it until 2009, when the nine dashes reappeared on a map Beijing submitted to the UN – ironically during a dispute with Vietnam, with whom relations had become a good deal less fraternal.

It is only since 2010 that Beijing has turned up the volume of its claims and become increasingly aggressive in enforcing them. That has coincided with the rise to power of Xi Jinping and the Communist Party adopting a far more nationalistic tone. The claim to the sea is based on ‘historic rights’, Beijing asserting that its control of the area goes back centuries and that the two main island chains – the Spratlys in the southeast and Paracels in the northwest – were an integral part of the Chinese empire. There is little evidence to support that assertion, which is rubbished by most experts outside China and was dismissed by the UNCLOS tribunal as incompatible with international law.

The claim is deliberately ambiguous. China has never precisely spelled out what the nine-dash line means in detail – whether it is just claiming islands within it or blanket sovereignty over the entire marine space, including all the water, all the resources and all the features that lie within the area of the cow’s tongue. But it is increasingly behaving as if it does own the lot, and aggressively patrolling the island chains with a beefed-up coastguard that would put many small navies to shame. In September 2021, Beijing introduced a new law requiring all foreign vessels to give notice before entering ‘Chinese territorial waters’. As with many Chinese laws, it lacked specifics. It also appeared to breach the law of the sea, and was immediately dismissed by the US, with a top commander saying that attempts to enforce it could lead to ‘instability and potential conflict’.13

The Spratly Islands, named after a British whaling captain who recorded them in 1843, have been the particular focus of contention. They comprise more than 100 features – mostly coral reefs and shoals sitting astride strategically important fisheries and shipping lanes, and possibly above reserves of oil and natural gas. In 2013, China began large-scale land reclamations in seven locations. The island-building was dubbed the ‘great wall of sand’ by Admiral Harry Harris, the Commander of the US Pacific Fleet.14 In September of that year, President Barack Obama challenged Xi Jinping on the island-building during a summit in Washington. Xi reiterated that China had sovereignty over the area ‘since ancient times’, but pledged not to militarise his new islands. ‘Relevant construction activities that China is undertaking in the Nansha [Spratly] islands do not target or impact any country and China does not intend to pursue militarisation,’ he said.15

It was a lie. A little over a year later the estimated area of artificial land was estimated at thirteen square kilometres (five square miles).16 China was transforming the reefs and atolls into island fortresses, building military airstrips and naval bases, while deploying anti-aircraft and anti-missile systems.17 The Philippine-based Inquirer newspaper obtained aerial photographs that showed ‘Lighthouses, radomes, communication facilities, hangars and multistorey buildings’ had been built. It also noted the presence of underground tunnels, missile shelters, radars and high-frequency antennae.18

China pressed on with its construction and its broad assertions of sovereignty, combined with threats and harassment towards those who questioned it. A July 2019 defence white paper reiterated that the area was an ‘inalienable’ part of Chinese territory and that China ‘exercises its national sovereignty to build infrastructure and deploy necessary defensive capabilities on the islands and reefs in the South China Sea’.19 Beijing designated the area a ‘core interest’, a label it uses for issues regarded as beyond debate. Or as Yuan Yubai, commander of the People’s Liberation Army Navy’s northern fleet, has put it, ‘The South China Sea, as the name indicates, is a sea area that belongs to China . . . from the Han dynasty a long time ago where the Chinese people have been working and producing from the sea.’20

While Beijing’s claim to the South China Sea is a key part of Xi’s nationalist agenda, it is also motivated by strategic considerations, and underpinned by a deep sense of insecurity. China is enclosed on three sides by land borders, and counts fourteen countries as neighbours. Looking out to the east, beyond its only sea border, it is confronted by an island barrier extending from Russia’s Kamchatka Peninsula in the north to Borneo in the south. Part of that barrier is formed by Japan, South Korea and the Philippines, all US allies, as well as by Taiwan. The South China Sea is a strategic and economic chokepoint. China remains heavily dependent on Middle Eastern oil, and some 80 per cent of those supplies cross the South China Sea after passing through the Malacca Strait from the Indian Ocean. Around 40 per cent of China’s total trade takes the same route.21 It is the sort of challenging geography that feeds Communist Party paranoia about being ‘contained’.

China undoubtedly has strategic interests in the South China Sea, but so does the rest of the world. It is one of the most important global trade routes, with goods valued at $3.37 trillion transiting the area annually.22 Estimates of the volume of world trade carried through the South China Sea range from 20 per cent to 33 per cent.23 Almost a third of global crude oil and over half of global liquefied natural gas (LNG) passes through the area each year. As an energy supply route it is critically important to the economies of Japan, South Korea and Taiwan. More than half the world’s fishing vessels are in the South China Sea, and millions depend on the sea for food and livelihoods – though fish stocks are dwindling because of overfishing, which rivals blame on aggressive expansion of China’s huge fleet.

There has been considerable speculation about the riches that might lie beneath the seabed, but surveys for oil and gas have been limited and have become another source of tension with China. Beijing has impeded exploration efforts by other states and pressured Western oil companies not to cooperate with them. Estimates of the value of oil and gas reserves vary widely. China has produced a figure of up to $60 trillion dollars, ten times the value estimated by the US, which reckons most reserves lie at the margins of the South China Sea rather than beneath disputed reefs and islands.24 The US has accused China of using coercion to block development in the area and preventing neighbouring states from accessing $2.5 trillion of energy reserves.25

For China it was a sort of Holy Grail – a 600-year-old book of navigational instructions that provided ‘undeniable proof’ of China’s sovereignty over disputed islands. The handwritten book supposedly belonged to Su Chengfen, a retired fisherman, and in the run up to the UNCLOS tribunal ruling in 2016, his weathered face was all over Chinese state media, explaining how his book had been handed down from generation to generation, guiding him and his distant relatives to far-flung rocks and reefs across the South China Sea. ‘It is ironclad proof . . . We can deduce China’s historic fishing and sailing rights in the South China Sea, as well as ownership,’ screamed the China Daily, quoting Gao Zhiguo, the director of the China Institute for Marine Development Strategy.26

Except the book didn’t exist. When a BBC television team tracked down a rather baffled Mr Su to his house in the fishing port of Tanmen, on the east coast of Hainan Island, they found him busy building a model boat in his yard close to the beach. ‘It mainly taught us how to go somewhere and come back, how to go to the Paracels and the Spratlys, and how to come back to Hainan Island,’ he said of the book. But when asked to show it, he said he’d thrown it away. ‘It was flipped through too many times. The salty seawater on the hands had corroded it . . . In the end it was no longer readable so I threw it away.’27 If the book was ironclad proof of anything it was the extraordinary lengths that Beijing is willing to go to manipulate the truth in order to press its narrative on the South China Sea. Hainan, a tropical island which juts off the south coast of China, is home to many of China’s often surreal propaganda efforts, mobilising myth and emotion to justify its behaviour.

Hainan hosts the National Institute for South China Sea Studies (NISCSS), and a vast new China Museum of the South China Sea, which is located in Tanmen. The museum has a shiny double sloping roof that is supposed to represent waves, or perhaps a ship, depending on which way you look at it. ‘She sometimes squats on the earth, and sometimes floats in the air, accompanied by the coconut wind and sea melody, silently, like a god,’ gushed one architectural website.28 If that sounds other-worldly, then that is appropriate, since both the museum and institute peddle an alternative reality, based on mythology rather than history. Their overwhelming purpose is to bolster China’s claims that the sea has belonged to China since ancient times. Their efforts run in tandem with those of the well-funded National Conservation Center for Underwater Cultural Heritage. They have weaponised archaeology, whereby every relic, from shipwrecks down to the smallest fragment of cup, plate or saucer hauled from the depths, becomes a propaganda prop, used to demonstrate China’s ‘unalienable’ rights to the South China Sea.

If there is a man who has come to symbolise China’s mythology of the sea it is Zheng He, a eunuch general who undertook a series of epic voyages to the South China Sea and Indian Ocean during the Ming Dynasty in the early fifteenth century. He has been enlisted as a symbol not only of China’s territorial rights, but also its ‘peaceful rise’. Propaganda depicts him as a bold explorer who extended China’s influence and controlled the seas, but who sought no more than ‘friendship and cooperation’.29 At a conference in 2017 to promote Chinese investment, Xi Jinping said: ‘These pioneers won their place in history not as conquerors with warships, guns or swords. Rather they are remembered as friendly emissaries.’30 There is no doubting the scale of He’s endeavours. Each of his seven voyages consisted of between 50 and 250 giant ships, with more than 20,000 heavily armed men – easily the most advanced navy of that time. But more neutral historians describe his voyages as exercises in ‘gunboat diplomacy’, designed to shock and awe – controlling trade routes and unleashing plunder and slaughter on those unwilling to bow to the authority of the Chinese empire.

What is perhaps most intriguing about that period is how suddenly it was all abandoned. Just as China’s naval power appeared to reach a peak, Ming rulers turned inwards. They banned all seafaring activities, closed their shipyards and shrank their navy to a small coastal force. Indeed, apart from that brief period of Ming hyperactivity, as represented by He, successive Chinese empires paid very little attention to maritime exploration – they largely cut themselves off from the sea. It is no surprise that the modern law of the sea is very cautious about vague claims of ‘historic rights’ – especially around the South China Sea, where patterns of power and influence if they existed at all were fluid and shifting. There is little evidence that anybody exercised sovereignty in any meaningful or sustained way. There was little concept or need of it. The overriding imperative was trade – towards which imperial China has had a distinctly skittish attitude over the centuries.

Fishermen like Su Chengfen are often depicted in Chinese propaganda as hardy and skilled operators, living off their wits, employing knowledge and instincts (and ancient books) handed down from one seafaring generation to the next to navigate the distant seas. In reality there is little that is traditional about many of the hulking fishing boats that line the shore in Tanmen. These are modern 500-ton steel-hulled vessels equipped with state-of-the-art satellite navigation and communications equipment. Their crews, who receive basic military training, are members of Tanmen’s maritime militia, which Xi Jinping has designated a ‘model unit’. It even has its own museum at its office in the port’s local government compound.31 The Tanmen militia played a key role in the 2012 stand-off at Scarborough Shoal, when its boats harassed and obstructed those of the Philippines. The following year, Xi Jinping visited the port and praised their efforts and visited their museum. ‘Build big boats, charge forth on the deep sea, and catch big fish,’ Xi urged – an ambiguous instruction that triggered a frenzy of construction and modernisation. The government has heavily subsidised boatbuilding, with subsidies conditional on militia membership. The militia now comprises hundreds of boats, and there are militia units at several ports on Hainan Island, as well as in Sansha, a municipality in the Paracel Islands charged with administering all China’s claims in the South China Sea.

It was boats from the maritime militia that in 2021 occupied Whitsun Reef, and triggered the expletive-laden tweet from the Philippines’ secretary of foreign affairs. They have been described as ‘little blue men’, likened to the armed ‘little green men’ without insignia whom Russia sent to occupy Crimea in 2014.32 Others have described them as reservists. Their principal role appears to be to maintain a presence, to fly the flag, particularly in the distant Spratly Islands, and to collect intelligence.33 Though they can be more aggressive if required, using their heavy hulls to ram the comparatively flimsy wooden hulls of rival fishing fleets.

Hainan might be at the heart of Chinese myth-making over the South China Sea, but it is also the base for the coercive assets used to enforce Beijing’s territorial claims with increasing aggression. The maritime militia have been described as ‘blue hulls’, the first tier in China’s three-tier system of enforcement. The others being the ‘white hulls’ of the coastguard and the ‘grey hulls’ of the navy.34 The Chinese Coast Guard (CCG) has expanded rapidly with the express purpose of enforcing China’s territorial claims. By 2020, the CCG had an estimated 260 ships capable of operating offshore and more than 1,000 confined to coastal waters. The largest increase has been in large ocean-going patrol ships of more than 2,500 tons, from just three in 2005 to an estimated sixty in 2020. Their equipment includes helicopters, interceptor boats, deck guns and high-capacity water cannon.35 The CCG is the world’s largest coastguard, with more ships than the coastguards of all regional neighbours combined, and includes the world’s two largest maritime law enforcement vessels.36

Since a 2018 reorganisation the CCG has taken on a far more assertive role. It has escorted Chinese research vessels conducting seismic surveys in Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone, and impeded Malaysian oil exploration.37 In April 2020, a 3,500-ton coastguard ship rammed and sank a wooden-hulled Vietnamese fishing boat in waters claimed by Hanoi.38 In early 2021 China introduced a new ‘Coast Guard Law’ granting its vessels the authority to manage, control and open fire on foreign ships violating its ‘jurisdictional waters’.39 The law gave the CCG the right to forcibly board non-compliant foreign vessels engaged in ‘illegal’ activity in Chinese-claimed waters. Like many Chinese laws, it is ambiguously worded but empowers the CCG to employ ‘all means necessary, including the use of force’ to stop foreigners found infringing Chinese ‘sovereignty’. China’s rattled neighbours pointed out that since China’s territorial claims have been invalidated by an international tribunal then the Coast Guard Law itself was in violation of international law. Beijing was unmoved.

Hainan is also home to some of China’s most advanced naval assets. They are concentrated at two adjacent bays – Yalong Bay and Yulin Bay – on the southern tip of the island, just to the east of the city of Sanya, a popular tourist destination. In April 2021, on the seventy-second anniversary of the founding of the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN), Xi Jinping visited the Yalong Bay base and commissioned three new warships – a helicopter carrier, capable of carrying dozens of helicopters, as well as jump-jets, tanks, and up to 1,200 troops, a guided-missile destroyer, and a nuclear-powered submarine, believed to be capable of carrying a dozen intercontinental ballistic missiles.40 State television showed hundreds of white-clad sailors standing to attention along the decks of the ships and on the harbourside, bursting into synchronised applause as an impassive Xi stood on a platform in front of them. The Communist Party leader was clad in a khaki open-necked shirt, and presented flags and naming certificates to the captains and political commissars of the three warships. The Global Times said the combination of the helicopter carrier and destroyer will be ‘very powerful in island seizing’. It quoted Song Zhongping, described as a military affairs expert, saying, ‘These vessels will play important roles in solving questions in places like the island of Taiwan and the South China Sea.’41

Yalong Bay contains Asia’s largest nuclear submarine base; Yulin Bay has a mix of facilities, hosting a fleet of destroyers and conventional submarines, but is reportedly expanding to handle nuclear submarines and aircraft carriers. It is regarded as the hub for deployments to the South China Sea.42 It had been assumed that stationing vessels permanently at the artificial islands that Beijing has built in the Spratlys is a challenge because of the rough seas around them and their sheer distance from China. But there has been speculation that Beijing is looking to base submarines at Fiery Cross, which has the most advanced facilities, including a runway long enough to take any aircraft, from fighter jets to heavy transport planes and bombers. The waters around the reef quickly plunge to depths of more than 2,000 metres, which would seem to make it ideal as an outpost for a submarine fleet, tightening potential control over the sea lanes.

Of all the South China Sea claimants, Vietnam is best equipped to stand up to China, but it is cautious about how it does so. Hanoi is still haunted by a 1988 clash, which left sixty-four of its soldiers dead, a video of which is still available online. The video, shot from a Chinese ship, is grainy, the explosions muffled. It is accompanied by a frantic Chinese commentary and stirring martial music – all of which contribute to making the spectacle even more harrowing to watch. The Vietnamese soldiers are standing on a submerged rock, up to their knees in water. One of them is carrying a large flag, fluttering from a pole above him. Then comes a steady burst of heavy machine-gun fire from the Chinese ships and the water seems to explode all around the soldiers, erupting in spouts that dwarf their flag. Within a few seconds, the soldiers can no longer be seen – ending what can best be described as a turkey shoot.43 This was the day China seized Johnson South Reef in the Spratly Islands, and secured the first of its holdings in the Spratlys. Fourteen years earlier China expelled South Vietnamese forces from the Paracel Islands to the north, which are now completely under the control of Beijing. Neither date is officially commemorated in Vietnam, but popular anger runs deep, and occasionally spills over. In May 2014, China’s deployment of an oil rig into an area near the Paracel Islands claimed by Hanoi triggered a tense stand-off at sea and deadly anti-Chinese riots and arson in Vietnam. The rioters targeted Chinese-owned factories and businesses and left at least two people dead. Beijing evacuated 3,000 of its nationals.

Visitors to Hanoi do not have to look far for memorials or museums dedicated to what Vietnam calls the ‘American War’, the nineteen-year conflict that ended with the fall of Saigon in April 1975 and victory for Ho Chi Minh’s guerrilla army. But relations with Washington have warmed in recent years – largely as a result of a common concern about Beijing. Vietnamese historians will tell you that the American War was a skirmish compared with the millennia-long struggle with China, which first forcibly incorporated Vietnam into the Han empire in 111

BC. Much of modern Vietnamese nationalism defines itself in opposition to China. As recently as February 1979, China invaded Vietnam with 200,000 soldiers with the aim of teaching Hanoi a ‘lesson’ for its overthrow a month earlier of the Khmer Rouge regime in neighbouring Cambodia, which Beijing supported. Up to 50,000 soldiers died in a month of bitter fighting close to the border before China declared ‘victory’ and withdrew. The People’s Liberation Army had proven no match to the ferocious defence of the battle-hardened Vietnamese forces. This remains the last full war that China has fought to date.44

Vietnam has an estimated forty-nine outposts spread across twenty-seven features in the Spratly Islands. Most are submerged reefs or banks, though around ten are islets of varying sizes.45 It has been busy beefing up fortifications, and on one of the islets has reclaimed land to build an airstrip, hangars and a protected harbour. It is not hard to see why maritime borders are so important to Hanoi. Some one-third of the country’s population live along the coast and half the country’s GDP comes from marine activities.46 It has more than 2,000 miles of coastline, and claims an exclusive economic zone stretching 200 miles over its continental shelf into the South China Sea.

Quantifying who occupies what feature in the South China Sea can be a challenging exercise, since it depends on what you mean by a feature and how you define occupation, and both can be muddied by those making the claims. An ‘occupation’ can range from a pillbox or other simple structure (or the Philippines’ beached ship) erected as a sign of sovereignty on an otherwise uninhabitable submerged reef, all the way to China’s large artificial islands. China now controls all the Paracel Islands (which it calls the Xisha Islands), which number around 130 features. They are the closest to China, but are also claimed by Vietnam and Taiwan. The largest, Woody Island, has been turned into a major military garrison with airport, hangars and a civilian population of about 1,400. China occupies seven features in the Spratly Islands which, as we have seen, have undergone vast land reclamation and include major military installations. The Philippines occupies nine or ten features in the Spratlys and Malaysia occupies five. Taiwan occupies a single Spratly island, Itu Aba, the largest natural land feature in the area, which it has also been fortifying.47 Furthermore, it occupies Pratas Island, in the northern part of the South China Sea, between Taiwan and Hong Kong. It is a lonely outpost, but well situated to give Taiwan early warning of any attack that China might mount against it from the south and for anti-submarine warfare missions.

To complicate things further, neighbouring states have expunged the name ‘China’ from their description of the sea. Vietnam calls the area the East Sea, the Philippines calls it the West Philippines Sea, while Indonesia prefers the North Natuna Sea. Jakarta does not claim any of the disputed islands, but China’s cow’s tongue overlaps with parts of Indonesia’s internationally recognised economic zone, and there have been tense stand-offs around Indonesia’s Natuna Islands.

For its part, Malaysia has pursued a less confrontational approach with Beijing, but its patience has been severely tested as China has repeatedly harassed Malaysian energy exploration vessels operating in Malaysia’s territorial waters. Chinese coastguard and navy ships intruded eighty-nine times between 2016 to 2019, according to Malaysian government figures.48 A particular flashpoint has been the Kasawari gas field, just forty-four miles off the coast of Sarawak (East Malaysia), which is 1,200 miles from China. In June 2021, Malaysia scrambled fighter jets after sixteen Chinese military planes approached Sarawak and failed to respond to radio challenges. Kuala Lumpur lodged a diplomatic protest over what it called a ‘breach of airspace and sovereignty.49 The aerial intimidation appeared to be coordinated with harassment by the Chinese coastguard of Malaysian pipe-laying vessels.50 Malaysia, in common with other South China Sea claimants, has resisted pressure from Beijing to enter into joint energy developments, and analysts saw China’s military harassment as a warning to Kuala Lumpur not to proceed on its own.51

Beijing believes it has more than enough military clout to prevail over any local rivals, and that its growing maritime dominance will intimidate them into silent acquiescence, both individually and through their largely toothless regional grouping, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). China also has enormous economic clout in the neighbourhood – and it has shown itself to be more than willing to use trade, investment or access to its market as weapons of influence, to reward and to punish. ASEAN and China have tried for twenty-five years to agree a regional code of conduct in the South China Sea, and they are still trying, but China is unwilling to put its name to anything that might constrain its behaviour.

‘Nowhere is the rules-based maritime order under greater threat than in the South China Sea,’ said US Secretary of State Antony Blinken on the fifth anniversary of the UNCLOS ruling. He accused China of seeking to ‘coerce and intimidate Southeast Asian coastal states, threatening freedom of navigation in this critical global throughway’.52 Most of the nations around the South China Sea have quietly welcomed greater American engagement after the divisive Trump presidency, though remain wary of publicly taking sides in the growing US–China stand-off. Both the US and China have escalated and intensified military operations in the South China Sea in what has been described as a ‘feedback loop’ in which Beijing is pushing its claims with ever-growing assertiveness and Washington is responding by stepping up what it terms ‘Freedom of Navigation Operations’.53 The US also increased reconnaissance flights, and in August 2021 alone, there were six naval task groups on operational deployment in the region – two from the US, and one each from Australia, Japan, India and the UK, according to the US Naval Institute.54

Beijing’s single-minded pursuit of its strategic interests in the South China Sea has left little room for diplomatic (or legal) niceties, or for engagement on anything other than Beijing’s terms. The Communist Party cloaks its claims in historical myth and nationalist emotion. It is also grounded in a view of the world that increasingly harks back to a period of history when the region was a patchwork of supplicants, paying tribute to the Chinese emperor – an attitude that is at its most explicit in Beijing’s push into Southeast Asia.




CHAPTER 3

Southeast Asia: Paying Tribute to the Emperor

‘China is a big country and other countries are small countries, and that’s just a fact.’

Yang Jiechi, director of China’s Central Foreign Affairs Commission, July 2010

Hundreds of ancient temples were spread across the vast plain, their towers and red-brown brickwork seemed to come alive in the late afternoon sunshine. ‘China,’ my guide sniffed. ‘The great Kingdom of Bagan was destroyed by China.’ We were standing on an elevated tier of one of the larger temples, looking out at the remains of one of Southeast Asia’s greatest empires. Between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries the Bagan (or Pagan) Dynasty unified most of what is now modern Myanmar. The empire was a prolific temple builder, around 2,000 of which still remain in various states of disrepair, but the empire was shattered by the invading armies of Kublai Khan. The last king of Bagan, Narathihapate, fled at their approach, and in classrooms across today’s Myanmar he is known as Tayok-pyay-min, the cowardly ‘king who ran away from the Chinese’. Despite this, poems and songs in the country still celebrate resistance against China down the ages.

Not long before my visit, an earthquake shook the temples, causing severe damage. There’d been offers of help with repairs and restoration from across the world – including from China. But the way my guide saw it, Chinese archaeologists were about as welcome as Kublai Khan. ‘There’s restoration and there’s restoration. The Chinese, they want to create Disney, not restore history,’ he complained. I was sympathetic. I’d seen how the Chinese Communist Party had demolished much of old Lhasa in Tibet, only to build a tacky replica in its place. ‘They won’t be allowed to do that here,’ I assured him. ‘They do as they like,’ he replied.

Early the following morning I took a boat up the Irrawaddy to Mandalay. The river is treacherous at the best of times, and during the monsoon season it becomes bloated and dangerously unpredictable. My boat spluttered and strained against the current before the captain decided the best course was to hug the shore, where the water was calmer. He said he needed to be especially wary of the shifting sandbanks and wrecks – lots of wrecks, he said with a smile. It was September 2017, and I was researching a book – my second novel, Zero Days, a cyber thriller, with lots of hacking and other digital skulduggery. My main character comes to Myanmar to investigate the case of an archaeologist blackmailed into handing over priceless artefacts by cyber crooks who hack into and take control of his pacemaker. I was looking forward to Mandalay, which was Myanmar’s last royal capital, and in my mind a thriving centre of Buddhist culture and religion. I thought it would make a good backdrop for scenes from the novel, and I imagined my protagonist wandering among the old wooden houses and temples.

It took more than thirteen hours to cover 100 miles of river, and it was dusk by the time we moored at a scrappy jetty on the outskirts of the city. From there I shared the backseat of a decrepit Nissan taxi with a single voracious mosquito, a tiny escapologist which ducked and weaved to avoid my flailing arms and clapping hands. It began to rain heavily, and the traffic crawled along flooded roads which in parts resembled mini versions of the Irrawaddy. I looked out at the smudgy outlines of sprawling construction sites and ugly buildings that resembled stacks of egg-boxes hung with neon signs. I spotted a glass-fronted hotel called the New Dragon, another called the Great Wall, a hotpot restaurant with a Mandarin-language menu, advertisements for Chinese fashion brands and smartphones. Was I back in China? The taxi driver seemed to sense my surprise, and he took up where my Bagan guide had left off. ‘The Chinese are master here,’ he said in broken English. ‘Everything is China.’

Mandalay is 165 miles southwest of the border with China’s Yunnan province and has become a major crossroads for transport, trade and all manner of smuggling. By one estimate almost two-thirds of the local economy is in Chinese hands and up to half the city’s 1.2 million population is Chinese.1 While a Chinese community has long existed in Mandalay, most have come more recently, though local businesspeople say the precise figure is hard to determine because many obtain Myanmar citizenship by bribing immigration officials. The city is still thought to be home to more than half of Myanmar’s monks, but the old monastic centre is now lined with shops packed with jostling Chinese traders looking to get their hands on the jade and other gemstones that Myanmar is renowned for. Stores in the city’s markets are packed with Chinese-made clothes, consumer goods and cosmetics. China has extended its influence on local media, and the city administration signed a deal with the Chinese telecoms giant Huawei to supply surveillance cameras and other equipment as part of what is described as a ‘safe city’ project.2

China is by far Myanmar’s most important trading partner, investor and benefactor, but it is in Mandalay, the country’s second city, that China’s influence is at its most stark. There is certainly a new prosperity, but it is not hard to find the resentment at what is seen as the aggression and cultural insensitivity of the new arrivals. Local comedians have labelled the country the ‘Chinese Republic of the Union of Myanmar’, and the city ‘Mandalay, Yunnan’. While ‘The Death of Mandalay’, a song by popular local singer Lin Lin, laments that ‘The city where I was born is no longer there. Who are these people in the city?’ As the historian Thant Myint-U writes, ‘Fear is too strong a word. But an anxiety about China is deeply ingrained in Burmese thinking.’3

On 1 February 2021, the Myanmar military seized power, annulling a general election in which the National League for Democracy (NLD) of Aung San Suu Kyi won a resounding majority. For almost a decade the men in uniform had just about tolerated civilian rule, all the time retaining considerable power for themselves. Now they wanted it all back, returning Myanmar to the dark days of brutal military dictatorship that had blighted the country between 1962 until 2011. There was strong international condemnation – but not from Beijing, which stalled a UN Security Council resolution condemning the coup, at one point describing the military takeover as a ‘major cabinet reshuffle’.4 There were reports that Myanmar’s military chief had shared bogus claims of electoral fraud used to justify the coup with China’s foreign minister, Wang Yi, during a visit by Wang just three weeks before the takeover. This fed suspicions that Beijing was involved in the takeover, or at the very least had been forewarned.5

When the coup triggered widespread protest, the army responded with characteristic brutality, turning their guns on the protesters, killing hundreds, while jailing thousands more. The anger on the streets was aimed at the men in uniform, but also at China. Protesters besieged the Chinese embassy in Yangon, Myanmar’s main commercial hub, carrying placards reading ‘Shame on you China’, ‘Myanmar’s military dictatorship is made in China’ and ‘China get out of Myanmar’.6 There were arson attacks on Chinese-owned garment factories in an industrial zone of the city – the Communist Party’s Global Times claimed thirty-two had been vandalised, sustaining $37 million of damage.7 Passions were further inflamed by allegations that China had helped bolster internet controls for the military and had supplied drones to monitor the protests.8 In Mandalay, protesters shouted ‘Chinese business, Out! Out!’ and ominously for Beijing they threatened action against critical Chinese-owned gas and oil pipelines. ‘China’s gas pipeline will be burned,’ they chanted. Social media carried many more threats.9 Soon after, three guards were slashed to death at the Mandalay pipeline substation by unidentified machete-wielding assailants.10 The city is a key staging post for the twin pipelines which stretch almost 500 miles across Myanmar from the Indian Ocean to the border with China. The gas pipeline opened in 2013, and carries supplies from Myanmar’s offshore fields; the oil pipeline entered service in 2017 and sits alongside it, bringing Middle Eastern crude from a Chinese-built port on Myanmar’s coast. Beijing urged the military regime to tighten security measures, insisting that ‘any damage to the pipelines would cause huge losses for both countries’.

The pipeline is one of the most prominent projects under China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which also include multi-billion dollar investments in energy, mining, railways, roads, industrial parks, a new city next to Yangon and a deep-water port. These are often labelled as components of the ‘China–Myanmar Economic Corridor’. As of March 2020, the Myanmar government reported more than $21 billion of approved Chinese investment.11 The BRI is often described as an international infrastructure project, though it lacks any real coherence. It is better understood as a tool for Beijing’s broader economic and geopolitical goals, an umbrella term under which all manner of projects are grouped. In the case of Myanmar, the overriding purpose is to give China access to the ocean – ‘the long march to the sea’, as it has been dubbed. As we saw in Chapter 2, geography has not been kind to China, and much of its policy in Myanmar – and Southeast Asia in general – is designed to lessen its economic dependence on the South China Sea and Malacca Strait trade route. Myanmar has been described by Chinese analysts as ‘China’s California’, a proxy for the western coast that it lacks.12

Myanmar is also an important source of raw materials for Beijing, and one of China’s largest investments is the Letpaduang copper mine, which occupies a fortified compound near the central Myanmar town of Monywa. A February 2017 Amnesty International report said the project was ‘plagued by human rights abuses’, citing land confiscations, environmental damage and harassment of activists and villagers opposed to the mine.13 When Myanmar was under civilian rule, the mine did come under scrutiny, but it has powerful backers – it is a joint venture between China’s Wanbao Mining and a conglomerate owned by the Myanmar military. Wanbao is a subsidiary of Norinco, a Chinese state-owned arms manufacturer, which supplies weapons and other equipment to Myanmar’s army. Soon after the 2021 coup, the miners went on strike, and it was reported that the mine had suspended production ‘because of the recent turmoil’.14

Chinese gangs are also heavily implicated in more illicit trade, again working hand-in-hand with the Myanmar military or the ethnic armies who control the country’s borderlands, from where they smuggle timber, wildlife, gems and drugs. A March 2019 Human Rights Watch report accused the Myanmar and Chinese authorities of looking the other way and allowing the trafficking of ethnic Kachin women and girls as ‘brides’ to families in China. The balance of the sexes in China is skewed heavily towards men, a legacy of the country’s now abandoned one-child policy under which a preference for boys meant that girls were frequently aborted.15

China’s projects came under scrutiny when Myanmar began its tentative liberalisation and opening to the West in 2011. A proposed $3.6 billion Myitsone Dam in northern Kachin state, which borders China, was suspended. The project planned to dam the Irrawaddy River, flood an area the size of Singapore and export 90 per cent of the power generated to China. Other projects, including a deep-water port at Kyaukphyu on the Bay of Bengal, were renegotiated to cut costs and give a bigger stake to Myanmar. The Letpaduang copper mine was suspended, but then allowed to continue. Although these projects were negotiated by the previous military government, it was widely assumed that the decision by the military to allow a return to guided civilian rule was motivated at least in part by a desire to lessen dependence on Beijing, which had become too claustrophobic, even for the generals. At first it seemed to work, and a visit by US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton in late November 2011 was followed a year later by that of President Barack Obama. The president addressed a packed hall at the University of Yangon. ‘I stand here with confidence that something is happening in this country that cannot be reversed,’ he said. ‘The will of the people can lift up this nation and set a great example for the world. And you will have in the United States of America a partner on that long journey.’ I was in the audience that day, and thought Obama looked tired, that his delivery was unusually flat. But there was no denying that the first ever visit to Myanmar by a US president was an historic moment. A huge mural spray-painted on a wall in downtown Yangon, showing the smiling American leader and the words ‘Welcome OBAMA’ seemed to capture the popular mood. He posed with opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi at the lakeside villa where she spent years under house arrest. Western countries began the process of removing sanctions that had been in place for two decades.

During the years of military rule, when the West shunned and sanctioned the generals, Beijing had protected them – supplying arms, diplomatic support against charges of human rights abuses, as well as investment and trade. Yangon had few alternatives. Now Beijing watched in dismay as Suu Kyi’s NLD won the November 2015 general election, the first free election in twenty-five years. The military still barred her from the presidency because her children are British nationals, but the position of ‘State Councillor’ was created, which made her de facto head of a quasi-civilian government. Beijing’s influence appeared to be waning – until the persecution and the mass exodus of the Rohingya Muslim minority, which began in August 2017, changed the equation again. Suu Kyi, the Nobel Peace Prize Laureate and democracy icon remained silent in the face of army atrocities and Buddhist nationalist abuse and violence. She faced withering criticism from her erstwhile supporters in Western democracies, which reimposed targeted sanctions. As in the past, China stepped forward to defend what the West found unpalatable. Beijing restored its influence, shielding Suu Kyi’s regime and the military in the UN, watering down a Security Council statement drafted by the UK and obstructing UN attempts to investigate the violence. Beijing promoted itself as a mediator between Myanmar and Bangladesh, to which hundreds of thousands of Rohingya fled.16

China also stepped up its role as a ‘broker’ in Suu Kyi’s efforts to strike a lasting peace deal with the country’s patchwork of ethnic groups, many of which have been fighting the central authorities for decades. Beijing cultivated strong links with many of these ethnic armies, particularly in the borderlands between the two countries, and has not hesitated to use this leverage to its advantage. When China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi visited Myanmar in January 2021, he urged the government to speed up construction work on the ‘China–Myanmar Economic Corridor’, the label for all those expensive infrastructure projects Yangon had been hesitating over. He also said China would continue to support the peace talks with the ethnic minority armies. The two issues were not explicitly linked, at least not in public – they did not need to be.17

Beijing maintains a particularly close relationship with the 30,000-strong United Wa State Army (UWSA), the largest rebel force, which is armed by China and has been accused of employing child soldiers. It runs a slice of territory the size of Belgium, which sits in northeast Shan state on the border with China’s Yunnan province and beyond the authority of the government in Yangon. Panghsang, the capital of this self-styled Wa State, is so dependent on China that it is almost indistinguishable from it. The city sits astride a river border crossing, and unlike most cities in Myanmar it has well-made concrete roads and an air of prosperity. A string of casinos and brothels cater largely to visitors from China, and it is connected to the Chinese internet and mobile phone system. China’s currency is widely used and Mandarin spoken, while the Wa elite send their children to Chinese schools and are treated in Chinese hospitals.18 The Wa State sits at the heart of the notorious ‘Golden Triangle’, and much of its wealth was built on heroin production, of which it was the world’s biggest producer. It claims to have kicked the opium habit, but it has branched out into methamphetamine drugs, for which it remains one of the largest production hubs.

Relations between the Wa and the Chinese Communist Party go back a long way. The USWA emerged from the break-up of the Communist Party of Burma, which led an insurgency in the early days of independent Burma (as Myanmar was then called). It was strongly backed by Mao Zedong, who at that time was busy spreading revolution across Southeast Asia. Rather like the Wa, China ditched ideology for the pursuit of narrow and calculating self-interest. Mao’s obsession with revolution was abandoned by Deng Xiaoping, who ushered in the more pragmatic era. Today, China sees the Wa as an instrument of coercion, a relationship that gives Beijing considerable leverage with the government in Myanmar. As we shall see later, it has also been deployed to stoke uprisings in India.

Mao’s China was by far the biggest supporter of Pol Pot’s genocidal Khmer Rouge regime, which killed an estimated 2 million Cambodians between 1975 and 1979. The Cambodian genocide killed around a quarter of the population. Per capita that is truly horrifying, though the absolute number is dwarfed by the total number of Chinese murdered by Mao or who died as a result of his disastrous policies, where credible estimates range from 40 to 70 million. Much of this has been written out of official Chinese history, as has Mao’s support for the Khmer Rouge. It does not fit with official propaganda about China’s ‘non-interference’ and ‘peaceful rise’, and its presentation of itself as a victim and not an aggressor in international politics.

In 1979, a young Hun Sen, Cambodia’s foreign minister in the government that followed the ousting of the Khmer Rouge, condemned ‘the barbarous regime of the Pol Pot clique, instrument of Beijing’s expansionist policy’. Hun Sen was a soldier in the Khmer Rouge, but defected and then fought alongside Vietnamese forces to defeat Pol Pot. A decade later, as prime minister, he wrote that ‘China is the root of all that is evil in Cambodia’.19

The country is still littered with memorials to those who died in the killing fields – from stupas containing piles of skulls and bones to more simple village shrines. The execution grounds have been carefully documented and almost 20,000 mass burial pits have been identified across the country. Yet China’s complicity is being erased from the official history in Cambodia too – and Hun Sen, still prime minister, is now the man doing the whitewashing. In 2018, a slick and endlessly rebroadcast government film about the defeat of Pol Pot, Marching Toward National Salvation, set the tone – it did not mention China a single time. Beijing is now Hun Sen’s main patron, and for China, the man who fought against the Khmer Rouge is now their most reliable asset in Southeast Asia, blocking criticism at regional bodies such as ASEAN and strongly backing China’s position on the South China Sea and beyond.

In his early years as prime minister, Hun Sen was heavily reliant on Western aid, which acted as a restraint on his authoritarian inclinations. But Chinese money and political support emboldened him, and in 2017 he cast off any lingering pretences of democracy. He dissolved the main opposition party and arrested its leader Kem Sokha for treason, claiming he had colluded with foreign powers, including the United States, to topple the government. Hun Sen gave himself the title of ‘glorious supreme prime minister and powerful commander’, and when the English language Cambodia Daily condemned his ‘descent into outright dictatorship’ it was promptly shut down. The West echoed the newspaper’s criticism, but Beijing saw things differently, praising Hun Sen for his ‘effort to uphold national security and stability’.20 The prime minister suspended annual joint military exercises with the United States – and for the first time participated in exercises with China.21 By 2018, more than half of all foreign investment in Cambodia was coming from China, mostly under the umbrella of its Belt and Road Initiative, and ranged from roads and airports to power plants – even entire towns. Half the country’s rapidly rising foreign debt, amounting to more than a quarter of GDP, was owed to Beijing.

Nowhere better illustrates the rapid expansion of Chinese influence than the once sleepy coastal town of Sihanoukville, which sits on a peninsula on the Gulf of Thailand. It has been transformed by a China-funded construction frenzy, which has sprouted new hotels, apartment blocks, restaurants, bars, resorts and gambling dens, all emblazoned with Mandarin-language neon signage. Land prices increased tenfold between 2014 and 2019. Before Covid-19 hit travel, nine out of every ten visitors were from China, and the shops were stacked with Chinese goods. Crime and violence also soared as Sihanoukville became a base for Chinese organised crime – a hub for online gambling and other online scams, human trafficking and drugs, all seemingly under the protection of corrupt local police.22

In a fast-expanding special economic zone just outside Sihanoukville, 90 per cent of the more than 100 companies are Chinese, and the zone is protected by private Chinese security guards. Beijing is financing a new four-lane $2 billion motorway – the nation’s first – linking the town with the capital Phnom Penh, and described as ‘another testament to the unbreakable ironclad friendship between Cambodia and China’.23 Sihanoukville is not without its own reminders of the Khmer Rouge genocide, with two burial pits identified on the southeastern outskirts of town, each of which contained the remains of 1,000 bodies.24 In early 2022, Google Earth revealed the giant scars from construction bearing down on the closer of the two – and it seems only a matter of time before this grim reminder of China-backed barbarity is encased by China-financed concrete.

Across the bay to the north of Sihanoukville the new Dara Sakor International airport has been carved out of the jungle by an opaque Chinese company called Union Development Group (UDG). This Tianjin-based firm has been granted a ninety-nine-year lease to some 20 per cent of Cambodia’s coast, where it pledged to build what amounts to a new metropolis. Company publicity boasts of investment worth $3.8 billion in tourist resorts, luxury golf courses, casinos, marinas, up-market homes, container ports and industrial parks, but at the time of writing all it has to show for itself is a single resort complex attracting very few visitors – and of course the jungle airstrip. It seems to defy economic logic – but it does make a lot of strategic sense to China’s military planners. The airport’s two-mile-long runway is the longest in Cambodia, far longer than required for commercial aircraft, or the wildest of optimistic forecasts about tourism, but more than suitable for China’s long-range fighter jets, surveillance aircraft, military transport planes and bombers. In September 2020, the US blacklisted UDG, saying it was building on land forcibly seized from local people, and Mike Pompeo, US secretary of state in the Trump administration cited ‘credible reports’ that Dara Sakor could be used to host Chinese military assets.25

Nor is Dara Sakar the only military foothold Beijing is establishing in the area. On a peninsula the other side of Sihanoukville, sits the Ream Naval Base, which includes a number of facilities originally built by the US and is home to a fleet of around a dozen Cambodian Navy patrol boats. Cambodia reportedly signed a secret deal with Beijing granting the People’s Liberation Army exclusive rights to part of the installation. Under the deal, the PLA would be able to post military personnel, store weapons and berth warships, according to a draft of the agreement.26 The deal allows China to build two new piers and dredge the port to facilitate larger vessels, turning it into Beijing’s first naval base in Southeast Asia. Basing air force and naval assets in Cambodia – or using the facilities for logistics or as staging posts – would help China enforce its territorial claims in the South China Sea while complicating US efforts to come to the assistance of Taiwan in the event of conflict over the island.

The scene was Hanoi in July 2010, the event a regional security meeting of the sort that rarely generates great passion, at least not in public. That isn’t regarded as the ASEAN way, preferring disputes to be handled in a low-key fashion behind closed doors – if at all. This time it was tense. US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and top Chinese diplomat Yang Jiechi attended, and they eyed each other warily. When Clinton raised the issue of a binding code of conduct for the South China Sea, Yang lashed back, telling her in effect to mind her own business. Then, addressing leaders from Southeast Asia, Yang said: ‘China is a big country and other countries are small countries, and that’s just a fact.’27 The audience was shocked – and not just by the arrogance. For many it harked back to a Chinese imperial mindset, a China-centric view of the world that treated the region as inferior to Zhonggou, the Middle Kingdom – and one that demanded lesser states know their place.

It is a mindset that has its roots in the ancient Chinese cultural concept of Tian xia (literally ‘all under heaven’), with China (and the emperor) at the centre of a universal order, surrounded by lesser tributary states and barbarians.28 Imperial China’s old default position was to deal with foreigners on the emperor’s terms or not at all. By this reading, ideology plays no part – states are judged, rewarded and cajoled according to their willingness to accept China’s primacy. ‘Revanchism is an intrinsic part of the story of China’s “Great Rejuvenation”,’ according to Bilahari Kausikan, Singapore’s former top diplomat. Few Asian diplomats have spent more time in the company of Chinese envoys, and he says their sense of cultural superiority and demand for almost Pavlovian deference leaves little room for the give-and-take of Western diplomacy. ‘China does not merely want consideration of its interests. China expects deference to its interests to be internalised by ASEAN members as a mode of thought,’ he says.29 This is seen by Beijing as a natural state of affairs, particularly in China’s backyard. Restoration of something resembling the ancient order is regarded by today’s Communist leaders not only as the natural scheme of things, but almost as destiny, intrinsic to the ‘great rejuvenation’ of the Chinese nation.

Rather like China’s ‘historic’ claim to the South China Sea, Beijing’s ancient relationship with Southeast Asia is also mythologised by its Communist Party leaders. Much of the Southeast Asia of old did pay tribute to the Chinese empire, a ritual that dates back more than two millennia. Tributary missions, with envoys bearing gifts and messages for the emperor and receiving others in return, varied in frequency and size, but there is much debate about their actual meaning. They were certainly ritualised, but for the Southeast Asian kings (who rarely went in person) they did not have the same connotation as they did for China. They were seen more as a way of humouring the emperor – practical gestures necessary for ensuring mutually beneficial trade.30 Southeast Asian kingdoms never saw themselves as part of the Chinese order alone, foreign relations were more complex and shifting. There were competing centres of power. The vast temple complexes of the region, from Myanmar’s Bagan to Cambodia’s Angkor Wat and Indonesia’s Borobudur, are evidence of the profound Indian influence across the region, for instance.

Like their forebears, the modern states of Southeast Asia have sought to strike a difficult balance between seeking to accommodate (and profit from) a rising and at times overbearing China, and protecting their sovereignty. ‘Only the irredeemably corrupt or the terminally naïve take seriously Beijing’s rhetoric about a community of common destiny,’ says Bilahari Kausikan, drawing on thirty-seven years of experience in Singapore’s diplomatic service.31 That still adds up to a lot of countries susceptible to China’s blandishments, and to them might be added the deeply repressive who have been shunned by Western democracies or multilateral lenders. A key component of Communist Party rhetoric is ‘non-interference’, which in practice means finding common cause with the most corrupt and unsavoury of regimes. They are the ones most likely to bend to China’s will because of a lack of alternatives. We have seen this in the case of Myanmar and Cambodia, but this is also evident in Thailand. The Thais have historically been masters of balancing and hedging multiple foreign relationships, but more recently the kingdom became one of the West’s most dependable allies. That changed after Western democracies criticised a 2014 military coup. China stepped in with economic and diplomatic support, and as a result was able to extend its influence with Bangkok. A year after the coup, the Thai military government showed its gratitude by deporting to China a group of 100 Muslim Uyghurs who had fled to Bangkok, where they were seeking asylum. The UN High Commissioner for Refugees called the deportation a ‘flagrant violation of international law’. That same year, a Hong Kong bookseller, a high profile critic of Beijing, was abducted from his Thai holiday home, seemingly with the complicity of the Thai authorities.

Ironically, it is the Southeast Asian countries most accommodating to China who have been on the receiving end of one of Beijing’s most flagrant power plays. China controls the source of major Asian rivers including the Mekong, Salween and Brahmaputra, and has embarked on an enormous programme of dam building without consideration of the impact on countries downstream. China has eleven mega-dams on the northern reaches of the Mekong River alone, giving Beijing enormous power over the economies and ecosystems of those countries who share the river and the millions who depend on it for their livelihoods. The Mekong is a lifeline for Thailand, Myanmar, Cambodia and Laos, as well as Vietnam, but Beijing has rejected any discussions of dam construction or management with the downstream countries. China regards the Mekong as a sovereign resource and not one that should be shared.32 China could quite literally turn off the tap, and in 2019, was blamed for doing just that and triggering a severe drought in the lower Mekong basin, even after record rain and snowfall in the upper reaches. As a result, crops failed and the fish catch fell to some of the lowest levels in years. ‘China is impounding much more water than it ever has before and is causing erratic and devastating changes in water levels downstream,’ according to an investigation by the Stimson Center, a Washington DC-based think tank.33 As a consequence, the dry season water flows of the Mekong has been likened to ‘an erratic stock chart with random peaks and nadir’.34

There are echoes here of the Philippines and its failure to get any meaningful return or respect for its courting of China in the South China Sea. Mekong-dependent Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Thailand have been the Southeast Asian countries most willing to do Beijing’s bidding, but on an issue fundamental to their national wellbeing, their muted complaints have been shrugged off. None have been rewarded with any meaningful say over such a key resource.

With China’s growing influence in the region has come a wave of Chinese migration, described as the ‘the shock troops of China’s growing economic presence’, extending China’s power and reach.35 Many came to work on projects under the Belt and Road Initiative, others in search of economic opportunities of various shades of legality. As we have seen, in places such as Mandalay and Sihanoukville, they now outnumber the local people, often generating resentment. There are estimated to be hundreds of thousands now working out of Manila, the capital of the Philippines, where Chinese online gambling operations now outnumber the city’s thriving international call centres. In Laos, along the Mekong River where the country borders Myanmar and Thailand, China is building the ‘Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone’, which has been characterised as ‘a Chinese city of gambling, smuggling and sleaze’.36 The town’s currency is the Chinese yuan, a local security force was recruited in China, and the signage is in the simplified Chinese characters. China is also now the region’s biggest source of tourists. It is hard to put a precise figure on the number of migrants, since so many are working informally, but it certainly numbers in the millions.

The newer migrants are not to be confused with Southeast Asia’s more long-standing ethnic Chinese communities, which are thought to number more than 30 million. They have long played a prominent role in trade and business, building large family-run enterprises along the Pacific Rim – and characterised as the ‘Lords of the Rim’.37 In some countries, such as Thailand, they are well integrated; in others, such as Indonesia and Malaysia, less so, and have long faced discrimination and sometimes outright violence. When China began to open up, the overseas Chinese were the first to sense the new opportunities and were among the biggest early investors. Yet historically China’s attitude towards them has been ambiguous at best. As recently as 1998, when anti-Chinese riots erupted in Jakarta, Beijing’s response was relatively muted, regarding it as a purely Indonesian domestic affair.

In contrast, Xi Jinping has adopted a more expansive view of what it means to be Chinese, and the obligations this carries to the motherland (which is indistinguishable in his thinking from the Communist Party). He has blurred the distinction between foreigners of Chinese descent who were born and long-settled overseas and are citizens of other countries, who are referred to as huaren, and the more recent migrants, or huaqiao, who may be overseas temporarily for work or education. He has lumped them all together calling them haiwai qiaobao, which roughly translates as ‘overseas sojourner-siblings’, whose task should be to ‘promote the revival of the Chinese nation’. The job of reaching out to this extended Chinese family has been handed to the Party’s United Front Work Department, an organisation whose brief it is to spread Party influence both openly and through clandestine means.38 In this way, Xi emphasises ancestry and ethnicity over citizenship – it is a racial understanding of what it means to be Chinese, under which however deep the roots of an ethnically Chinese person in another country may be, no matter what passport they are carrying and no matter how long ago their ancestors left home, they are still seen as having obligations to China, as embodied by the Party. It is a chilling extension of the Party’s reach, and is a particular challenge to those countries in Southeast Asia with a history of racial tensions and distrust towards their ethnically Chinese citizens. Xi is putting overseas Chinese communities in a particularly difficult and dangerous bind, stoking suspicion about their loyalties in their adopted countries.

Nowhere in the world is China’s influence being felt as strongly as in Southeast Asia. China wants to dominate in its own backyard, and it is emerging as a key theatre in the battle for influence with the United States. The ten countries that comprise the Association of Southeast Asian Nations are collectively no minnow. Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam are home to almost 700 million people and have thriving economies with a GDP of almost $3 trillion. China is the region’s largest trading partner, while Chinese investment in the region increased thirtyfold in the decade to 2021, with commitments of around $42 billion. Much of this is in infrastructure – massive cross-border road, rail and pipeline projects under the umbrella of the BRI.

As we have seen, talk of the old tributary relationship between Southeast Asia and China too often overlooks the complexities of foreign relations, it also ignores the enormous historic influence of India. Contemporary India has taken a back seat as China has extended its influence. It has had a difficult relationship with China over the years, but the two had appeared to be drawing closer economically – until a barbaric clash on the roof of the world, which seemed to defy logic or common sense, but gave a fresh insight into the mindset of Xi Jinping.




CHAPTER 4

Brawling on the Roof of the World

‘You are over-confidently provoking thea PLA and Chinese people – this is like doing a handstand on the edge of a cliff!’

Global Times, September 2020

The Galwan Valley is one of the most desolate and inhospitable places on earth. Situated high in the Himalayas, it is where the Indian territory of Ladakh meets Tibet and it marks the disputed border between India and China. On the night of 15 June 2020 it was the scene of a ferocious hand-to-hand battle of almost medieval barbarity, with soldiers wielding rocks, sticks, fence posts, and even clubs wrapped with barbed wire or embedded with nails. The moonlit clash, which triggered the worst crisis in decades between the nuclear-armed neighbours, took place along a narrow ridge, at an altitude of 14,000 feet. By the time it was over twenty Indian soldiers were dead and scores injured – struck down by blows from the improvised weapons or sent tumbling down the steep ravine and into the freezing river waters below.1 They were the first combat deaths between the two sides since 1975, when four Indian soldiers were killed in a remote pass in another area of the border. China later admitted to losing four soldiers ‘defending and guarding the country’s borders’, according to the Global Times. The paper quoted a PLA soldier from a nearby garrison saying, ‘I would rather sacrifice my life than lose one inch of my country’s territory.’2 Other reports suggest that as many as thirty-eight Chinese soldiers may have died.3

The fighting took place without firearms because a 1996 agreement bars the use of live ammunition in the immediate area. Tanks, machine guns and artillery are kept to the rear. A report later emerged in Beijing claiming that Chinese forces had cleared two strategic hilltops of Indian soldiers by firing a microwave weapon, which focused high-frequency electromagnetic pulses or beams to cause irritation and pain. The weapon ‘turned the mountain tops into a microwave oven’, according to Jin Canrong, a professor of international relations at Beijing-based Renmin University. He claimed in a lecture that the weapon had been fired from below and within fifteen minutes those occupying the hilltops all began to vomit. ‘They couldn’t stand up, so they fled. This was how we retook the ground. We didn’t publicise it because we solved the problem beautifully. They [India] didn’t publicise it, either, because they lost so miserably.’4 There has been no independent confirmation of the claim.

Tensions had been building for weeks along the remote and poorly demarcated border, which is referred to as the Line of Actual Control (LAC). Satellite images showed China steadily building its forces and establishing positions in areas which had traditionally been patrolled by both sides in the summer, when the harsh climate allowed. Indian press accounts suggested the fighting took place when an Indian patrol tried to dislodge Chinese soldiers from one of these buffer zones. Indian defence analysts had warned a month before the fighting that the PLA was moving to take control of the entire valley, which overlooks a strategically important road India had recently upgraded. By one estimate, China annexed up to twenty-three square miles of territory.5

Beijing blamed India for the clash and then claimed the area had always been Chinese territory. ‘China always owns sovereignty over the Galwan Valley region,’ asserted Zhao Lijian, the Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman, warning that if India wanted to avoid conflict, it should restrain its forces.6 India’s external affairs minister, Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, retorted that China’s assertion ‘reflected an intent to change the facts on the ground in violation of all our agreement’.7 It was an attempted land grab right out of Beijing’s South China Sea playbook.

In an address to the nation, Prime Minister Narendra Modi said, ‘India wants peace. But on provocation, India will give a befitting reply.’8 He rushed tens of thousands of additional troops and heavy equipment to the border region. He moved to restrict Chinese economic activity in India, banning dozens of apps, including the popular TikTok short video app, and generally tightening oversight of Chinese companies. Imports of Chinese-made mobile phones and other goods were delayed at Indian ports. Curbs were placed on Chinese companies bidding for government contracts, requiring them to receive ‘political and security clearance’ from the Foreign and Home Ministries. Talk turned to loosening dependence on India’s giant neighbour.9 ‘This is a turning point – a very serious junction in the relationship,’ said Nirupama Rao, India’s former foreign secretary and its former ambassador to the US and China. ‘With what happened in Galwan – and so much blood being shed – it can’t be business as usual.’10

To many China-watchers, the timing of Beijing’s actions made no sense. Yes, the border dispute had been simmering for decades, and yes, China was the ‘all-weather friend’ of rival Pakistan, but trade and investment ties between Delhi and Beijing were growing and deepening. India was not a member of China’s Belt and Road Initiative, but China’s tech companies in particular were big investors in India, having pumped billions into Indian start-ups. Alibaba, Tencent and Huawei led the charge, excited by India’s young and increasingly tech-savvy population, which they saw as a vast and relatively untapped market. India was also a fast-growing market for Chinese consumer goods, which were flowing in record amounts. At the time of the Galwan Valley clash, China enjoyed a big trade surplus.

Political ties were also growing closer. Nine months before the clash, Prime Minister Modi met Xi Jinping for a two-day summit in the southern Indian temple town of Malappuram, posing for photos designed to convey their warming relations, and sitting down for a sumptuous meal of local delicacies that included ‘mutton Ularthiyathu’ and ‘lobster Malabar’.11 A year before that Modi had travelled to Wuhan, where he took a boat ride with Xi and strolled with him amid the plum blossoms.12 There was a consensus in Delhi in favour of deepening their relationship.

After all, this was supposed to be the ‘Asian century’, and India and China together could be its drivers. More optimistic economic analysts had begun to refer to the pair collectively as ‘Chindia’, to reflect the enormous potential of a partnership encompassing a third of humanity. Within a few years they would together account for more than half of global output, so the story went. It was surely a win-win situation, to borrow a favourite phrase of Xi Jinping – if only they could set aside their historic differences. That was always a big ‘if’, but the timing of China’s incursions still seemed bizarre. Not only did the clash damage the prospects for Chinese companies in India and shatter bilateral political relations, but it pushed Delhi closer to the US and to regional powers Australia and Japan. It also came at a time when Beijing had its hands full elsewhere – locked in an increasingly bitter trade dispute with the Trump administration, intensifying repression in Xinjiang and Hong Kong, and stoking tensions in the Taiwan Strait and South China Sea. Why pick another fight?

Indian analysts suggested China had deliberately made its land grab while Delhi (and the rest of the world) was preoccupied with the fight against Covid-19. Beijing, then emerging from its own initial outbreak, had been mobilising troops for some time close to the LAC, while India had delayed its regular summer exercises because of the outbreak. Others speculated that Xi was keen to stir nationalist sentiment at home to distract attention from his early Covid-19 stumbles and cover up. There might have been an element of both, but the Galwan Valley in June 2020 clearly presented an opportunity for Xi to push for strategic advantage over an old rival, which he did with little concern for the geopolitical fallout or the economic cost. A more generous interpretation is that Xi miscalculated, and did not fully appreciate the depth of Indian anger and the strength of its response. There was some cautious optimism when the two sides began a series of military-to-military talks to try and diffuse the tensions. But they proceeded haltingly in an atmosphere of hostility and distrust. Then the lights went out in Mumbai.

On 13 October 2020, four months after the Galwan Valley clash, India’s financial capital and a city of 20 million people was plunged into darkness. Trains stopped running, traffic ground to a halt, the stock exchange was suspended and businesses shut down. Mumbai was one of the hardest hit cities in the world by Covid-19 at the time, and hospitals treating thousands of patients were forced to switch to back-up generators to keep ventilators running. India is no stranger to blackouts, but this was one of the worst in decades in Mumbai. The state of Maharashtra’s energy minister, Nitin Rout, hinted at sabotage, and the state government, which owns the transmission network, ordered an investigation. A month later, its cyber department suggested that a malware attack could have been responsible.13 Yashasvi Yadav, the department’s inspector general revealed that over a five-day period just after the Galwan Valley clash, a large-scale phishing attack had targeted Indian banking, information services and infrastructure. ‘At least 40,300 cyberattacks were attempted,’ he said. ‘Most of them can be traced to the Chengdu area of China.’ The implication was that malware had been pre-positioned within the computers of power-generating companies, and later triggered to bring down the Mumbai grid, but he offered few additional details.14

Recorded Future, an American cybersecurity company, collected further disturbing evidence of malicious code placed inside India’s power systems. In a report published in February 2021, the company said ten Indian power sector organisations, including four out of five ‘Regional Load Despatch Centres’, which are responsible for managing the power grid through balancing supply and demand across the country, had been targeted in what it described as a ‘concerted campaign against India’s critical infrastructure’.15 By closely examining the tactics, techniques and procedures of the hackers, Recorded Future concluded that the malware had come from a Chinese state-sponsored group called RedEcho. It did not believe the purpose was espionage, since there were limited opportunities to steal information, and the available data was of little value. Instead it suggested that the malware had been pre-positioned inside the computer systems to be triggered later for future operations – possibly for sabotage. The investigators could not firmly link their discovery to the Mumbai outage, but a few days after their report was published, the cyber department of the state government of Maharashtra submitted its findings on what it called the ‘attack on the state’s power grid’. The results closely correlated with those of the American company. ‘So, from the findings of the cybercrime department and electricity department experts, it seems that the October 12 blackout could have been due to it [sabotage],’ said Home Minister Anil Deshmukh.16 Deshmukh was cautious, never singling out China. ‘There were attempts to log in to our servers from a foreign land,’ he said. ‘We will investigate further’. India likes to boast of its own significant cyber capabilities, and it could be that the minister’s caution reflects embarrassment that his own systems were so easily compromised.

Recorded Future also uncovered evidence that a suspected Chinese state-sponsored group had hacked an Indian media conglomerate that publishes the respected Times of India, a police department and an agency responsible for India’s national identification database. This time the purpose seemed to be to steal information, rather that sabotage, with the Unique Identification Authority of India being a potentially rich target. It could be used by hackers to identify ‘high-value targets, such as government officials, enabling social engineering attacks or enriching other data sources’.17

For its part, Beijing issued a boilerplate denial of the hacking. ‘It is highly irresponsible to accuse a particular party when there is no sufficient evidence around,’ said Wang Wenbin, a spokesman for China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs. ‘China is firmly opposed to such irresponsible and ill-intentioned practice.’18 However, as tensions continued at the border, Beijing appeared to be telling Delhi, ‘back off, or the lights could go off across the country’.19

The state of Assam in India’s northeast is perhaps best known to outsiders for its tea. The hills north of the town of Tezpur on the banks of the mighty Brahmaputra River are blanketed with vast tea gardens. Workers, almost all of them women in bright saris, move amid the thick bushes plucking the bright green leaves and placing them in baskets on their backs. It is a remarkably tranquil scene, yet the area serves as a bitter reminder of past Chinese aggression. In a brief border war in 1962, China captured much of the area to the north of Tezpur, and in the years that followed the region was buffeted by a China-backed insurgency. In recent years, the violence has been more sporadic, but five days after the power went out in Mumbai, Beijing threatened to reignite the rebellion.

‘These armed separatist factions in Northeast India have now been weak under the strong crackdown by the Indian military, but they have not been completely wiped out,’ noted the Global Times, which is strongly nationalist and often deployed by the Party as an attack dog.20 ‘Because of a lack of external support, they find it difficult to develop and grow. But if there is support, it would empower them to launch insurgencies,’ it noted darkly. The paper took issue with an interview Indian media had run with Taiwan’s foreign minister, Joseph Wu, and advertisements carried in several outlets for Taiwan’s 10 October national day before issuing a stark threat: ‘If India’s nationalists move forward by fanning the Taiwan flame, what awaits them will be insurgence and chaos in its northeast.’ Beijing does not usually object to such low-level or private contacts with Taiwan, and the warning – like the power outage – was taken as a broader threat linked to the continuing tension at the border.

There are those in Tezpur who still remember the 1962 border war and the hahakar, or pandemonium, as Indian forces retreated, leading to a mass evacuation of the town. Tezpur was the nearest sizeable settlement to the fighting, and the tea gardens were abandoned as townspeople and workers fled south across the Brahmaputra River.21 In the event the PLA never made it that far south, Mao Zedong ordering an abrupt retreat after a month of fighting.

Tezpur is the hometown of award-winning Indian film-maker Hiren Bora, who was twelve year’s old at the time and recalls how his grandfather told his family to collect all their belongings and flee, while the patriarch himself stayed behind to defend the town. In 2019, Bora made a film about the incident, Seema – The Untold Story, a tribute to Tezpur. ‘The Chinese Aggression of 1962 was a huge event in Northeast India’s history, but it’s hardly been portrayed in popular culture – neither in books nor films, the way Indo-Pak conflicts have been,’ he said.22 Perhaps that is because there is no glory in the sort of ignominious defeat India suffered, but it is seared into the national consciousness when Indians look towards their northern neighbour.

Assam and the six smaller surrounding states of the northeast are often referred to as the ‘seven sisters’ and comprise Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura. They form an odd-looking appendage to the main part of India, to which the area is attached by a narrow corridor known as the ‘chicken’s neck’. Myanmar lies to the east, Bangladesh to the southwest, Nepal to the west, Bhutan to the northwest – and of course China looms large to the north. China claims Arunachal Pradesh as its own, calling it South Tibet.

After the 1962 war, Mao supported a patchwork of insurgent groups in the area, which were mostly ethnic or tribal-based, though many paid lip-service to a vague notion of ‘Maoism’. Two groups, the United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA) and the National Democratic Front of Boroland (NDFB), have remained active. China long ago gave up its overt military support for the groups, but the extent to which links to Chinese security services remain is the subject of considerable debate in India. Paresh Baruah, the head of the ULFA, lives in a border town in the Chinese province of Yunnan, where he has been interviewed by Indian media, and weapons – often crude, but effective – come from gun factories and arms bazaars in Wa-controlled areas of Myanmar, where these groups are also given refuge. As we have seen, the United Wa State Army (UWSA) has especially close links with China. Other ethnic insurgent groups of the region have also based themselves in Myanmar and China’s Yunnan.23 China has used the groups as a means of putting pressure on India to control the activities of Tibet’s exiled spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama, and the Tibetan government in exile, which is based in the Indian hill town of Dharamshala.24 If China were to act on its threat and open a sort of proxy front as the two sides face off in and around the Galwan Valley, it would represent a grave escalation of the crisis, but be entirely in keeping with Beijing’s use of these groups.

India shares a 2,520-mile border with China, which runs through rivers, glaciers and deserts of snow in the west to mountains blanketed in thick forests in the east. It is punctuated by numerous territorial disputes, though there are two principal areas of contention – one in the east and one in the west. In the west, India claims Aksai Chin, a high-altitude desert administered by China and lying beyond the Galwan Valley, which saw the 2020 clashes; in the east China claims the Indian state of Arunachal Pradesh, which lies in the Himalayan foothills beyond Assam. In establishing the border, British cartographers typically chose mountain peaks for their lines, which were regarded as more defensible. The literature on the legitimacy of these lines, the intentions behind them, and whether they reflected ethnic realities or the actual boundaries of areas under British administration (or whether they were formally administered at all) is voluminous. India has generally accepted the boundaries inherited from the British; China has dismissed them as colonial legacies, preferring a far more expansive interpretation of its territory based on the (often mythical) boundaries of imperial China.

The picture is further complicated because the boundary in the east, known as the McMahon Line after British diplomat Henry McMahon, was agreed in 1914 between British India and Tibet, which had declared itself independent after the 1905 collapse of the Qing Dynasty. The line followed the highest ridges of the Himalayas. In the west, Aksai Chin, which translates as ‘desert of white stones’, was largely uninhabited. Reaching heights of more than 15,000 feet, its main importance was as an ancient trade route, traversed in the summer by caravans of yaks from Tibet and Xinjiang. An early British line placed the area inside India, its extremities defined by the Kunlun Mountains in the north; a later map placed the border along the Karakoram mountains, locating Aksai Chin in China. The British preference varied over time, depending on its strategic interests, but by 1914 (when the McMahon line was being agreed), Britain settled on the earlier map, which was adopted in 1947 by newly independent India. Although China would later selectively use the maps to its advantage, it has no historic claims over the area.

Thus, the border areas were a dispute waiting to happen – though India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, didn’t necessarily see it that way. ‘He saw China as a friend and as a natural partner in leading post-colonial Asia. And even after the communist take-over of China, his vision of close Sino-India cooperation remained strong,’ writes Thant Myint-U, the Burmese historian and writer.25 India initially had a buffer in the form of independent Tibet, but that was short-lived. In October 1950, the People’s Liberation Army led a military assault on Tibet, and the following year Tibetan leaders signed a treaty giving Beijing control over Tibet’s external affairs and accepting military occupation. Tibet’s borders were now China’s borders. There was a nod towards political autonomy, but it was short lived, and by 1956 Tibet was in open rebellion. Three years later, following a failed uprising in Lhasa, the Dalai Lama fled to India, where he established his government in exile in Dharamsala, further complicating India’s relations with Beijing.

The 1962 border war took place while the world was transfixed by the Cuban missile crisis. It was fought in both the east and west, with India defeated on both fronts before China abruptly withdrew to the original line in the east, but kept the Aksai Chin in the west. Much has been written about the cause and conduct of the conflict. It has been argued that Mao’s primary intention was to teach Nehru a lesson and weaken his position in the emerging non-aligned movement.26 He succeeded in both – Nehru was broken by the conflict, and within two years he was dead. The conflict also usefully drew attention away from Mao’s internal problems – his disastrous Great Leap Forward to modernise China had triggered widespread famine at the time and millions were dying. It also emphasised the vastly different world views of the lawyerly Nehru and the revolutionary Mao, Nehru earnestly believing in the universal applicability of laws and agreements, while Mao never paid much attention to either – a mindset equally applicable to Xi Jinping today.27

To the northwest of Assam, sandwiched between India and China, sits the tiny Himalayan Kingdom of Bhutan – Druk Yul, the Land of the Thunder Dragon. This remote and mountainous Buddhist nation of just 800,000 people was almost completely cut off for centuries, only tentatively opening to the outside world in the 1970s. There were no roads or currency until the 1960s, and television only arrived here in 1999; it remains fiercely protective of its ancient traditions – but has still not been able to escape the predatory attention of Xi Jinping’s China.

In 2011, the year before Xi assumed power in Beijing, I visited Bhutan to report on a royal wedding – the marriage of thirty-one-yearold King Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck – the ‘Prince Charming of the Himalayas’, as he was often called – to Jetsun Pema, a basketball-loving student and daughter of an airline pilot. The traditional Buddhist ceremony took place in an ancient fortress at 8.20 a.m. on 1 October – an auspicious time and date selected by a royal astrologer – and was followed by three days of celebrations. Tens of thousands of people, dressed in traditional robes, travelled to the capital Thimphu to try and catch sight of the royal couple and to witness elaborate displays of song, dance and archery – the national sport. No heads of state were invited, since the king wanted it to be a ‘wedding of the people’. It was during that visit that I learned about Gross National Happiness (GNH), a concept coined by Bhutan as an index of wellbeing that takes account of a range of cultural and environmental factors, as well as the economy. I also learned that Bhutan has no formal diplomatic relations with China, and I did wonder if there was a link between the two – that the absence of China’s scowling ‘wolf warrior’ diplomats might have boosted the index. Unfortunately, the years following the wedding have seen Beijing nibbling at the edges of Bhutan in a way guaranteed to wipe the smile off the happiest of faces.

Relations between Bhutan and India have been traditionally very close, based on culture, mutual interests – and a suspicion towards China. Bhutan is not a formal protectorate of India, but Delhi still regards itself as a protector of the tiny kingdom, and in 2017 sent troops into an area called Doklam, a plateau which Bhutan regards as its territory, but across which China had started to build a road. For India, the Chinese road-building had a wider strategic significance, since the area is close to the ‘chicken’s neck’ – the narrow and strategic Siliguri Corridor, which as we have seen is a lifeline linking India’s remote northeast to the rest of the country. Indian troops intervened to stop the construction and then stationed themselves in the disputed area to ensure that it did not recommence, triggering a tense standoff with Beijing. The confrontation lasted for two months, with both sides building up forces in the area. On this occasion it was resolved peacefully, with India withdrawing its troops and the road construction ending – but it did not end Beijing’s designs on Bhutan’s territory.28

In May 2021, an investigation by Robert Barnett, a writer and researcher on modern Tibetan history and politics at the University of London’s School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), revealed that China had gone beyond nibbling at the edges of Bhutan and had bitten off an entire chunk of territory that for centuries had been regarded as a sacred part of the Himalayan kingdom.29 Using satellite imagery, Chinese media reports and other open-source maps and documentation, he showed that China had built three villages, sixty-six miles of new roads, a communications base, a small hydroelectric power station and at least five military or police outposts in the far north of Bhutan. ‘This involves a strategy that is more provocative than anything China has done on its land borders in the past. The settlement of an entire area within another country goes far beyond the forward patrolling and occasional road-building that led to war with India in 1962, military clashes in 1967 and 1987, and the deaths of 24 Chinese and Indian soldiers in 2020,’ he wrote in Foreign Policy magazine. The land grab breached a 1998 treaty Beijing signed with Bhutan in which it undertook ‘not to resort to unilateral action to alter the status quo of the border’.

One of the areas in Bhutan grabbed by China is Beyul Khenpajong, which has an average altitude of 12,000 feet and is of huge religious significance to Bhutan. Beyul means ‘hidden valley’, and the term has been used in traditional Bhutanese literature and myth since the fifteenth century to describe sacred mountain areas ringed by high ridges. According to legend, these could only be discovered by those with special spiritual powers. Even Chinese maps until at least the 1980s showed the areas annexed by Beijing as part of Bhutan. Satellite images and media photographs now show a large new administration building in the newly built village of Gyalaphug with a hammer and sickle and a signboard in Chinese reading, ‘The Party and Serve-the-Masses Center’, according to Barnett. A giant painting of China’s national flag covers the wall of one building, while a large red banner proclaims loyalty to the new power in the mountains: ‘Resolutely uphold the core position of General Secretary Xi Jinping! Resolutely uphold the authority of and centralized and unified leadership by the Party Central Committee!’ it reads.

China was also reportedly building another village, Pangda, inside Bhutanese territoray close to the Doklam Plateau, where the 2017 standoff with India took place. Beijing also made a sudden claim over the 740-square-mile Sakteng Wildlife Sanctuary in the east of Bhutan. The government in Thimphu had approached the US-based Global Environmental Facility for aid on projects in the park, but the Chinese representatives objected, saying the area was in dispute, which it had never been before.30 It was an absurd claim, but widely seen as an attempt to drag tiny Bhutan into China’s dispute with India, possibly by forcing Thimphu to hand over land on the Doklam Plateau in order to get back the occupied areas in the north – a trade that would never be accepted by India, which sees the security of Bhutan as deeply entwined with its own.

A year after the June 2020 Galwan Valley clash, China convened a virtual regional meeting. Nepal, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Afghanistan were all there – but not India. The meeting was ostensibly to discuss Covid-19 and poverty reduction, but it also sent a powerful message to Delhi about the strong and growing clout Beijing now wields in what India has long regarded as its own backyard.31 China has lavished particular attention on Nepal in an effort to wrest it away from India, which has long treated the Himalayan nation as a sort of Hindu little brother and a vital part of its sphere of influence. Beijing offered billions of dollars for factories, power plants and highways, while Nepal’s tourist industry is increasingly geared towards Chinese visitors and mountain climbers. Beijing is also exerting a growing influence on Kathmandu’s often chaotic politics, and Nepal has responded to Chinese blandishments and pressure with a crackdown on the activities of the country’s 20,000-strong Tibetan refugee community. Beijing has sought to discourage Nepal from accepting any more Tibetans fleeing from China. It has deployed aid with political precision; when an earthquake struck in 2015, China immediately sent search-and-rescue teams and medical supplies. Kathmandu dutifully refused Taiwan’s offer of rescue teams, and warned India’s army rescue groups to keep away from Chinese airspace, even though the area in most need lay in the border areas between China and Nepal.32 When Nepal was hit with a surge in coronavirus cases in spring 2021, Beijing ostentatiously offered a million doses of vaccines. At the time, Delhi – often dubbed the ‘pharmacy to the world’, because of the size of that industry in India – had stopped exports in order to deal with its own coronavirus crisis.

The danger from Nepal’s growing dependence on China became clear in February 2022, when a Nepalese government report leaked to the BBC accused China of encroaching into Nepal along their shared border. Beijing denied the accusation and the Nepalese government publicly played down the report – seemingly out of fear of upsetting its Chinese benefactor.33

China has close and long-standing relations with Pakistan – Beijing supplied Pakistan with critical technology and know-how for its nuclear weapons programme. Islamabad is also the biggest recipient of funds under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) – $62 billion has been earmarked. China does not have any formal alliances, but Pakistan (together with Russia) is just about as close as it gets. The Chinese Communist Party describes the relationship as an ‘all-weather strategic partnership of cooperation’. Pakistan is a major buyer of Chinese weapons, including battle tanks and combat drones, and the relationship between the two militaries is getting closer. In May 2021, they conducted joint exercises in Tibet, close to the disputed border with India, one of a growing series of drills that have alarmed military strategists in Delhi.34 A key component of the BRI is Gwadar port on the Arabian Sea in Pakistan’s Baluchistan province. India fears that the port, fenced off to protect against Baloch separatists, will become a base for the Chinese navy. China has already taken control of Hambantota port in Sri Lanka in lieu of unpaid debts, and is building another at Kyaukphyu in Myanmar. Jittery Indian strategists call this network of potential military bases around the Indian Ocean, China’s ‘String of Pearls’.

In early 2022, the Himalayan border was still simmering. Several rounds of talks produced few tangible results. There are ongoing skirmishes, the two sides trading accusations of incursions across the ill-defined line separating them. Pledges of de-escalation were overshadowed by a relentless build-up of weapons and soldiers on both sides, with an estimated 200,000 troops deployed. China reportedly stationed long-range bombers close to the Himalayas.35 One Indian military officer said the military build-up was ‘like never before’ and included bringing in more heavy artillery and moving squadrons of fighter jets to within easy reach.36 The Communist Party’s Global Times thundered: ‘We must warn India seriously: You have crossed the line! Your frontline troops have crossed the line! Your nationalist public opinion has crossed the line! Your policy toward China has crossed the line! You are over-confidently provoking the PLA and Chinese people – this is like doing a handstand on the edge of a cliff!’37 Beijing claimed the Indian military had trained more than 10,000 exiled Tibetans to pose as local herdsmen in an effort to infiltrate China’s borders.38 In this febrile atmosphere a network of informal border protocols that had largely kept the peace before the June 2020 clash has been abandoned. ‘The whole architecture for maintaining peace and tranquillity has collapsed and is lying in ruins,’ said Gautam Bambawale, India’s former ambassador to Beijing.39 He called the border tensions a ‘recipe for disaster’.

Some of the additional Indian forces were deployed from the Pakistan border, hitherto considered by India to be its most serious threat. ‘The crisis over the last year has brought home the reality to India’s decision makers that China presents the biggest strategic challenge in the future, and it has led to shifting the attention away from Pakistan,’ said Sushant Singh, a senior fellow at the Center for Policy Research and visiting lecturer at Yale University. Delhi began to rethink its strategic ties. It sought to bolster its relationship with the United States, as well as regional powers Australia and Japan.

One result has been India’s renewed interest in the long dormant Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (the Quad) comprising the US, Australia, Japan and India. In September 2021, two Indian warships joined a Quad exercise off the coast of Guam, a US territory in the western Pacific Ocean. Indian warships also joined the UK’s HMS Queen Elizabeth aircraft carrier and its battle group for drills in the Bay of Bengal, and took part in bilateral exercises in the South China Sea with the navies of Vietnam, the Philippines, Indonesia, Singapore and Australia.40 To add a little niggle to his strategic moves, India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi, let it be known in July 2021 that he had telephoned China’s nemesis the Dalai Lama and personally wished him a happy eighty-sixth birthday, disregarding any potential anger from Beijing.41

A poll of young Indians by the Observer Research Foundation found that for 77 per cent of respondents, China was the most distrusted country (the same proportion found the US the most trusted).42 A posting on Weibo, China’s Twitter-like social media platform, triggered particular outrage. It showed two photographs, side by side, one of the launch of a Chinese space shuttle, the other a mass cremation in India, then reeling from Covid-19. The caption read, ‘China lighting a fire versus India lighting a fire’. The tone was triumphant, mocking India’s coronavirus catastrophe. It did not however come from some twisted nationalist blogger – but instead from the official account of the Communist Party’s powerful Central Political and Legal Affairs Commission.43 Furthermore, during the torch relay that kicked off the 2022 Winter Olympics in Beijing, the Communist Party chose as a runner Qi Fabao, a PLA officer wounded during the Galwan clash. It seemed almost calculated to provoke, and within a day, Delhi duly announced a diplomatic boycott of the games.

It has often been claimed that economic integration acts as an important deterrent to conflict and an incentive for following agreed rules – that at a global level this will make China a responsible partner, while strong bilateral economic ties will blunt political or strategic differences. The brawl on the roof of the world, and subsequent collapse of India–China relations, belie this claim. Beijing’s actions were diplomatically and economically counterproductive, but that held little sway with Xi Jinping. It demonstrates not only that Xi is prepared to take risks, but that in his paranoid world view, everything is subordinate to China’s widening definition of its strategic and security interests. It is an important lesson for the world as Beijing expands into new frontiers.




CHAPTER 5

From the Frozen Arctic to the Digital World: The Frontiers of China’s New Cold War

‘We have no intension of interfering in other countries’ internal affairs . . . What we hope to create is a big family of harmonious coexistence’

Xi Jinping, May 2017

Narsaq has long been popular with rock pickers – the amateur geologists who come during the summer months to scour Kuannersuit, a cloud-rimmed mountain that sits behind the small Greenland town. They collect the strikingly colourful stones that can be found lying around in abundance. The town sits on the shore of a deep fjord on the southern tip of the world’s largest island, a sleepy collection of green, red, yellow and ochre wooden houses. In the winter, when the snow and ice close in, it is best reached by dog sled, though the traffic of helicopters, landing on the local football pitch has been rising steadily year round as Narsaq has taken on a new role – as a geopolitical flashpoint between China and the West.

Kuannersuit contains one of the world’s biggest untapped deposits of rare earths, seventeen obscure minerals that occur jointly in nature and have magnetic and conductive properties that give them multiple and vital applications in our digital lives. They are crucial to modern electronics, used in small amounts in just about everything from microchips, screens, medical devices, rechargeable batteries and magnets to missile guidance systems, fighter jets and other state-of-the-art weaponry. They enable the tech that drives clean energy – including wind turbines and electric vehicles. ‘In just a period of decades, rare earth elements have seeped deeply into the fabric of modern technology and industry and have proven exceptionally challenging to duplicate or replace,’ according to an industry report.1 Demand is set to soar as concerns rise over climate change and countries push to reduce the use of fossil fuels.

China controls the market, and has been increasingly willing to use that leverage. It currently mines as much as 80 per cent of the world’s rare earths and does around 90 per cent of the processing, which is expensive and messy. In 2010, China limited exports of rare earths to Japan after a collision involving a Chinese fishing boat and a Japanese coastguard patrol vessel off disputed islands in the East China Sea.2 In 2019, Beijing threatened to use the minerals as part of the unfolding trade war with the United States.3 In early 2021, Beijing looked at adding rare earths to a list of materials that could be restricted in order to ‘help safeguard national security’. Officials reportedly consulted industry executives about how such a ban would impact the US defence industry, especially the F-35 fighter jet programme.4

Luckily rare earths are not so rare; they are called rare because of their atomic properties. That China has cornered the market is a result of an aggressive industrial policy, heavily subsidising and protecting the Chinese companies involved, while being willing to tolerate environmental damage from the toxic process of extracting the minerals. Significant known deposits exist in China, Brazil, Australia, Vietnam, India, the US – and of course in Greenland, which by one estimate could hold a quarter of the world’s reserves.5

Greenland Minerals, an Australian company, was given an exploration licence for the Kuannersuit project in 2007, attracted by the promise of the rare earths, but also a vast deposit of uranium in the same area. Exploring is different to developing, and the process of getting the necessary permits to begin serious digging of a vast open-pit mine that would scoop out a chunk of the mountain, was slow and contentious. It faced fierce opposition from environmentalists. The town of Narsaq was split. The fishing industry that once sustained it was dying, and the population fell by almost a fifth in the decade to 2019, by which time Narsaq was home to just under 1,400 people. The conflicting issues facing the town were explored in a moving 2016 documentary Kuannersuit; Kvanefjeld.6 In a series of interviews set against a stunning backdrop of mountains and fjords littered with icebergs, it explored the town’s hopes and fears – some residents seeing Kuannersuit as a saviour that would create hundreds of jobs and kick-start the town, others talking in apocalyptic terms about the destruction of the environment and an indigenous culture tied to the land. For some it had become a subject no longer raised in public, because of the fierce and divisive passions it provoked between neighbours – even within families in this closely knit community. It also divided national politics, with supporters arguing that the riches from the mine would give Greenland a road to independence; at present the vast, ice-covered island is an autonomous Danish territory.

Then into this contentious mix waded Beijing. In late 2016, Greenland Minerals announced that it was entering into a strategic partnership with a Chinese mining company called Shenghe Resources, which bought 12.5 per cent of its shares to become the largest shareholder. The two companies also agreed that Shenghe could in the future buy a controlling stake of up to 60 per cent of the Australian company. There was an outcry when this was revealed in a disclosure the Chinese company made to the Shanghai Stock Exchange. Greenland Minerals sought to ‘clarify’ the statement, at first denying the option existed, and then insisting it was non-binding, and merely an agreement to enter into negotiations to sell Shenghe a majority stake once all licences for the mine had been obtained.7 But to students of China’s global ambitions, the Greenland acquisition carried an unmistakable message: that Beijing was intent on holding on to its near monopoly over one of the world’s most strategically important raw materials.

In 2019, Shenghe entered into a partnership with state-owned China National Nuclear Corporation (CNNC), under which their joint venture would import from Greenland those rare earths that when processed produce uranium and thorium, radioactive substances which can be used as nuclear fuel.8 CNNC is a nuclear power producer with deep roots in China’s nuclear weapons programme. On its website, the company describes itself as ‘a leading element of national strategic nuclear forces and nuclear energy development. It undertakes missions to ensure national security and facilitate domestic economic development.’9 In 2020, the US included CNNC in a list of companies linked to the Chinese military, and Donald Trump later issued an executive order barring Americans from investing in any companies on that list, arguing that such investments posed a risk to national security.10

Taken in isolation this would have been worrying enough, but Beijing’s ambitions went far wider. Greenland, whose population of just under 60,000 is about twice that of Arctic polar bears, was firmly in the strategic cross-hairs of a resource-hungry China (population 1.4 billion) determined to extend its influence into the Arctic. In 2017, China offered to bankroll and build three airports in Greenland, including in the capital Nuuk, home to around a third of the population. Its short runway could at the time receive only small propeller planes. To Greenland this offered the promise of bigger jet aircraft and of opening the country to more international tourism. A Chinese government-owned company also offered to buy an abandoned naval base, and a Chinese state-owned university announced it would build a polar research antenna on the island.11 In 2018, in its first policy paper on the Arctic, China declared itself a ‘near-Arctic state’ with an interest in developing shipping in the region, carrying out scientific research and exploiting the region’s oil, gas, minerals, fisheries and other natural resources – opportunities likely to open up as global warming takes its toll on the polar ice cap.12 The People’s Liberation Army Navy was increasingly active in the Arctic region, including the deployment of warships to within forty-six miles of Alaska’s Aleutian Islands in the Bering Sea.13

Little wonder that these ambitions set off alarm bells in Washington and Copenhagen. There was concern that Greenland would struggle to pay back loans for the airports estimated at $555 million, resulting in China taking control of runways with potential military applications just a few hours flight from the US east coast. They piled pressure on Greenland, which eventually accepted an alternative package of cheap loans for the airport backed by Denmark, with the US offering support with airport infrastructure. There was to be no Chinese involvement. Denmark blocked the purchase of the naval base, and the Greenland government denied it had given approval for the research antenna.14

During the Second World War, the US had thirteen army bases and four naval bases on Greenland; now the US Air Force’s Thule base, its northernmost facility, is all that remains, housing part of a ballistic missile early warning system. Established under a long-standing treaty between Denmark and the US, the base shot to fame (or perhaps infamy) in 1968 at the height of the Cold War when a B-52 bomber laden with four nuclear bombs crashed into the sea ice around seven miles west of the base. It was trying to make an emergency landing following a cabin fire caused by a crew member stuffing cushions in front of a heating vent.15 The bombs didn’t explode, but they did rupture, resulting in radioactive contamination of the area. The incident severely strained relations between the US and Denmark, and is one reason why the anti-nuclear sentiment (and environmentalism more broadly) is so strong in Greenland.

In 2019, President Donald Trump expressed interest in buying Greenland, an offer that was roundly condemned by the Greenland and Danish governments – the Danish prime minister calling any discussion of a sale ‘absurd’.16 To most observers it seemed like a rather hare-brained proposal – though it was not without a certain logic. A year later, the US opened a consulate in Nuuk and went on a charm offensive, offering trade and security cooperation, and a beefed-up aid package. It agreed to let Greenland take over the maintenance of the Thule base, a move that should help the local economy.17 It signed its own memorandum to cooperate on rare earth mining and to promote investment in the sector.18 By 2021, the European Union was also waking up to its dangerous dependence on China, and Greenland was enticed to join the EU’s European Raw Materials Alliance. This was an effort by the block to diversify supplies of strategic raw materials, with the promise of investment and seed money for mines and processing plants.19 Surveying the broader security environment, NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg said, ‘The melting of the ice in the Arctic could lead to the heating up of geopolitical tensions between different powers in the world.’20 He cited Russian activities and the growing China presence and said the impact of global warming on the Arctic was ‘changing the security landscape’.

That still left Greenland Minerals and its Chinese partner in charge of the giant Kuannersuit mine, but in April 2021 the project was grounded on the rocks of Greenland politics. In a snap general election that month, Inuit Ataqatigiit (IA), a left-leaning pro-environment party, finished first with 37 per cent of the vote and set about forming a coalition government. IA had long been a fierce opponent of the mine, and in November 2021, Greenland’s parliament passed legislation banning uranium mining and stopping the Kuannersuit project.21 Shares in Greenland Minerals fell sharply, though the company suggested it would look for ways to revive the project.22 A few weeks later, the government stripped another Chinese company, General Nice, of its licence to an iron ore deposit near the capital Nuuk, because it failed to make guarantee payments. The government demanded the company return all geological data and clean up the area.23

The Greenland story is one of neglect by Western democracies, in spite of the area’s abundance of critical raw materials. The US, EU and Denmark realised belatedly that they were being outplayed by Beijing in this isolated but strategically vital corner of the Arctic. It is just one example of the way the West has allowed itself to become a spectator as China has gained control of supply chains critical to the technologies of the future.

Re-chargeable lithium-ion batteries are vital for ‘clean energy’. They power electric vehicles, as well as most portable consumer electronics such as mobile phones and laptops. The market is expanding rapidly, and it too is dominated by China. By one estimate, Chinese companies in 2019 accounted for 80 per cent of the world’s output of raw materials for advanced batteries, controlling the processing of most minerals critical to their manufacture – including rare earths, lithium, graphite, manganese, nickel and cobalt. More than 100 of the 136 lithium-ion battery plants planned by 2029 are based in China.24 China has been buying up lithium mines worldwide and processes almost 60 per cent of the world’s supply. It produces two-thirds of the world’s graphite, though has only a quarter of the world’s reserves. It mines only 6 per cent of the world’s manganese, but refines 93 per cent. Nickel is spread quite evenly around the world, but China still controls two-thirds of the chemical processing.25 China has only 1 per cent of the world’s cobalt reserves, but dominates its mining and refining. More than two-thirds of the world’s cobalt production comes from the Democratic Republic of the Congo in Africa. In 2020, fifteen of the nineteen cobalt-producing mines in Congo were owned or financed by Chinese companies.26

The Chinese companies, whether state-owned or nominally private, enjoy a seemingly unlimited line of credit from Beijing as part of a methodical strategy to dominate the clean energy economy. By one estimate, state-backed institutions have provided $12 billion in loans and other financing to cobalt miners in Congo.27 Mining deals have frequently been part of broader contracts under which China pledged to provide roads, bridges, power stations and other infrastructure. More recently, there have been signs of unease in Congo at the rapid embrace of China. In December 2021, the Chinese embassy urged its citizens to leave three provinces in the eastern part of the country after unrest targeted Chinese workers. At the same time, the Congolese government was reportedly reviewing contracts, and Chinese companies were facing accusations of failing to fulfil promises, lax safety standards and corruption.

The availability and reliability of supplies of critical minerals – and control of those supply chains – will be crucial in the years ahead, as by most estimates the world is likely to face a severe shortage as it transitions away from fossil fuels. The International Energy Agency predicts supplies of rare earths and battery-grade nickel will be tight, but warns that in a scenario consistent with climate change goals, ‘expected supply from existing mines and projects under construction is estimated to meet only half of projected lithium and cobalt requirements and 80% of copper needs by 2030’.28

In November 2021, the world received a worrying glimpse of what the future might hold when it faced a potentially crippling shortage of magnesium, over which China also has a near monopoly. The motor industry warned of an imminent shutdown, as magnesium is a raw material for the production of the aluminium alloys used for gearboxes, steering columns, fuel tank covers and seat frames. There is no substitute for magnesium in the production of aluminium sheets. Stockpiles began to run low after a power shortage shut Chinese factories that supply 85 per cent of the world’s magnesium. European officials held urgent consultations with China’s leaders, fearing that China would direct its dwindling output to its own industry, cutting off exports completely.29 The price of magnesium surged by 75 per cent in a month to a record high of more than $9,000 a tonne. Europe was particularly vulnerable as it had shut all its own magnesium production, unable to compete with cheap imports from China. The Europeans had accused China of large-scale dumping, selling at below cost to force out rivals, and over two decades Chinese producers created their near monopoly. It is a familiar accusation of predatory trade practices, and it had left the world almost entirely dependent on Beijing for a key commodity.

The worst fears did not come to pass; the car industry muddled through, but it was a sobering experience for them and for Western leaders. It also animated the conversation around the tables at the annual dinner of the London Metals Exchange (LME) held that same month in the Great Room of the Grosvenor House Hotel. The previous year it was cancelled because of Covid-19 and they were glad to be back, champagne in hand, almost 1,000 guests in tuxedos and elegant dresses. The 144-year-old exchange is the world’s oldest and biggest trading venue for industrial metals, and they toasted the reopening of ‘the ring’, one of the last bastions of the almost theatrical practice of open-cry trading, which had been closed for eighteen months because of the coronavirus. Yet the atmosphere was less raucous than usual and there was much talk of erratic markets and metal shortages. They might also have reflected on their own strange position, another sort of bastion – just about the only part of the metals supply chain that is not dominated by China. Chinese brokers have sought a foothold in the exchange, but their progress has been limited by red tape, cultural clashes and a lack of a clear strategy.30 While Chinese bulldozers have powered their way to mining and refining prominence, their traders have so far been held at bay by the whimsical ways of the LME.

When China declared that it was a ‘near-Arctic state’ its stated ambition was to tap the area’s resources and open new shipping lanes made possible by global warming, forming what it called a ‘Polar Silk Road’.31 In doing so, it was placing its Arctic aims under the umbrella of its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). We have already met the BRI in several guises. It encompasses multiple ‘silk roads’ of land, maritime and digital variety. Marco Polo would probably have been rather puzzled by Beijing’s increasingly expansive use of the term, but the BRI has grown into an amorphous catch-all for the Communist Party’s global ambitions, its efforts to remake the world order and its aggressive use of economic power.

The BRI is a curious beast. It was peddled as a multi-trillion dollar programme of infrastructure investment that would supposedly replicate the ancient trade routes linking East and West by sea and land. In the process the world would be blessed with Chinese-built roads, railways, ports, airports, power stations, telecoms and, of course, mines. Xi Jinping described it as ‘a project of the century, which will benefit people across the world’, and ‘a big family of harmonious coexistence.’32 China claims more than 138 countries have signed up. Putting a precise figure on spending is hard, since programmes are opaque and memorandums of understanding and funding pledges do not always translate into spending. It is now China’s principal foreign policy initiative, and has become a rather incoherent catchphrase for just about all aspects of what Beijing does abroad, covering all manner of projects and with no real geographic boundaries. Bruno Maçães, a former Europe Minister in the Portuguese government, who has written extensively on the BRI, has described it as ‘a giant project of international political engineering’.33

The BRI is massively overhyped and under-principled – unencumbered by any troublesome notions of transparency and good governance, and lacking the environmental, labour or human rights protections that typically accompany lending from multilateral institutions or the West. It has enabled China to export industrial overcapacity and capital, while shaping the world in its own image and according to its own interests. In many ways it is a classic neo-colonial enterprise, and one that harks back to the ancient China-centric view of the world we have already encountered in Southeast Asia. Projects typically involve the import of Chinese labour, and are saddling the recipients with large and possibly unpayable debts.

The infrastructure element of the BRI has attracted a great deal of attention. These are the projects the Communist Party likes to advertise, as if the BRI is one big charitable organisation, an enormous benevolence fund. Others have pointed to the strategic advantages China is leveraging from its construction, particularly of ports – and especially after Sri Lanka was forced to hand over its new $1.3 billion Hambantota port to a Chinese company after failing to make repayments.34 In Africa, Djibouti’s crippling external debt is the highest of any low-income country as a proportion of GDP, much of it owed to China, and Beijing has leveraged this dependency by establishing an additional strategic foothold in the country: Djibouti is now the site of China’s only overseas military base.35 From Cambodia to Myanmar to the United Arab Emirates, it has invested in dozens of port facilities that have the potential for military use.

Of all Xi Jinping’s ‘silk roads’, it is the digital version that is perhaps most intriguing, and where China’s grip is at its most insidious. It increasingly underpins the other elements of the BRI and illustrates the extent and nature of Communist Party ambition. Take Africa, long-neglected by Western powers and dubbed ‘China’s second continent’.36 Beijing is now Africa’s biggest investor, trade partner and aid donor. This has created such a dependency that not even the revelation that Chinese cyber spies plundered the files of the African Union (AU) raised much of a complaint.37 The AU, which represents fifty-five African states, could not afford to upset its benefactor, which installed a backdoor into computer systems in the new AU headquarters in Addis Ababa, which was built and gifted by Beijing – one of numerous parliaments and other public buildings China has donated across the continent. The Chinese telecoms giants Huawei and ZTE have between them built most of Africa’s telecoms infrastructure (hence the ‘digital silk road’). Huawei claims to have built 70 per cent of Africa’s 4G telecoms networks.38 Beyond the network nuts and bolts, it also supplies smartphones, computers and a range of surveillance kit. Its products are considered cheap and robust, and sales have been assisted by the seemingly unlimited credit line from the Chinese government that has benefited the mining companies.

One of Huawei’s flagship products is what it calls ‘safe city solutions,’ a suite of advanced surveillance tools developed and honed in China, and which offer ‘omnipresent sensing’ and ‘real time warning and surveillance deployment’ that will ‘promote the digital transformation of the public safety industry’, according to a company brochure.39 These are popular with autocrats worldwide – 71 per cent of ‘safe city’ agreements are in countries rated by Freedom House as ‘not free’ or ‘partly free’, and include Angola, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kazakhstan, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Thailand, the United Arab Emirates and Uzbekistan.40

The ‘digital silk road’ can best be seen as an ecosystem of technologies, ranging from 5G telecoms networks, cloud computing and other data storage, to GPS satellite positioning systems and other internet infrastructure. In essence, the Chinese Communist Party is peddling techno-authoritarianism, modelled on the surveillance state it has built at home – and which is at its most egregious in the repression of the Uyghurs and other Muslim minorities in Xinjiang. They will also give China potential control over enormous pools of data – another source of power and influence.

Other components of the ‘digital silk road’ under development include a centralised digital currency, the digital yuan. In many ways this is the ultimate surveillance tool, giving real time information on every transaction an individual makes – how much, where, how often, for what. There is nowhere left to hide. Internationally it is seen as a way of challenging the dominance of the US dollar.41 Among client states created by the BRI, use of the digital yuan may become a condition of doing business with China. It was heavily promoted ahead of the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics, during which the government hoped its digital yuan would be used by visitors and athletes. ‘If wrongly implemented, it gives a hostile state the ability to surveil transactions,’ warned Sir Jeffrey Fleming, the director of GCHQ, Britain’s signals intelligence agency in a rare interview. ‘It gives them the ability ...to be able to exercise control over what is conducted on those digital currencies.’42

At the same time, China is putting enormous energy into shaping the vital international technical standards that define the interoperability and security of emerging technologies. Standards are the technical rules of the highway, and an enormous source of power and influence. Some 200-odd global organisations and bodies are involved in standards-setting, and China has been very active in these forums. For instance, between 2016 and 2019, all twenty submissions to the International Telecommunications Union (ITU) on facial recognition technology came from China, most relating to how footage and audio recordings are stored and analysed.43 International standards are voluntary, but they are usually adopted by developing countries in Asia, Africa and the Middle East, key markets for China. Beijing stands to gain a big technological and commercial edge if its standards are adopted, though the impact goes well beyond that. Technology is rarely neutral – the same tech can be deployed in many ways and serve multiple purposes. Standards embody political, economic and wider moral and ethical values. For instance, human rights groups have complained that the process by which the facial recognition standards are adopted by the ITU allows little opportunity to challenge the rules or to adopt safeguards on the grounds of privacy or freedom of expression.

While the BRI is an instrument for China to push its economic, technological and strategic interests, it is also creating a network of dependencies. This is not a ‘bloc’ of ideological and military allies that the Soviet Union controlled during the last Cold War, but it is creating compliant states who can be dragooned into providing political support for China, stifling criticism in international forums or parroting Beijing’s narrative on issues such as Taiwan, Hong Kong and Tibet.

The Communist Party’s well-documented campaign of mass detention of up to 1.5 million Uyghur and other Muslim minorities, forced labour, forced sterilisation and cultural destruction, all underpinned by stifling surveillance, has been characterised in the West as genocide and crimes against humanity.44 But not by Imran Khan. ‘Frankly, I don’t know much about that,’ said the prime minister of Pakistan at a time the repression was being widely reported.45 He ducked and dived, saying Pakistan respected China as it was. ‘How come this is such a big issue in the Western World?’ he asked, before getting to the crux of the matter. China had been ‘one of the greatest friends to us in difficult times’, he insisted, and any tricky conversations happened ‘behind closed doors’.46 Pakistan is the biggest recipient of BRI projects, worth more than $62 billion, and including the strategically important seaport at Gwadar, on the Arabian Sea, which will be linked to China via a planned 2,000-mile network of road and rail links.47 China refers to Pakistan as an ‘ironclad friend’ – an appropriate label because the country has been shackled and muzzled by its dependence on China. While Khan is quick to condemn perceived ‘Islamophobia’ elsewhere in the world, he is unable to bring himself to condemn the biggest and most egregious assault on the Muslim faith of our times.

Most Muslim-majority countries, including Malaysia and Indonesia, have largely avoided the subject out of fear of retribution. In October 2021, forty-five countries signed a statement supporting China’s policies in Xinjiang, which they described as a province in which ‘People of all ethnic groups enjoy their happy lives in a peaceful and stable environment.’48 Among the signatories were the usual crop of anti-Western autocrats, including Cuba, Russia, Belarus and Iran, joined by a rollcall of countries that have received substantial Chinese largesse – among them, Angola, Cambodia, Egypt, Iraq, Mozambique, Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Syria, Tanzania, Uganda and Zimbabwe. The Middle East, where Beijing has worked hard to extend influence, was also well-represented, the UAE, Bahrain and Saudi Arabia all endorsing the statement, which went on to say, ‘We note with appreciation that China has undertaken a series of measures in response to threats of terrorism and extremism in accordance with the law to safeguard the human rights of all ethnic groups in Xinjiang.’ Beijing had reason to be well-pleased with its investments. Ukraine supported a Canadianled call for independent observers to be allowed into Xinjiang, but removed its name after China threatened to block a planned shipment of at least 500,000 doses of Chinese Covid-19 vaccines to Kyiv if it did not do so, according to diplomats.49

China also targeted companies which had expressed concern about the use of forced labour in Xinjiang’s cotton fields and factories. Prominent Western clothing brands faced an orchestrated campaign of nationalist boycotts and threats, stirred up by Chinese social media. H&M was one of the hardest hit, all but disappearing from the Chinese internet, its products removed from major Chinese e-commerce platforms. The company then posted a statement on its Weibo account saying it ‘respects Chinese consumers’ and that it ‘does not represent any political position’.50 Burberry, Adidas, Nike, Uniqlo and Lacoste were also targeted. In the West, many companies had built notions of human rights and environmentalism into their brand image, and were now discovering how uncomfortably that sits with sourcing and business in China. US chip-maker Intel apologised following a backlash over a letter to suppliers urging them not to source products from Xinjiang.51 It later amended the letter to delete references to the province.52

The German car manufacturer VW tied itself in knots over Xinjiang in a manner worthy of Imran Khan. It has a factory in Urumqi, the capital of the province, and when pressed repeatedly about human rights at the 2019 Shanghai Motor Show, chairman Herbert Diess said he was ‘not aware’ of the existence of detention camps.53 In a later interview, the head of the company’s China operations, Stephen Wallenstein, did not deny the existence of the camps, but said ‘I can assure you, we do not have forced labour.’ Though, when pressed further, he said that he could not be absolutely certain.54 China is VW’s biggest market, but critics have argued that it has a special ethical responsibility because it was founded by the Nazi Party in 1937 and used forced labour – including concentration-camp prisoners – in its factories during the Second World War.55

The Communist Party upped the pressure on companies by introducing what it called an ‘anti-sanctions law’, which gives the authorities the explicit right to take punitive action against companies or individuals who obey foreign sanctions against China. In other words, any company complying with Western sanctions relating to the repression in Xinjiang and Hong Kong, or against blacklisted Chinese tech companies, could see their China-based executives arrested or deported and their assets seized.56 Banks in particular are likely to be in the cross-hairs. They have been explicitly warned by the US authorities that they will be closely scrutinised for any dealings with sanctioned entities or individuals, while China created a Beijing Financial Court to hear lawsuits against banks or other financial firms deemed to have damaged the ‘legitimate interests’ of Chinese domestic investors.57 It remains to be seen how this plays out in practice, and of course, the Party does not really need the backing of the law to carry out coercion. It is above and beyond the law, but it does nevertheless drastically raise the stakes.

Companies are being pushed even more to the heart of geopolitical tensions and being told, in effect, to pick sides. China wants to control what they say as well as what they do. Under Xi Jinping, the Party has become more punitive and vindictive towards individuals, companies and countries that stray, often inadvertently, into an expanding list of no-go areas, where they are required to support China’s position as a price for market access and investment. The Party has sought to enlist foreign companies in lobbying efforts on its behalf. In November 2021, it was reported that the Chinese embassy in Washington had pressed executives, companies and business groups to fight against China-related bills in the US Congress. These included the US Innovation and Competition Act, legislation aimed at boosting US competition with China and funding much-needed semiconductor production. Chinese officials warned companies they would risk losing market share or revenue in China if the legislation was passed. ‘We sincerely hope you . . . will play a positive role in urging members of Congress to abandon the zero-sum mindset and ideological prejudice, stop touting negative China-related bills, delete negative provisions, so as to create favourable conditions for bilateral economic and trade cooperation before it is too late,’ said one letter.58

Amazon was enlisted by the Party’s propaganda department to help boost Xi Jinping’s cult of personality. In December 2021, it was reported that the American e-commerce giant had scrubbed bad customer reviews and ratings of Xi Jinping’s books from its China website. The company agreed to a Chinese government demand that only five-star ratings of Xi’s turgid speeches be allowed. In response to criticism, Amazon said it ‘complies with all applicable laws and regulations, wherever we operate, and China is no exception’.59 That has become a boilerplate response from companies accused of complicity with Communist Party repression.

The Communist Party also sought to enlist the support of British companies at a time of growing scrutiny in the UK of Chinese investment and human rights abuses. Premier Li Keqiang held what was described as a virtual dialogue with thirty companies, including AstraZeneca, Clifford Chance, BP, Jaguar Land Rover, PWC, Rio Tinto, Standard Chartered and HSBC, during which he said, ‘China also hopes Britain will provide a fair, just and non-discriminatory business environment for Chinese companies to invest in the country,’ according to the Xinhua news agency.60 There was no explicit threat to their business interests in China – there didn’t need to be. Many companies need little encouragement to see things from the Communist Party’s perspective – a condition that has been described as a version of Stockholm Syndrome, whereby a hostage comes to develop feelings of trust, sympathy and affection for their captor.61

The use of economic instruments to achieve political ends has been described as geoeconomics, and China is the world leader. This can include the coercive use of market access, trade and investment, in all of which Beijing has a well-established track record. This is why we should be so concerned about the supply chains for technologies critical for the future, where we began this chapter. Geoeconomics has been China’s preferred mode of combat, and has been remarkably successful, largely because the Chinese Communist Party controls so many geoeconomic tools and so much wealth. The US is a richer country, but the government does not have so much direct control over how those riches are deployed. Washington has not been shy about using economic sanctions, and has leveraged its control over the international dollar-based financial system, but in the West geopolitical tools are more dispersed and its influence more constrained, with many trade and investment decisions in private hands.

Geoeconomics can also be indirect, such as when China’s economic influence threatened to undermine the credibility of the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, the world’s leading multilateral financial institutions. In October 2021, an independent investigation found that while she was chief executive of the World Bank, Kristalina Georgieva, had pressured staff to improve China’s position in the bank’s annual investment rankings.62 This happened at a time when the bank was seeking more money from China, its third-largest shareholder. The bank’s Doing Business report ranks countries according to their business climate, and China was set to fall several places before her alleged intervention. By the time the report was published, Georgieva had left the bank, and was managing director of the IMF. Critics demanded she resign in order to protect the integrity of both institutions and their data, in which companies and organisations have traditionally placed great trust. Georgieva remained in her place, saying she fundamentally disagrees with the report’s conclusions and denies ever asking for data to be changed.

The era of classic Western colonial expansion produced the axiom that ‘trade follows the flag’ – whereby territorial control was deemed necessary in order to develop the trade that would support home industries. China has turned this on its head. The flag is following trade, dependencies are created through economics, and Beijing increasingly looks for ways to protect its growing global interests and assets. One aspect of this is the growth of Chinese ‘private’ security, another is the search for overseas bases. In April 2022 Beijing reached a security agreement with the Solomon Islands allowing Chinese military personnel, police and occasional ‘ship visits’, ostensibly to ‘protect the safety of Chinese personnel and major projects’ in the Pacific island nation.63 Australia, New Zealand and the US all cried foul, but it is unlikely to be the last such agreement as China seeks to challenge American military dominance in the Pacific and beyond.

Geoeconomics has been described as one element of ‘war by other means’, the use of a suite of coercive tools that falls short of full-on military conflict.64 Cyberweapons are also part of that toolbox. China has long excelled at cyber espionage, but has been broadening its repertoire. It is embracing online disinformation with relish, teaming up with cyber criminals where needed, and branching into sabotage, as it expands its capabilities into the darkest corners of cyberspace.




CHAPTER 6

Disinformation, Spying and Sabotage: The Cyber Panda Bears Its Claws

‘How China evolves in the next decade will probably be the single biggest driver of the UK’s future cyber security.’

UK’s National Cyber Security Centre, Annual Report 2021

The Swiss biologist was angry. He claimed on his Facebook and Twitter accounts that he’d uncovered attempts by the United States to subvert the World Health Organization investigation into the origin of Covid-19. There had been ‘enormous pressure and even intimidation from the US side as well as certain media outlets,’ wrote Wilson Edwards in July 2021. ‘The WHO sources told me the US is so obsessed with attacking China on the origin-tracking issue that it is reluctant to open its eyes to the data and the findings.’1 Edwards’s post was enthusiastically spread by China’s state media and on the social media accounts of its diplomats. A headline in the Communist Party’s People’s Daily accused the US of ‘leveraging WHO into political tool’, while the China Daily demanded: ‘Put science first on virus.’ The Party’s propaganda machine eagerly presented the words of this esteemed biologist as further evidence of American perfidy.

Edwards would have had good reason to be pleased by the impact of his post – if he had existed. The following month, a puzzled Swiss embassy in Beijing tweeted: ‘Looking for Wilson Edwards, alleged biologist, cited in press and social media in China over the last several days. If you exist, we would like to meet you! But it is more likely that this is a fake news, and we call on Chinese press and netizens to take down the posts.’2

The embassy said there was no record of any Swiss citizen with the name Wilson Edwards, and there were no articles in the field of biology cited under his name. The Facebook and Twitter accounts he used were created on the same day that he published the Covid-19 posts, which were identical on both platforms. His Facebook profile was illustrated by a picture of an Oxford University library and listed three friends. There were no other posts. As well as being spread by Chinese state media, the posts were shared and amplified by hundreds of fake Facebook and Twitter accounts.3

Wilson Edwards’s moment of fame was brief. His social media accounts were deleted soon after the Swiss embassy exposed him, and the state media articles praising his wisdom and foresight began disappearing from the internet. His was a fictitious profile, almost certainly a creation of China’s propaganda machine, which at that time was in overdrive churning out conspiracy theories about the origin of the coronavirus, aiming to draw attention away from China’s own culpability. Most experts agree that the place to start looking for clues is where the virus first emerged in December 2019 – the Chinese city of Wuhan. The most credible theories are a natural spillover from an animal (most likely a bat) to a human via some intermediary, or a leak from a local research laboratory that was studying bat viruses. Epidemiologists believe that understanding the origins of Covid-19 is important in the fight against future pandemics, but attempts by the WHO and others to get at the truth have faced obstruction from China, which has denied access to data, facilities and people. The invention of Wilson Edwards was one part of a concerted effort by the Communist Party to use Western social media to muddy the waters.

Disinformation, a key element of what intelligence agencies used to call ‘active measures’, has a long and at times colourful history, particularly during the last Cold War – ‘a vast test lab of disinformation and professional, organised lying’, as that period has been described by Thomas Rid, a professor at Johns Hopkins University, who has written a history of disinformation.4 The aim back then was to sow division, doubt and distrust, spotting and exploiting the cracks in order to weaken the target – aims that essentially remain the same today. What has changed is the means. The internet has become a great enabler of peddlers of alternative reality. As Rid describes it, ‘The internet didn’t just make active measures cheaper, quicker and more reactive, and less risky; it also, to put it simply, made active measures more active and less measured.’5

Russia inherited from the old Soviet Union a strong pedigree in active measures, which it deployed with gusto during the 2016 US presidential election, won by Donald Trump. These measures included troll factories which created fake American social media accounts and spewed racially and politically divisive content and fake news articles. Russian hackers also targeted key individuals and institutions associated with Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign, stealing and then leaking embarrassing internal emails.6

China was slower to the disinformation game, but has been quick to catch up. As recently as 2018, Beijing had almost no diplomatic presence on Western social media – which is banned from operating inside China itself. Over the next two years, its presence grew rapidly, and by the time the coronavirus hit, around 200 Chinese diplomats were growling and trolling their way around Twitter and Facebook. They had become the foot soldiers for China’s aggressive ‘wolf warrior’ diplomacy, named after a series of Rambo-style nationalistic movies of that name. Western social media became their platform of choice, from which to broadcast their threats and vitriol to an international audience.7 They are now the vanguard of China’s increasingly aggressive efforts to shape the international narrative on a growing range of subjects. They work in concert with state media, which has rapidly extended its international presence online and offline. Between 2009 and 2021, Xinhua, the state news agency doubled the number of its foreign bureaus to 200, China Radio International more than tripled its hours of programming in sixty-five languages, and China Global Television Network (CGTN) established itself as a new brand overseas, with twenty-four channels in five languages.8

Diplomats and state media work in concert with a shifting array of bogus accounts. Early in the Covid-19 pandemic, Beijing used tens of thousands of fake and hijacked Twitter accounts to portray itself as a leader and benefactor in public health. At the same time it rubbished the faltering efforts of Western democracies and spread baseless theories about the origins of the virus. The EU accused China of running ‘a global disinformation campaign to deflect blame for the outbreak of the pandemic’, and sending out a ‘huge wave’ of false facts. Brussels cited one case in which the Chinese embassy in Paris claimed French care workers had abandoned their jobs leaving residents to die, and asserted falsely that French lawmakers had used a racist slur against the head of the World Health Organization, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus.9

The Alliance for Securing Democracy, a Washington-based advocacy group, calculated that between April and May 2020, accounts connected to the Chinese government pumped out 90,000 tweets as part of China’s Covid-19 disinformation blitz, with the messaging becoming increasingly aggressive and conspiratorial.10 In June 2020, Twitter shut down 170,000 accounts linked to China, which it said were engaged in ‘a range of coordinated and manipulated activities’.11 YouTube deleted almost 2,500 channels in the second quarter of 2020 alone, ‘as part of our ongoing investigation into coordinated influence operations linked to China’.12 CGTN was banned from advertising on Twitter over concerns it was spreading disinformation about the pro-democracy protests in Hong Kong.

The Party’s disinformation machine was initially at its most assertive on Covid-19, but soon turned to Hong Kong and Xinjiang, as China faced global criticism for its repression in both. Posts heaped vitriol on think tanks, politicians, media and researchers who highlighted human rights abuses. The Economist newspaper described this as China’s ‘new scold war’.13 At the same time, posts amplified fringe media, obscure ‘experts’ and conspiracy theorists in support of China’s alternative reality. At times the messaging was clunky, even surreal – as when Party-linked organisations used Facebook for a series of sponsored video posts showing happy, thriving Uyghurs in Xinjiang – dancing, singing and generally fulfilling every kitschy ethnic stereotype, pausing only to praise the benevolence of the Communist Party. Staff at Facebook reportedly raised concerns on internal message boards and in other internal discussions that the firm was complicit in this state propaganda, but to no apparent effect.14

A report by the Australian Strategic Policy Institute found that the frequency of tweets about Xinjiang from Chinese state media and diplomatic Twitter accounts reached an all-time high in 2020 – an average of almost 500 tweets per month, almost double the year before. ‘The CCP [Chinese Communist Party] is using tactics including leveraging US social media platforms to criticise and smear Uyghur victims, journalists and researchers who work on this topic, as well as their organisations,’ the institute reported, saying it expected these efforts to escalate.15 Though diplomats at the Chinese embassy in Washington got a little over-enthusiastic, and the embassy’s Twitter account was suspended after tweeting that Uyghur women had been ‘emancipated’ from extremism and were no longer ‘baby-making machines’.16 The tweet followed accusations that China was using forced sterilisation, forced abortion and coercive family planning against minority Muslims. Twitter said the tweet violated its policies against ‘dehumanising people’.

Wilson Edwards, the fictional biologist and scourge of the Americans over Covid-19, was quite easily rumbled. Of more use to Beijing are real Westerners, however fringe or obscure, who nevertheless depict China in a positive light. State media has made increasing use of gullible foreign video bloggers, usually teachers or business people resident in China. Their videos, uploaded to YouTube, typically combine footage of travel or everyday life with attacks on foreign media ‘lies’ about human rights, while loudly defending China.17 In March 2021, the Foreign Ministry discovered a Canadian YouTuber called Daniel Dumbrill, who had uploaded a twelve-minute video presentation in which he accused the US of using Xinjiang as a pretext to contain China, warning against ‘brainlessly swallowing and regurgitating’ Western propaganda.18 Dumbrill was based in Shenzhen, where he ran a craft beer bar. That might not seem the most credible base for an aspiring geopolitical pundit, but the Foreign Ministry played his conspiracy-laden video before its weekly press conference. And, although YouTube is blocked in China and only accessible using a VPN anti-censorship tool, the presentation was widely shared by Chinese state media. They depicted Dumbrill as an international expert. It was also spread via Chinese social media.

It is a key tenet of Communist Party propaganda that Western democracies, and the United States in particular, are decaying and in terminal decline. During summer 2020, that became the foundation of a broader and more aggressive disinformation campaign, as Beijing began to stoke some of the most difficult and divisive issues in America. Protests over policing and race provided the opportunity, and Chinese diplomats embraced the Black Lives Matter movement with relish. They used it as a means to attack the US government for hypocrisy and double standards on human rights. When US state department spokesperson Morgan Ortagus tweeted that freedom-loving people around the world must hold the Communist Party to account for its repression in Hong Kong, Chinese government spokesperson Hua Chunying replied, ‘I can’t breathe,’ the last words of George Floyd, who was murdered by a police officer during his arrest.19

During the 2020 US presidential election campaign and its messy aftermath, Beijing largely avoided showing a preference for either Donald Trump or Joe Biden. Instead, a government that would never dream of allowing free elections in its own country mocked America’s democratic process, with Party-controlled media highlighting chaos, disfunction and the threat of violence, all amplified by social media.20 When a mob stormed the US Capitol building, the Communist Party Youth League described it as a ‘beautiful sight’ on its Twitter-like Weibo platform, while the Chinese Foreign Ministry drew parallels with the 2019 break-in and seizure by Hong Kong protesters of the city’s Legislative Council complex.21

In early 2021, the United States saw a rise in violent crime against Asian-Americans, which many commentators blamed on the anti-Chinese rhetoric of President Donald Trump and other Republican politicians. In March of that year, a man went on a shooting rampage at three massage parlours in the city of Atlanta. He killed eight people, six of them women of Asian descent, sparking fear and anger in the Asian-American community.22 Two weeks later, a sixty-five-yearold Asian-American woman was brutally attacked in Manhattan, an assailant knocking her to the ground, kicking and punching her as she walked to church near Times Square. The assailant shouted anti-Asian slurs and told her, ‘You don’t belong here’.23

The New York attack was captured by a surveillance camera and the footage quickly went viral, attracting widespread condemnation and outrage. It also made for a productive afternoon for Zhao Lijian. From his Beijing office, the Chinese government spokesman re-tweeted twenty posts and shared the video twelve times on his official Twitter account. ‘We can’t help but wonder, who will be the next victim? When will it all end?’ he told his 1 million followers. The American posts he re-tweeted were not necessarily the angriest, but they were full of despair at the state of the country. ‘What the hell is wrong with people?’, ‘This is incredibly difficult to watch’, ‘Oh my God, what is happening to this country?’ ‘This is a state of emergency’, were among them.

Zhao’s words were amplified by state media, who used Facebook, Twitter and YouTube accounts to stoke a narrative of American racism and hatred. One Twitter post from the Global Times showed the Statue of Liberty, gun in hand, towering over a tiny cardboard cut-out figure marked ‘Asian’ and with a target on its chest.24 Another cartoon, shared by China Global Television Network (CGTN), the international arm of China’s state broadcaster, depicted an American Covid-19 vaccination centre and a young Asian asking the doctor, ‘By the way, is there also a vaccine for racism?’25 Hate crime was framed as being a consequence of the US government’s more assertive stance against Beijing. ‘Experts say [hate crime] results from US politicians’ smearing of China as culprit of Covid-19. Worsening bilateral ties play part in discrimination surge,’ the Global Times tweeted.

Beijing made liberal use of what has been dubbed ‘whataboutism’, using spurious comparisons in order to deflect attention away from Chinese repression.26 This was employed after evidence was published of the use of forced labour in Xinjiang’s cotton fields. In response, spokesman Zhao Lijian tweeted, ‘It is a historical fact that the #UnitedStates forced black slaves to collect cotton. Who on earth engaged in forced labor?’ Later he tweeted: ‘Shocking conspiracy of the US & West: destabilise #Xinjiang & contain China’s development. The cotton smears are just part of the bigger plot’ – assertions that were dutifully amplified by Party-controlled media.27 As more Western politicians began to characterise China’s behaviour in Xinjiang as ‘genocide’, the Global Times claimed America was in the grip of ‘racist terror’. It asserted without evidence that in San Francisco people were joining a ‘slap an Asian’ challenge, encouraged by social media to slap anyone of Asian appearance they encountered on public transport.28

On paper at least, China’s state-controlled news outlets and its tweeting diplomats appear to have some of the highest ranked accounts on Twitter and Facebook. By the end of 2021, CGTN had 13.4 million Twitter followers and 117 million followers on Facebook, the Global Times had 1.8 million on Twitter and 65 million on Facebook, and China Daily had 4.2 million on Twitter and 105 million on Facebook. Xinhua, a state news agency has 12.3 million on Twitter and 92 million on Facebook. Obscure diplomats have quickly built followings to rival Hollywood celebrities. Can there really be a market for such stultifying propaganda? China has learned very quickly one of the basic rules of social media – that engagement is driven more by confrontational, provocative and conspiratorial content, than by dry facts and diplomacy. It has also embraced many other dark social media arts.29 The figures are almost certainly false, inflated by automated programs (bots) that generate fake followers and fake likes. The idea is to give the pages more credibility and reach, and thereby pull in legitimate users. Bogus or highjacked accounts are also used as ‘amplifiers’ in order to push postings and get them trending.30

Liu Xiaoming, China’s ambassador to the UK between 2010 and 2021, joined Twitter in 2019, quickly acquiring a following of 119,000. Between June 2020 and February 2021 his posts were re-tweeted more than 45,000 times, but almost half of these were from fake accounts, many impersonating British citizens, according to an investigation by the Associated Press and Oxford Internet Institute.31 ‘This fiction of popularity can boost the status of China’s messengers, creating a mirage of broad support. It can also distort platform algorithms, which are designed to boost the distribution of popular posts, potentially exposing more genuine users to Chinese government propaganda,’ the AP reported.

Wikipedia, one of the most visited sites on the internet, has become another battleground. The online encyclopaedia, which is managed and updated by volunteers, is blocked in China, where it can only be accessed with a VPN anti-censorship tool. But that has not stopped the Communist Party from trying to influence its content in a manner that threatened ‘the very foundations of Wikipedia’, according to the Wikipedia Foundation, the US non-profit that owns the site. In September 2021, the foundation said it had been infiltrated by a group that attempted to control the content and promote the ‘aims of China’. ‘This case is unprecedented in scope’, said foundation vice-president Maggie Dennis, who claimed there had been ‘credible threats’ to other volunteers. The foundation banned seven users from China and removed administrative privileges from a further twelve. The foundations said it had set up a disinformation team.32

The irony is that China’s ability to disseminate propaganda and disinformation to a Western audience is being enabled largely by American social media platforms – platforms that are blocked in China, where the mere act of trying to access them can lead to interrogation and jail. As we have seen, Twitter, Facebook and YouTube do crack down on Chinese disinformation when it becomes impossible to ignore, but their actions are inconsistent and patchy. Twitter and Facebook now label Chinese accounts as ‘state-affiliated’, or belonging to ‘key government officials’, but the AP/Oxford investigation said the labelling was inconsistent, the criteria not clear and disclosure weak in languages other than English.

***

China also has its own social media with a growing international presence, and over which it exercises more direct control. The most important of these is the WeChat app, or Weixin in China, which is owned by the tech giant Tencent. Within China, where it is known as the ‘app for everything’ because of its range of services, it is an important component of the surveillance state, a weapon of social control, censorship and disinformation. Its international version is aimed mainly at Chinese speakers, for whom it has become a vital way of keeping in touch with friends, family and developments in China. It has also been used as a tool by Chinese security officials to intimidate exiled Uyghurs, Tibetans and other dissidents, often with threats relayed via relatives at home.33

The broader danger is that by pumping nationalist propaganda into Chinese-speaking communities, shaping what they read and see, it is creating bubbles and magnifying divisions.34 As we have seen, in Xi Jinping’s world view, the overriding loyalty of ethnic Chinese people wherever they live and however long they have been away from the motherland, should be to the Party. In the US, after the spate of anti-Asian violence, China was quick to present itself as the champion of these communities. Older established migrant communities and political exiles have little time for Communist propaganda, but newer arrivals, particularly those who have travelled overseas more recently for economic or educational opportunities, may be more receptive to WeChat enabled propaganda and nationalist blandishments.

Then there is TikTok. The short-video-sharing app is China’s first truly global internet success story, which quickly acquired 100 million active users in the US and 3.7 million in the UK. It is owned by the Chinese company ByteDance, and is popular among sixteen to twenty-four-year-olds. It has been criticised for its zealous collection of personal data and the security of that data.35 In 2021, it agreed to pay $92 million to settle a class-action lawsuit alleging it illegally tracked users and shared biometric data from photos and videos, without their consent. The data, which included face scans, was allegedly shared with third parties, some in China. The company denies any wrongdoing.36

At the heart of the TikTok app is an opaque algorithm that determines what a user sees. That is not unusual, but whereas on Twitter and Facebook users are mostly served content from accounts they subscribe to, on TikTok the videos can come from anywhere, the app taking account of a range of inputs.37 These include the type of videos you look at, the duration, your likes, comments and sharing, as well as user data, such as age, gender and location. While the company does employ engineers abroad, control is firmly in the hands of secretive China-based teams, who have been experimenting with advanced inputs including facial and voice recognition, and sentiment analysis. The precise recipe of the algorithm is not known, but is so sensitive that in August 2020, when it looked as if the Trump administration might force ByteDance to sell its American app, Beijing added content-recommendation technology to its export control list.38 In China the company deploys this tech to censor content and promote Communist Party propaganda. It claims (as does WeChat) that it does not censor its international app, but all Chinese companies by law must cooperate with the Communist Party on ‘national security’, a very elastic concept. While the overseas algorithm might not be massaged as blatantly as in China, there is ample room for more subtle manipulation.

This all comes at a time when the Communist Party has succeeded in bringing much of the world’s Chinese-language media under its control. This was clear at a 2019 conference in China, which brought together more than 400 representatives of this media from sixty countries, including America, Australia, Britain and Canada. A senior Party official told them it was their ‘duty and mission’ to ‘retransmit’ news from China’s state-controlled press at ‘important times’.39 There are reckoned to be more than 1,000 Chinese-language media outlets outside China. Before the Tiananmen Square massacre, the largest were owned by people from Hong Kong or Taiwan and strongly anti-communist, but the Party has tamed them through direct or indirect subsidies and the provision of content.

China remains the global leader in the use of cyber espionage for commercial and economic gain, and has hacked the computers of Western companies on an industrial scale. The targets closely align with the advanced technologies that the Party has identified as those in which it wants to lead the world, such as artificial intelligence and green energy. The US’s Office of the National Counterintelligence Executive described Chinese actors as the ‘world’s most active and persistent perpetrators of economic espionage’.40 While General Keith Alexander, then head of US Cyber Command and the National Security Agency, famously described America’s loss of intellectual property and other industrial information through cyber espionage as ‘the greatest transfer of wealth in history’.41

The Obama administration tried to make a distinction between legitimate espionage for military or political purposes, and stealing to gain a commercial edge. At a summit in September 2015, Barack Obama struck a deal with Xi Jinping supposedly outlawing hacking for economic gain.42 A month later China agreed a similar cyber nonaggression pact with Britain. The deal didn’t last, since the Communist Party never recognised Obama’s distinction between different types of hacking. To the Party they are one and the same thing; Chinese companies, whether state-owned or nominally private, are instruments of state power and Party policy. And the hacking was too effective. The deal, however, enabled Beijing to blunt a growing threat of sanctions, and gave breathing space to reorganise, retool and refocus its cyber forces. Then they came roaring back with a greater degree of ambition. Obama was stung by Xi’s duplicity. He was an advocate of engagement with China, and his frustration at Beijing’s persistent breaking of agreements is evident in his memoir, A Promised Land. He writes that China’s rise has been facilitated by systematically ‘evading, bending, or breaking just about every agreed-about rule of international commerce’.43

In July 2021, the United States joined Britain, the EU, Australia and other allies in accusing China of working with criminal groups to breach Microsoft email systems, which affected tens of thousands of companies and public sector organisations worldwide. The coordinated condemnation was unprecedented. US Secretary of State Antony Blinken said China’s Ministry of State Security ‘has fostered an ecosystem of criminal contract hackers who carry out both state-sponsored activities and cybercrime for their own financial gain’.44 President Joe Biden told reporters: ‘My understanding is that the Chinese government, not unlike the Russian government, is not doing this themselves, but are protecting those who are doing it, and maybe even accommodating them being able to do it.’45 China has typically exercised more direct control over its hacking groups, which cyber researchers have given the moniker ‘panda’, dividing them into sub-species of not-socuddly bear according to their techniques, tools and targets. Most are closely affiliated with the PLA or Ministry of State Security. ‘Electric Panda’, ‘Stone Panda’ and ‘Putter Panda’, are three of the more active. While Beijing does use front organisations – it nurtured a network of ‘patriotic hackers’, deployed against targets perceived to have offended China – they have been closely supervised. The Microsoft hack was the first time Western allies had explicitly linked Beijing to criminal contractors, and made a direct comparison with the tactics of Moscow, which has long used cybercrime gangs to give its hacking a veneer of deniability.

The March 2021 attacks, which exploited a vulnerability in Microsoft Exchange server software, began as a sweeping state-sponsored cyber espionage operation, harvesting emails, contacts and other information. But it quickly escalated into a hacking free-for-all, as cybercriminals piled in after the spies. Many were criminal ransom-ware gangs, who typically insert code that encrypts data and ‘freezes’ systems, effectively holding the networks hostage until large sums of money are paid, usually in cryptocurrency, for the key to decrypt the system. The hack was characterised as ‘untargeted, reckless and extremely dangerous’.46

The Chinese Communist Party has long cooperated with computer experts in Chinese universities on cybertheft operations, and now appears keen to nurture a new generation of hackers. In 2017, China banned Chinese security researchers from taking part in international hacking contests, only to start its own annual competition, the Tianfu Cup, a few months later. In October 2021, prize money amounting to $1.5 million was offered for those who could find bugs in popular browsers, as well as the Microsoft Exchange server and the new iPhone 13 Pro.47 ‘Bug-bounty’ contests are not unusual, but what is most striking about China’s version is its strong links to the country’s security and defence establishment, which receives early access to high-value bugs discovered through the competition. A zero-day exploit (a hitherto unknown bug) for the iPhone, discovered during the 2018 contest, was used for two months after the contest to spy on Uyghur dissident targets overseas before Apple released a security update.48

China’s cyber tradecraft can be somewhat lacking. Beijing’s cyber spies often leave a forensic trail, eagerly picked up by security researchers and rival intelligence agencies, but the evidence does underline the sheer scale and ambition of the Communist Party’s activities against both business and government targets. Stung perhaps by the Microsoft Exchange hack, the Microsoft Digital Crimes Unit reported in December 2021 that it had seized websites belonging to a Chinese hacking group that had been used to gather intelligence on government agencies, think tanks and human rights groups in the US, UK and twenty-seven other countries. Microsoft said the attacks were ‘highly sophisticated and used a variety of techniques but nearly always had one goal: to insert hard-to-detect malware that facilitates intrusion, surveillance and data theft’.49 A separate report from the cybersecurity firm Recorded Future revealed that throughout 2021, suspected Chinese hackers had been targeting rival claimants in the South China Sea and Southeast Asian countries strategically important to its Belt and Road Initiative. The targets included navies, the offices of prime ministers, and Ministries of Defence and Foreign Affairs.50 While in Florida in October 2021, the FBI raided the Florida office of PAX Technology, a Chinese provider of point-of-sale devices used by millions of businesses and retailers globally. The devices were suspected both of spreading malware and for being used as ‘command and control’ tools for staging attacks and collecting information, according to security researchers.51

In a May 2021 speech at a conference of the Chinese Academy of Sciences, Xi Jinping declared, ‘Technological innovation has become the main battleground of the global playing field, and competition for tech dominance will grow unprecedentedly fierce.’52 That’s certainly the way it feels to FBI director Christopher Wray, who said in February 2022 that Beijing’s hacking operations and its theft of American ideas and innovation had reached a new level – ‘more brazen, more damaging than ever before’. He said the bureau had 2,000 investigations focused on China. ‘There’s just no country that presents a broader threat to our ideas, innovation, and economic security than China,’ he warned. The bureau was opening new cases to counter Chinese intelligence operations every twelve hours or so.53

In its 2021 annual report, Britain’s National Cyber Security Centre, which is part of GCHQ, said cyber ‘incidents’ in Britain were running at a record level, and that Covid-19 vaccine research had become a prime target for hackers. It said that in the twelve months to November 2021, 20 per cent of 777 incidents were vaccine-related, including attacks on research, distribution and supply chains. It did not name the suspected perpetrators, but did warn: ‘China remained a highly sophisticated actor in cyberspace with increasing ambition to project its influence beyond its borders and a proven interest in the UK’s commercial secrets. How China evolves in the next decade will probably be the single biggest driver the UK’s future cyber security.’54

While it cannot quite be described as a division of labour, the use of cyberweapons by Russia and China has in the past been very different. Russia was the vandal seeking through disinformation and hack-and-leak operations to undermine Western democracy. At the same time it engaged in cyber sabotage. It was blamed for a series of crippling attacks in Ukraine between 2015 and 2017 that hit the power grid, the Kyiv metro, businesses and government. It was earlier accused of attacking computer systems in Georgia and Estonia, during times of tension with both. In May 2021 a Russia-based gang with close links to the intelligence services was blamed for an attack that shut down the Colonial Pipeline, one of America’s largest fuel pipelines.55 China in the past has preferred to work within Western systems, hacking and trawling through computers for know-how that will help China’s rise. Cyber espionage can best be understood as one branch of a vast system for acquiring technology. This system also includes more conventional espionage, as well as the common practice of forcing companies to hand over technical know-how as a price for doing business in China. Other tech is acquired from carefully targeted university and other research tie-ups.

China’s malign activities in cyberspace are beginning to look more like those of Russia, in their embrace of disinformation, but also in its apparent use of sabotage. The attack on the Mumbai power grid described in Chapter 4 is something right out of the Russian playbook. One crucial difference is that China appears to care still about its international image in a way that Russia has long given up on. Beijing is quick to feign outrage when accused of hacking – ‘The US has repeatedly made groundless attacks and malicious smears against China on cybersecurity,’ Liu Pengyu, spokesman for the Chinese embassy in Washington, said after the Microsoft accusations.56 The merger of cyber tactics is disquieting, but it’s only one way that Russia and China are growing closer, much to the growing alarm of Western democracies.




CHAPTER 7

The Awkward Dance of the Panda and the Bear

‘Friendship between the two States has no limits, there are no “forbidden” areas of cooperation’

Joint statement after a Xi-Jinping–Vladimir Putin summit, 4 February 2022

Hours before the lavish opening ceremony of the 2022 Winter Olympics in Beijing, which was boycotted by Western leaders in protest at human rights violations, Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin put on their own chilling performance for the world. During a summit meeting the Chinese and Russian leaders declared there were ‘no limits’ to their partnership and pledged to intensify their collaboration against the West and to build a new international order. ‘Friendship between the two States has no limits, there are no “forbidden” areas of cooperation,’ they said in a joint statement.1 It was Xi’s first in-person meeting with a foreign leader in nearly two years, and it came at a time when Russia had massed more than 100,000 troops along its border with Ukraine. While not specifically mentioning Ukraine, Xi endorsed Putin’s aims, calling for an end to NATO enlargement and supporting Russian demands for security guarantees from the West. In return, Putin endorsed China’s stance on Taiwan.

Their relationship had been growing closer for some time. At a virtual summit the previous December, Xi addressed Putin as ‘old friend’, while Putin called the Chinese leader ‘esteemed friend’.2 The two shared a deep paranoia and hostility to the West. ‘At present, certain international forces under the guise of democracy and human rights are interfering in the internal affairs of China and Russia,’ Xi told Putin at their December summit. ‘China and Russia should increase their joint efforts to more effectively safeguard the security interests of both parties.’3 The Russian leader said that ‘close collaboration on the global stage’ had become a ‘tangible factor of stability in international relations.’4

The two men also shared a profound sense of historic grievance, and imperial dreams of re-building their former empires. Putin fantasised about re-establishing the Russkiy Mir, the mythical Russian World, which he would later use to justify his invasion of Ukraine. For Xi it was the Chinese Dream of national rejuvenation. Both are almost messianic visions of restoring national greatness. They saw the world in terms of big power politics and spheres of influence, with no room for self-determination and the rights of pesky democracies like Ukraine or Taiwan to make their own security and political choices. At the time of the Olympic summit, the nightmare for strategists in Washington was that Putin’s military build-up around Ukraine was being coordinated with that of Xi in and around the Taiwan Strait, where military intimidation of Taiwan had reached new levels of intensity. Western analysts anxiously toggled between spy satellites covering the two regions.

China does not have formal alliances in the Western sense. It does not fit with Beijing’s sense of its own centrality, which is incompatible with an alliance system that might require obligations, commitments and a degree of equity. But it does have a hierarchy of partnerships, of which Russia sits at the top – the relationship officially designated as a ‘comprehensive strategic partnership of coordination for the new era’. Their relationship in primarily defined in terms of opposition to Western democracies – and to the US in particular. In an annual worldwide threat assessment, the US Director of National Intelligence has described China and Russia as more aligned than at any point since the mid 1950s.5

Their joint military drills have become more frequent and more complex. They are able to learn from each other’s tactics and procedures, helped by the fact that Russia is a big supplier to China of advanced weapons, including fighter jets and missile systems. Russia also had a less tangible, but highly valuable asset to pass on – the combat experience that the PLA lacks, Russian troops having fought in wars from Georgia and Chechnya to Ukraine and Syria.6 The drills appeared to be going beyond symbolic shows of camaraderie, aimed increasingly at coordinating command and control and enhancing battlefield interoperability.7 In August 2021, some 13,000 troops and hundreds of aircraft, drones, artillery pieces, antiaircraft batteries and armoured vehicles took part in a drill in northwest China.8 Two months later, Chinese and Russian warships, including destroyers, frigates, a refuelling vessel and missile-tracking ship, sailed through the 12-mile wide Strait of Tsugaru separating Japan’s northern island of Hokkaido from its main island of Honshu. It was part of a four-day joint exercise that was greeted with particular alarm in Washington and Tokyo.9

China and Russia complement each other economically. Resource-hungry China devours Russian energy, commodity and agricultural exports, while manufactured goods and investment flow the other way. Between 2016 and 2020, 77 per cent of China’s total arms imports were from Russia.10 Although China has fast developed its own substantial arms industry, Moscow has played an important role in Beijing’s military modernisation, increasing substantially the technological sophistication of its exports. In return, Moscow has imported know-how in an area where China excels – the ‘Great Firewall’ system of internet filtering and control.11 As we have already seen, the nature of Russian and Chinese malign cyber activities has been converging.

To many Western strategists, the Olympic summit, and China’s support for Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 20 days later was a defining moment – the creation of a new ‘axis of autocracy’, with far reaching implications. However, those with a keen sense of history were not so sure. The Xi–Putin partnership seemed opportunist, a marriage of convenience. There seemed too much baggage for it to be sustainable. Historic suspicions and animosities run deep, and Beijing is encroaching further into areas of traditional Russian influence. Certainly, Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin share a dangerous imperial nostalgia, a nostalgia underpinned by wilfully distorting history. However, those bad histories can clash – no more so than in the areas where their empires once faced off, in Central Asia, Mongolia and the Russian Far East.

In July 2021, China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi, became the first high-profile guest in Damascus after Bashar al-Assad’s ‘re-election’ as president of Syria.12 Assad, ‘the butcher of Damascus’, claimed to have won 95 per cent of the vote in a poll described by Britain and the EU as ‘neither free nor fair’. Wang offered Assad membership of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) to speed up the reconstruction of a country whose economy was in ruins. For Assad, the promise of billions of dollars in Chinese investment seemed like a perfect accompaniment to the Russian and Iranian guns and muscle that kept him in power during a ten-year civil war that claimed half a million lives. To outsiders it seemed further proof that no regime was too odious to become a partner of the Chinese Communist Party, but it also raised intriguing questions about China’s relationship with Russia. Was Moscow really willing to see its influence seep away to Beijing?

Two weeks after this visit to Damascus, Wang shifted his focus to Afghanistan. He met with senior leaders of the Taliban in the northern Chinese city of Tianjin. Among those present was the group’s co-founder, Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, who headed its political committee. Wang said he expected the Taliban to play an important role in Afghanistan’s ‘peace, reconciliation and reconstruction process’.13 At the time, the Taliban was advancing rapidly across the country as the US withdrew. China has invested heavily in other parts of Central Asia and Beijing sensed opportunity as well as danger in the Taliban’s advance. When the Taliban seized power in Kabul, two and a half weeks after the Tianjin meeting, the Communist Party greeted America’s chaotic retreat with a mixture of glee and trepidation. Its well-oiled propaganda machine revelled in the fall of Kabul and the humiliation of the US, but at the same time Beijing fretted over the threat of instability on its doorstep spilling over into Xinjiang province, which shares a short border with Afghanistan.14

Beijing reached for its cheque book, offering in effect, to buy the Taliban. It held out the promise of massive investment in the country as part of its BRI, in exchange for the Taliban curbing the activities of the Afghanistan-based East Turkistan Islamic Movement, which China blames for violence in Xinjiang (East Turkistan is the Uyghurs’ preferred name for Xinjiang).15 Most independent observers believe the movement’s membership and influence is exaggerated by Beijing, which uses a very wide definition of terrorism to justify its repression.

The bigger prize for Beijing was access to a stock of mineral deposits in Afghanistan worth an estimated $1 trillion, including the world’s biggest deposit of lithium, an essential component of the rechargeable batteries that will supposedly power our green future. An initial priority was the development of the world’s second largest copper mine, nineteen miles southeast of Kabul, for which China already has a contract, but the project was stalled as a result of security concerns. Chinese officials hinted that Afghanistan could become an extension of its China–Pakistan Economic Corridor, to which Beijing has pledged an estimated $62 billion for roads, railways, ports and other infrastructure – the biggest recipient of BRI funds. For Beijing, Pakistan was a perfect role model – Beijing’s largesse has gagged Prime Minister Imran Khan, who has dutifully parroted the propaganda lines of his benefactor, denying knowledge of the repression in Xinjiang.

Yet clamping down on Uyghur activities was a big ask of the Taliban, an Islamist group, even assuming a degree of pragmatism in the face of mass starvation and economic collapse. The Taliban itself was split, and facing armed opposition from more radical groups. The danger for China was underlined in early October 2021 when a bomber from the Islamic State-Khorasan (ISIS-K) group, killed nearly fifty people at a mosque in Kunduz. The group said that the bomber was Uyghur and that the attack was a punishment on the Taliban for their close cooperation with China.16 Chinese assets in Pakistan were also targeted, and in July 2021 nine Chinese engineers working on a dam project were killed in a bus explosion in Pakistan’s Kohistan province. In an effort to appease China, Pakistan initially described it as a mechanical failure, only later admitting that traces of explosive had been found.17

Beijing complemented its cheque-book diplomacy with fresh security moves. It hastily arranged a joint ‘anti-terrorism exercise’ with Tajikistan, which shares an 835-mile border with Afghanistan. Chinese and Tajik forces took to the hills outside the capital Dushanbe, while in a letter to his Tajik counterpart China’s Minster of Public Security Zhao Kezhi said, ‘The current international situation is changing and the regional counterterrorism situation is not optimistic.’18 China reportedly established a military outpost in eastern Tajikistan, close to the narrow frontier between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province.19 It also provided finance to bolster a special forces unit of Tajikistan’s police on the Afghan frontier.20 It is not clear how far any of this was coordinated with Russia, which has its largest foreign military base in Tajikistan, close to the Afghan border. Tajikistan also sought reassurance from the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO), a Russia-led bloc that groups former Soviet states. Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov said Russia would ‘do everything to prevent any aggressive moves against our allies’.21 For good measure, the foreign ministers of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan were invited to Washington for talks with US Secretary of State Antony Blinken.

Little wonder that many commentators reached for the analogy of the ‘Great Game’ to describe what was developing in and around Afghanistan. The nineteenth-century rivalry between Britain and Russia, during which the two empires struggled for influence and control in Central Asia, has become a thing of myth and legend – likened to a ‘vast chessboard’ on which took place ‘a shadowy struggle for political ascendency’.22 It’s a tempting analogy, but not a particularly accurate one – the contemporary rise of China is defined by sharper elbows, the canvas far broader. Afghanistan has also been described as the ‘graveyard of empires’, a sobriquet for the failure of foreign intervention. Thirty-two years before the American withdrawal, it was the Soviet Union making for the exits after a disastrous decade-long occupation. The British empire tried and failed on three occasions. Dreams of stabilising the country go back a long way – will China become the next power with imperial ambitions to be sucked in? Certainly Beijing has invested a lot of money in Central Asia. In Beijing’s eyes it is the original Silk Road, the revival of which was the idea on which its BRI was founded. However, it is a region long regarded by Russia as its own backyard.

In the language of the Junggar people who dominated the area in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Khorgos means ‘place of much camel dung’. It sits on the Kazakhstan–China border, or more accurately they sit on the border. The Chinese version of Khorgos is a gaudy new city of skyscrapers, wide boulevards and plenty of hustle, while across the frontier the Kazakh version is more modest, little more than a village, though with big aspirations. In recent years, Khorgos had also become an umbrella name for a vast trading hub straddling the border. The image of yellow cranes against a backdrop of desert and distant snow-capped mountains has been used in Chinese Communist Party propaganda as a pin-up for its Belt and Road Initiative – promoted as a key transit point on its new Silk Road linking Asia with Europe.

Khorgos Gateway, to give its precise name, has been touted as one of the world’s largest dry ports – a particularly apt description since it is the furthest place on earth from an ocean. It is where cargo is sorted and then moved between trains for onward travel – necessary because of different railway gauges on each side of the border.23 For the moment, the remote outpost is not quite the global hub it aspires to be since most of the goods are from China and go to countries of the former Soviet Union. It also requires massive subsidies to make it viable – up to 40 per cent of shipping costs by one estimate are paid by Beijing.24 The dry dock is complemented by a special economic zone which straddles the border. Before the Covid-19 pandemic put a dampener on trade, the International Center for Business Cooperation (ICBC), a visa-free and duty-free mall, was packed with Kazakh traders snapping up Chinese consumer goods. Khorgos is also an important junction for a pipeline bringing natural gas to China from Turkmenistan, another former Soviet state, which accounts for 70 per cent of China’s total natural gas imports.25

On the Kazakh side of the frontier, a planned new border city (also called Khorgos) has barely got off the drawing board, and for the moment the nearest Kazakh settlement is Zharkent, eighteen miles away. Zharkent has a population of around 43,000, including Kazakhs, Russians, Dungan (Chinese Muslims or Hui) and Uyghurs, for whom it is an important cultural centre. Its make-up is testament to the complex history of the area.26 It was once part of the Qing empire, a garrison town, which was razed to the ground during a Muslim rebellion.27 It was eventually incorporated into the Russian empire under the 1881 Treaty of Saint Petersburg – one of the many ‘unequal’ treaties supposedly imposed on China during what the Communist Party refers to as the ‘century of humiliation’. Between 1942 and 1991, before the Soviet Union disintegrated and Kazakhstan gained its independence, the town was called Panfilov after Ivan Panfilov, a Soviet Second World War hero. Uyghurs left neighbouring Xinjiang province in China in large numbers during the late 1950s and early 1960s to escape the repression and hardship of Maoist China, and there are now reckoned to be around 300,000 Uyghurs living in Kazakhstan. There are also some 1.5 million ethnic Kazakhs living in Xinjiang, the largest ethnic group after the Uyghurs and Han Chinese, further complicating life for Kazakhstan’s rulers, as they seek to do business with China.

It was in these border regions of Kazakhstan that the first reports emerged of a new kind of repression – of a surveillance state the likes of which had not been seen before, an algorithmically-driven police state. In 2018, word began to seep out of the mass incarceration in Xinjiang of Uyghurs and other Muslim minorities, including ethnic Kazakhs, in a vast network of ‘re-education camps’. China demanded Kazakhstan quash the reports and deport back to China those who carried them across the border. In July of that year, in Zharkent’s dreary Soviet-era courthouse, the trial took place of Sayragul Sauytbay, a Chinese citizen and an ethnic Kazakh, accused of crossing the border illegally. The forty-one-year-old kindergarten teacher had worked in one of the camps, and her emotional testimony provided the first public evidence of what China was then strenuously denying. It was ‘very, very scary. Just one glimpse would frighten you,’ she said. ‘People didn’t dare speak, even a word out loud. Everyone was silent. Endlessly mute.’28 Kazakhstan was in a bind. Beijing was applying intense pressure to hand her back, but the government could not ignore growing Kazakh nationalist anger at the reports. The court found her guilty of illegal border crossing but refused to deport her. The government also refused her request for asylum, silencing her until she and her family were taken in by Sweden. The Sauytbay case set a pattern. Ethnic Kazakhs who fled to Kazakhstan from Xinjiang were typically given short or suspended prison sentences, but not deported.29 However, the authorities did crack down on activists seeking to draw attention to the repression next door, and refused to even acknowledge the existence of the camps.

In a few short years, China has edged out Russia as Kazakhstan’s biggest trading partner.30 Beijing sees its relationship with Kazakhstan as the most important in Central Asia. It was in the Kazakh capital Astana (since renamed Nur-Sultan) that Xi Jinping launched the BRI in 2013, signing deals worth $30 billion, mostly in oil, gas and other natural resources and related infrastructure.31 Yet the shared trade and development rhetoric of the BRI has always been the glossy veneer for a project that is essentially about security and geopolitics. This is at its most stark in Kazakhstan, which Beijing has sought to enlist in its fight against ‘extremism’ in Xinjiang – an umbrella term the Communist Party uses for all opposition to its rule.

A common Turkic heritage with the Uyghur people as well as personal ties across the border have put the Kazakh government in a difficult spot, especially as Chinese repression has become so stark. Before the Covid-19 pandemic, there were protests across the country against Chinese proposals to move old and polluting factories to Kazakhstan, and land reforms that would allow China to acquire large swathes of Kazakh farmland, as well as Chinese migration and the repression in Xinjiang.32 When the coronavirus first struck in the Chinese city of Wuhan, the Kazakh authorities cut transport links with China, suspended the issuance of visas to Chinese citizens and halted work on the Kazakh side at Khorgos – measures that were welcomed with an enthusiasm that seemed to go beyond fear of the virus.33 Nationalist sentiment was further enraged in 2020 when Chinese media ran stories asserting that Kazakhstan was historically a vassal state of China during the Qing Dynasty and that Kazakhs longed to return to the motherland. The Kazakh Foreign Ministry lodged a protest with the Chinese ambassador.34

Such comments also create unease in Moscow, which knows it cannot compete with China’s spending power in Kazakhstan, but has strong cultural, linguistic and security links. Some 3.5 million – around 20 per cent – of Kazakhstan’s population are ethnic Russian, mostly in the north of the country. The Soviet Union tested its nuclear weapons in Kazakhstan, carrying out 456 tests at Semipalatinsk, a site the size of Wales, with little regard for the environment or human health.35 The vast Baikonur Cosmodrome in southern Kazakhstan remains the home of the Russian space programme, on a lease that runs until 2050.36 Kazakhstan is embedded in Moscow’s economic and security architecture – including the Eurasian Economic Union, and the CSTO, the military alliance. By the end of 2021, President Putin had visited Kazakhstan twenty-eight times, more than any other country.

When protests erupted across the country in January 2022, during which government buildings were stormed or set on fire, Kazakhstan turned to the CSTO to help suppress them. Russian ‘peacekeeping troops’ eagerly answered the call. Dozens of protesters were killed, as well as police and security forces. The unrest was sparked by rising fuel prices, but intensified by long-standing political and economic frustrations. Much of the anger was aimed at Nursultan Nazarbayev, a Kazakh Communist Party leader in Soviet days who then became president of independent Kazakhstan. His autocratic rule lasted until 2019, when he resigned, but he and his cronies retained considerable power. The country has some of the world’s largest oil fields and 40 per cent of global uranium production, but little of the riches have trickled down. A 2019 report by the consultancy KPMG estimated that just 162 people owned half of the country’s wealth.37 While Nazarbayev and his family and cronies enriched themselves, the average salary in 2021 was the equivalent of £420 a month.38

In spite of the rampant corruption, most observers acknowledge that Kazakhstan was adept at balancing the powers competing for its natural wealth. However, the response to the 2022 protests marked a shift closer to Russia, which has never had much respect for the sovereignty of former Soviet republics. Putin has described the break-up of the Soviet empire as ‘the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the century’, and said that he would reverse it if he had a chance to alter modern Russian history.39 Moscow’s intervention seemed initially to take Beijing by surprise, though it soon endorsed Moscow’s actions.

After the Sino-Soviet split in the late 1950s, the fortified frontier between the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China became a tense and hostile place. It was closed for the best part of three decades – the front line of a shadow cold war, as the two communist giants vied for leadership of the world revolutionary movement. A border clash in the Russian Far East in March 1969 left hundreds dead and brought the two sides to the brink of full-scale war. The border with the then Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic also saw numerous skirmishes. The most serious took place later in 1969 when a Soviet patrol ambushed and killed thirty-eight Chinese soldiers near Lake Zhalanashkol, some 160 miles northeast of Khorgos. At the time, the Soviet Union made thinly veiled nuclear threats against its neighbour.40 The Soviet and Chinese sides of Central Asia became isolated from each other. Mao Zedong regarded the Soviet Union as a bully who spoke the language of socialism and fraternalism but behaved like an imperialist. A similar accusation could well be levelled today against Xi Jinping’s China.

The frontiers of Kazakhstan, together with Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, were all established by the Soviet Union during the 1920s and ’30s, following the Bolshevik Revolution. Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan inherited the old external frontier of the Tsarist Russian empire and these are the Central Asian nations that now border China. Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan are further to the east. Each Soviet Socialist Republic was established by Stalin on broad ethnic lines, while at the same time ensuring there were large minorities of other groups in each administrative unit. The idea was to create dominant ethnic groups in each republic, but not too dominant – sufficient to play them off against one another and at the same time avoid the emergence of any pan-Islamic or pan-Turkic movements. The Soviet Communist Party nurtured local elites in each republic (those not purged by Stalin) through whom it ruled. Though real power lay in Moscow, the republics were allowed considerable leeway, just as long as they maintained stability and fulfilled their economic quota, mostly supplying raw materials ranging from oil to minerals and cotton.

Across the border, Chinese colonial rule in Xinjiang was more openly chauvinistic than that of Russia in its part of Central Asia. Although there were periods of relative liberalism, Beijing’s rule has been characterised by the imposition of Han Chinese practices and culture through mass migration and the repression of a Uyghur culture and religion deemed inferior and threatening – a policy that has culminated in today’s gulag of ‘re-education’ camps. Many Uyghurs originally saw the Soviet Union as a source of revolutionary inspiration, and a short-lived East Turkistan Republic that lasted from 1944 until 1949, was backed by the Soviets. It was crushed by the People’s Liberation Army after Mao’s communists seized power in China in 1949.

When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, many of its constituent republics enthusiastically seized their new independence. In Central Asia feelings were more mixed. Independence was in many ways unwanted and unexpected.41 For the most part the old Soviet elite became the authoritarian rulers of new sovereign states within the borders of the former Soviet republics. Little changed apart from the signs on the doors and the flags. The old guard retained their grip, as they have mostly done ever since, rigging elections and enriching themselves along the way. At the time of independence it was widely assumed that Turkey and Iran would be the big beneficiaries in Central Asia – Turkey because of strong linguistic and cultural links, Iran because of a revival of long-repressed religious fervour. Turkey was the first country to establish diplomatic relations with the new Central Asian states, and Ankara assumed they would be happily guided by their Turkic big brother. However, neither Iran nor Turkey gained much traction. In 2001, Central Asia became part of the military and logistical network for the United States-led war in Afghanistan. The former Soviet states were happy to leverage the language of the ‘war on terror’ for their own repressive purposes, signing security cooperation agreements to provide Washington with logistical support and overfly rights. For a while the US had military bases in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan.

Tajikistan remains the poorest and most dysfunctional of the old Soviet Central Asian republics. Together with Kyrgyzstan, it has been named among the eight countries of the world at highest risk of debt distress because of BRI projects.42 In 2020, Tajikistan’s public debt amounted to $3.7 billion, or 44.9 per cent of GDP, with China by far the biggest and fastest growing creditor.43 The debt to Beijing has continued to increase in spite of a 2011 deal in which China wrote off an undisclosed sum in exchange for almost 500 square miles of disputed territory in the Pamir mountains, which straddle the border.44 The opaque deal raised alarms across the region, as did a spate of more recent articles in the Chinese media that appeared to extend China’s territorial claim to the entire mountain range and beyond.45

China sought to expand its influence through an organisation called the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), founded in 2001 and grouping Central Asian states with Russia and China. Its original aims were to strengthen cooperation and mutual trust, but it evolved to focus on China’s three broadly drawn demons of ‘terrorism, separatism and extremism’.46 In 2017, Russia brought in India and Pakistan, a move that was widely seen as an effort to dilute the organisation and reduce Chinese influence.47 Moscow has sought to strengthen relations with India more broadly, in spite of the tense border clashes between Delhi and Beijing that we examined earlier. In December 2021, Russia and India revealed plans to step up defence cooperation in Central Asia, including the joint manufacture of defence equipment in the region and joint military and counterterrorism drills.48

It has been said that China and Russia have a tacit agreement in Central Asia, that Russia dominates the security side, while China covers the economics, and in this way they complement each other.49 That is far too simple a distinction for what is a complex and mutually suspicious relationship. As we have seen many times in this book, the BRI itself is a geopolitical tool with aims that go far beyond trade and investment – and while China certainly has the deepest pockets in the region, it also has the deepest insecurities.

While Communist Party repression in Xinjiang and Tibet has generated attention and alarm internationally, the Party’s activities in the Chinese territory of Inner Mongolia are less well documented. However, the pattern is familiar – a policy of ethnic harmonisation that is seeking to impose Han Chinese culture and erode Mongolian tradition and language. It is troubling in its own right, but also has broader implications for the relationship between China and Russia.

Beijing has encouraged Han migration to the extent that only one in six of the province’s 24 million population are now Mongolian. In September 2020, the government sharply curtailed use of the Mongolian language in public schools, provoking widespread protests and school boycotts.50 Religious freedom had already been greatly restricted – many Mongolians follow a Tibetan form of Buddhism that recognises the Dalai Lama as the ultimate authority. Bainu, a Mongolian social media platform in China, was closed down to prevent parents from organising, but many were able to send videos to friends and relatives across their northern border into the independent nation of Mongolia, where there was widespread outrage at the treatment of their brethren.51 The highly indebted Mongolian government was more cautious. It was keen not to upset China, which buys around 90 per cent of its exports, and knows a thing or two about Chinese coercion – after a 2016 visit to Mongolia by the Dalai Lama, China imposed trade restrictions, forcing Ulaanbaatar to promise that it would never happen again.52 It seems like a familiar story, but as Mongolians in Ulaanbaatar are fond of telling visitors, they are the decendents of Genghis Khan and know a thing or two about big power politics.

‘Our location is strategic because Mongolia sits on the backbone of China, while punching the underbelly of Russia,’ said Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj, president of Mongolia from 2009 to 2017, during which he met Xi Jinping thirty times.53 He has since become one of China’s harshest critics. He wrote to Xi via the Chinese embassy in Ulaanbaatar after the language crackdown, accusing the Chinese leader of presiding over a ‘growing atrocity that seeks to dissolve and eliminate Mongolians as an independent ethnicity through their language’. The letter was returned with a warning not to meddle in China’s internal affairs.54

The Mongolian state is built around the memory of Genghis Khan, who conquered more than half the known world in the thirteenth century. The main airport, university and hotels – even vodka, beer, energy drinks and cigarettes – are named after him. There are countless monuments and statues – an hour’s drive from the capital sits a 131-foot-tall statue of the warrior on horseback, wrapped in 250 tons of stainless steel.55 Genghis Khan (which means ‘universal ruler’) has a rather more bloodthirsty reputation among most historians, but after centuries of dominance by China and Russia, Mongolia seized upon him as a symbol of national identity. His grandson Kublai Khan conquered China and founded the Yuan Dynasty. Mongolia was later absorbed by the Chinese Qing Dynasty, and declared independence after the Qing collapsed in 1911. However, it quickly fell under the influence of the Soviet Union, becoming a Soviet satellite state, regarded by Stalin as a useful buffer between him and China.

Early in 1990, amid a wave of anti-communist uprisings and with the Soviet Union on the verge of disintegration, Mongolia experienced its own peaceful democratic revolution, which ushered in a messy multiparty democracy. After a shaky start, the new democracy rode the back of soaring commodity prices in the early 2000s. Foreign miners rushed in to exploit abundant supplies of coal, copper and gold, and briefly Mongolia was the world’s fastest growing economy. The new wealth allowed it to manage the precarious balance between Russia and China, while reaching out to Japan and the US. For a while it seemed to work. Ulaanbaatar became a wild frontier city – until boom became bust. Commodity prices retreated, and in 2017 Mongolia was forced to go cap in hand to the International Monetary Fund.56 The economy was held up as a classic example of the ‘resource curse’ – in which countries blessed with natural resources squander their advantage through a variety of reasons, from over-dependence to mismanagement and corruption.

Mongolia is a country of dunes and grasslands, six times the size of the United Kingdom, but with a population of just 3.3 million – the world’s most sparsely populated sovereign nation. Almost a third are still nomadic or semi-nomadic. Economic stresses were further compounded by border closures because of Covid-19, which severely hit trade with China.57 However, to Mongolia’s giant neighbours economic stress equals strategic opportunity. Both pushed for investment concessions – underpinned by their broader imperial nostalgia. Chinese nationalists consider the very existence of Mongolia as an affront, believing the imperial Qing Dynasty borders are their rightful frontier. Russia is pressing ahead with a proposed new gas pipeline that will transit Mongolia; Russia provides 92 per cent of Mongolia’s energy, but the pipeline is primarily a shortcut to get gas to China.58 It is also seen as an instrument to rebuild influence in Mongolia, where Russian is still widely spoken, and which still uses the Cyrillic alphabet.

Russians celebrating the 160th anniversary of the founding of their far eastern port city of Vladivostok were surprised to learn that its real name is Haishenwai and that it is rightfully part of China. The claims were spread on social media by Chinese diplomats and journalists in July 2020 and seemed guaranteed to strike a raw nerve in Russia’s Far East, where popular suspicion and fear about China are at their most raw.59 The geography and demographics of the area provide some of the explanation: Russia, vast, resource-rich and underpopulated facing a China that is resource hungry and crowded. The border is 2,615 miles long, and more than 1,000 miles of it follows the Amur river. For all the warming of ties between the two neighbours, the border remains heavily fortified. Although trade across the frontier, legal and illegal, has grown rapidly, there is on the Russian side widespread anti-Chinese sentiment – a neurosis that at some point Beijing will transform its economic dominance into political control, and the Russian Far East, where the population is continuing to shrink, will simply be subsumed by a voracious China.60

As we have seen, this is where the most violent border clash took place in 1969, which raised fears of all-out war. The border along the Amur River was established by the 1858 Treaty of Aigun between the Russian Empire and Qing Dynasty, under which China ceded 230,000 square miles north of the river to Russia. A later treaty ceded a huge swathe of land further east around modern-day Vladivostok on the Sea of Japan. In theory, at least, the dispute has been settled, the border finalised, but these treaties are still regarded in China as ‘unequal’. In the nationalist mindset, they rank alongside the ceding of Hong Kong as a cause of grievance, another legacy of the Party’s much-vaunted ‘century of humiliation’.61 Chinese school textbooks still show the area, as well as large swathes of central Asia, as being part of historic Chinese lands. In the Chinese nationalist narrative Russia is one of the villains who inflicted ‘humiliation’ on China.

With so many areas of real and potential contention, it is not surprising that their new found warmth has been greeted with some scepticism. Tod Wolters, NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander Europe, described it as a ‘partnership of convenience’, but no less dangerous for it. He said it demanded heightened vigilance, since it could be ‘to the detriment of Europe and corresponding and surrounding nations.’62 Others see it as a tactical alignment based on nothing more than mutual pragmatism, played up in public, but plagued by private mistrust and rivalry.63 Russia continues to have warm relations with and sell advanced weapons to Vietnam as well as India, both of whom have seen tension with Beijing. On purely economic grounds, China is the senior partner – China’s economy is roughly nine times larger than that of Russia. Moscow would appear to need Beijing more than Beijing needs Moscow, and after the invasion of Ukraine Russia was clearly hoping Beijing would help cushion it from the effects of Western sanctions.

In the wake of Russia’s aggression and amid accusations of atrocities against civilians, a chorus of Western leaders urged Xi Jinping to use his influence to restrain Putin, and to live up to his much-vaunted claim to believe in the sanctity of ‘sovereignty and ‘non-interference’. Instead, Xi continued to echo Russia’s justifications, and the Chinese Communist Party leader could not bring himself to call it an invasion. Chinese state media echoed Russian claims to be ‘denazifying’ Ukraine, and likened the rise of supposed Ukrainian ‘Naziism’ to the Hong Kong protests – with both presented as examples of ‘foreign forces interfering with domestic affairs’. Chinese commentators echoed bogus Russian claims that video of murdered Ukrainian civilians was staged. A foreign ministry spokesman promoted Russian conspiracy theories about American military ‘biolabs’ in Ukraine bristling with ‘dangerous pathogens’.64

There has been much speculation about whether China was tipped off in advance of the invasion – that is certainly the view of US intelligence, which claims Chinese officials asked Russia to hold off until the Olympics had ended.65 Beijing denied that, but it seems inconceivable that Xi did not have at a least broad knowledge of what was planned. Perhaps Putin convinced him it would be over quickly. Instead the invasion was bungled and Putin flaunted his barbarity to the world in a manner that could not be easily glossed over. What can be said for certain is that Xi was closely watching both the conflict and the reaction from the West as he calibrated his plans for Taiwan, to which we now turn.




CHAPTER 8

Target Taiwan: The Chinese Anaconda Tightens Its Grip

‘The historical task of the complete reunification of the motherland must be fulfilled, and will definitely be fulfilled.’

Xi Jinping, October 2021

Taiwan is an independent country. That seems like a self-evident statement; after all, the island has all the trappings of a sovereign state – its own flag, army, constitution, borders, president and legal system. It has a distinct identity and culture and a strong sense of national pride in its achievements. That Taiwan is not recognized internationally is because for more than seven decades it has been treated as a pawn in a larger geopolitical game – but mostly it is because of bullying by China.

Those five words – Taiwan is an independent country – can lead to severe retribution against the individual, company or country speaking or even implying them. Ask John Cena, the professional wrestler and star of F9, the latest instalment of the Fast and Furious movie franchise. Not many things intimidate Cena, at least not in his movie persona. Fast and Furious movies might be the ultimate in strutting macho melodramas, but Cena was reduced to a quivering wreck in the face of Communist Party anger when he accidentally called Taiwan a country. In a May 2021 interview with the Taiwanese broadcaster TVBS, he said ‘Taiwan is the first country that can watch’ the new movie. Trigger Chinese outrage and a quick retreat. ‘I made a mistake,’ he said in a rapidly released apology video. ‘I’m very sorry for my mistakes. Sorry. Sorry. I’m really sorry. You have to understand that I love and respect China and Chinese people.’1 China is a huge market for Fast and Furious, and Cena has a big personal following there, neither of which he wanted to jeopardise.

Cena joined a long list of celebrities and companies who have issued grovelling apologies or ‘corrections’ after stepping into a political minefield that under Xi Jinping has become especially difficult to navigate as he has sought to deny Taiwan any political space, while aggressively asserting China’s claims over the island. In a trailer for Top Gun: Maverick, the 2022 sequel to the 1986 classic Top Gun, eagle-eyed viewers noticed that Tom Cruise’s iconic leather jacket had been altered with the removal of a Taiwanese flag that had been among several on the back of the original.2 The new movie was financed in part by Tencent, a Chinese technology company.

In 2018, China ordered 44 international airlines, including British Airways, Lufthansa and United Airlines, to remove from their websites any reference to Taiwan that would suggest it was an independent country, a move Donald Trump dismissed at the time as ‘Orwellian nonsense’. The airlines meekly obeyed, fearful that Beijing would otherwise take punitive action against their China businesses. The BA and Lufthansa websites changed their references to ‘Taiwan, China’, while American carriers, the last to comply, dropped the Taiwan reference and just listed the airports.3 That same year, the Chinese authorities briefly shut down the Marriott website, claiming the hotel chain had ‘seriously violated national laws and hurt the feelings of the Chinese people’ by listing Tibet, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macau as separate countries in a customer survey. In a statement the company said, ‘Marriott International respects the sovereignty and territorial integrity of China. We don’t support separatist groups that subvert the sovereignty and territorial integrity of China. We sincerely apologise for any actions that may have suggested otherwise.’4

The Communist Party has a particular obsession with maps, scrutinising each and every one, in and out of the country, to see that they adhere to the Party’s version of what constitutes its territory. In 2019, customs officers seized and destroyed 30,000 maps that were due for export from Qingdao port in Shandong province because they did not show Taiwan as part of China.5 Foreign publishers are avoiding putting any type of map – even historic maps – in books for China, since the censorship process is now so tortuous.6 And it does not stop at the Chinese border: as Qingdao was enforcing Beijing’s geography, Chinese students in London were being mobilised by their embassy to demand changes to a London School of Economics art installation, an upside down globe that showed Taiwan in a different colour to China.7 The LSE added a disclaimer in the form of a plaque beneath the artwork reading, ‘The designated borders, colours and place names do not imply endorsement by the LSE concerning the legal status of any territory or borders.’ An asterisk was added beside Taiwan.

During the opening ceremony of the Olympic Games in Tokyo in summer 2021, the American broadcaster NBC displayed a map on the screen as each team entered the stadium, showing their location in the world. When the China map popped up, there was no Taiwan, and Beijing exploded in indignation, the Chinese Consulate in New York claiming the map was incomplete and ‘hurt the dignity and emotions of the Chinese people’.8 Taiwan has been barred from competing under its own name at the Olympics since 1970, when the International Olympic Committee formally recognised Beijing. Since 1981, Taiwan has competed as ‘Chinese Taipei’ – a name that appears on no maps. Its team is not allowed to display the Taiwanese flag.

In Paris in 2018, Beijing pressured the French government to prevent the Taiwanese team at the Gay Games in that city from competing under its own name. As a result, the organisers changed the team’s designation from ‘Taiwan’ to ‘Taipei’, but the team was still able to wave the Taiwanese flag and hold a banner reading ‘Taiwan’ at the opening ceremony. That was enough for the organisers to insist Taiwan compete as ‘Chinese Taipei’ or ‘Taiwan region’ and keep the flag under wraps at the next Gay Games, scheduled for 2022 in Hong Kong. As a result, the Taiwan team pulled out.9

Taiwanese film-makers were surprised to find that they too represented ‘Chinese Taipei’ when they participated in the 2021 Venice International Film Festival. Films made by Tsai Ming Liang, an acclaimed Taipei-based film-maker, were submitted under the name ‘Taiwan’, as they had been in the past, but organisers changed the name in the event listings. The festival made no public statement about the change, and provided no explanation to the Taiwanese. It seemed a festival that has long trumpeted its willingness to stand up for artistic freedom was not willing to stand up to pressure from China.10

Not even the most innocuous of nongovernmental organisations has been spared. At the United Nations, Chinese diplomats have obsessively scrutinised applications by NGOs for UN consultative status, blocking those that do not use the ‘correct terminology’ for Taiwan. Consultative status is important since it allows NGOs to participate in UN proceedings. China has been the most active country in stalling groups that include a South Korean NGO that maintains long-distance walking trails, the Women’s Entrepreneurial Day Organization and the World Yoga Community, which were required to modify their websites to the satisfaction of Beijing.11

Individually, many of Beijing’s actions can seem petty – examples of Communist Party petulance and small-mindedness. But they demonstrate just how far the Party will go to deny Taiwan any international breathing space. Cumulatively they are designed to force the island to take to the global stage only on China’s terms – if at all. But there are times when the impact is far more immediate and damaging – as when Taiwan was hit with a serious flare-up of Covid-19 in April 2021. Beijing’s spite became a matter of life and death as it sought to limit Taipei’s access to vaccines. Until then, Taiwan had weathered the pandemic well, but its vaccination programme had barely got off the ground. President Tsai Ing-wen said a deal with Germany’s BioNTech for the purchase of 5 million shots had been close to completion but was torpedoed by Beijing. ‘Because of China’s intervention, up to now there’s no way we can complete it,’ she said.12 The island’s health minister, Chen Shih-chung, said they were close to issuing a press release announcing the contract, when BioNTech asked that the word ‘country’ be removed from the joint announcement. ‘BioNTech suddenly sent a letter, saying they strongly recommend us to change the word “our country” in the Chinese version of the press release,’ he said.13 A week later BioNTech told Taiwan the completion of the deal was on hold due to a ‘revaluation of global vaccine supply and adjustment times’. The company, which co-developed its vaccine in partnership with Pfizer, declined to comment on Taiwan’s accusations.

China denied applying pressure to BioNTech. It offered to supply the vaccine through Fosun, a Shanghai-based pharmaceutical company, which claimed it had the exclusive licence to distribute BioNTech’s vaccine throughout ‘Greater China’, including what it described as the ‘Taiwan Region’. Beijing also offered to donate its own Chinesedeveloped shots for free. Taiwan turned them down. It accused China of ‘faking kindness’ and inhumanely blocking vaccines at a time of great need on the island. Taipei has a long-standing policy against buying Chinese-made vaccines, and would never go along with a deal that labels the island as a province of China.14 BioNTech’s commercial ties with Fosun go far deeper than just distribution. In the early days of the pandemic, the Shanghai company bought exclusive Chinese rights to develop and commercialise Covid-19 vaccine products developed using BioNTech’s mRNA technology. It agreed to buy a stake in the German firm worth $50 million, and to pay up to $85 million in licencing fees, which may go some way to explain BioNTech’s reluctance to cross China – a depressingly familiar story.15

Japan and the US stepped forward to donate vaccines to Taiwan, the Japanese government sending an initial 1.2 million doses of AstraZeneca’s Covid-19 shot, while America shipped 2.5 million doses of Moderna’s vaccine.16 The American Institute in Taiwan, the de facto US embassy, said the donation reflected the US commitment to Taiwan ‘as a trusted friend and an important security partner’.17 The Grand Hotel Taipei and the Taipei 101 skyscraper, the city’s most iconic buildings, were lit up with giant messages of thanks to the US.18 Eventually, in July 2021, an arm’s-length deal was struck with BioNTech under which two of Taiwan’s tech giants, Hon Hai Precision Industry (better known as Foxconn) and the chip giant Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Co., stepped in as intermediaries. They agreed to buy millions of jabs, worth $350 million from the German company, and then donate them to the government’s Centres for Disease Control for local vaccination.19

At the time, China was engaged in aggressive ‘vaccine diplomacy’ worldwide, and by August 2021 had supplied more than half a billion doses of its home-grown vaccines to more than 100 countries. But there were serious doubts about the effectiveness of the Chinese vaccines, particularly against new variants of Covid-19, and global health experts criticised the Chinese government and its vaccine manufacturers – state-run Sinopharm and privately owned Sinovac – for a lack of transparency about their clinical trials and efficacy data.20 China’s principal aim was to portray itself as a generous benefactor, particularly to poorer countries, and to highlight the apparent stinginess of the West, but more coercive goals were never far from the surface. Paraguay, which at the height of the pandemic recorded the world’s highest ratio of deaths to population, was reportedly approached by a broker offering Chinese vaccines in return for cutting diplomatic ties with Taiwan. At the time, Paraguay was one of only fifteen countries with which Taiwan had official ties.21

The battle against the coronavirus also bore witness to another facet of China’s campaign against Taiwan – Beijing’s effort to block Taipei’s membership of international organisations. As Beijing has sought to expand its own influence over global governance – Chinese nationals now head four of the United Nations’ fifteen specialist agencies – so it has worked to eliminate that of Taipei. In theory at least, the UN is supposed to be a force for global good, promoting international cooperation. In practice, some voices have always been louder than others, and as China has played a more active role, so it has sought to use the UN to advance its own narrow interests and ambitions.22

The World Health Organization, currently headed by the China-friendly former Ethiopian Foreign Minister Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, is a particular case in point. In the run-up to the Covid-19 pandemic, the world should have had much to learn from Taiwan’s first-class health system, in particular its experience with infectious diseases. Since the SARS outbreak, which originated in China in 2002, Taiwan has built one of the world’s most advanced systems of health surveillance, designed to try and identify the emergence of new diseases. It made advance preparations for the next outbreak, including building isolation wards and virus research laboratories. Between 2009 and 2016, Taiwan was able to share its knowledge and experience, participating as an observer in the World Health Assembly (WHA), a body that controls the WHO, and consists of all member states. Then in 2017 Beijing slammed the door shut, using its influence to corral enough countries to block Taiwan completely.

In December 2019, Taiwan identified worrying internal hospital reports emerging in Wuhan that indicated a possible new and threatening virus. The health authorities in Taipei then alerted the WHO, raising concerns in an email about a number of ‘atypical pneumonia cases’ in the Chinese city that had been ‘isolated for treatment’, suggesting there was a fear the virus could pass between humans.23 Taiwan’s vice-president Chen Chien-jen, an epidemiologist by training, said the warnings were ignored. The WHO rejected the criticism, claiming Taiwan merely requested information and did not issue a warning.24

During the first sixteen months of the pandemic, the response in Taiwan was one of the world’s swiftest and most effective. It won global praise, and it seemed there was much that Taipei could share, yet still China’s bullying denied it a seat at the world’s top table for health. Beijing ignored calls from the G7, a grouping of Western industrial democracies, for Taiwan to attend the WHA, and when New Zealand publicly supported a role for Taipei, it was warned by Beijing to ‘immediately stop making wrong statements on Taiwan, to avoid damaging our bilateral relationship’.25

The seizure of power by the Taliban in Afghanistan in August 2021 and the messy departure of the US provided plenty of fuel to China’s narrative of the arrogant superpower in decline. ‘The fall of Kabul marks the collapse of the international image and credibility of the US’, crowed Xinhua, the state news agency.26 Beijing quickly leveraged the events in Afghanistan to pile psychological pressure on Taiwan, warning that Washington was an unreliable ally. ‘Afghanistan today, Taiwan tomorrow,’ ran a headline in the Communist Party tabloid the Global Times before continuing, ‘US will abandon Taiwan in a crisis given its tarnished credibility.’27 While an editorial in the same newspaper warned Taiwan to have a ‘sober head’ because ‘once a war breaks out in the [Taiwan] Straits, the island’s defense will collapse in hours and the US military won’t come to help’.28 It carried a cartoon of an American bald eagle ushering the Taiwanese president towards a hole in the ground, and suggested her officials would flee as quickly as their Afghan counterparts.

One commentator in Taipei accused Beijing of ‘cheap psychological warfare’, but social media on the island was soon buzzing with speculation about whether the US would indeed come to the island’s defence. President Tsai Ing-wen herself took to Facebook. ‘Recent changes in the situation in Afghanistan have led to much discussion in Taiwan,’ she wrote. ‘I want to tell everyone that Taiwan’s only option is to make ourselves stronger, more united and more resolute in our determination to protect ourselves.’29 The US withdrawal from Afghanistan coincided with yet more Chinese exercises off Taiwan’s south coast. The drills were no doubt planned well before the events in Kabul, but the coincidence of the two raised tensions across the Strait.

The mixture of psychological pressure and military intimidation against Taiwan has reached new peaks under Xi Jinping, and are at the heart of an intense strategy of what has been described as ‘grey zone’ warfare against the island – a term that covers all manner of tools and techniques of harassment and intimidation that fall short (often only just short) of actual shooting warfare. We have already explored many of these in other contexts, but it is across the Taiwan Strait that they are at their most egregious. Rather in the manner that Xinjiang has served as a sort of laboratory for surveillance and other repressive technology, so Taiwan has become a testing ground for the coercive toolbox of China’s new Cold War.

Disinformation is often described by Taiwan as ‘cognitive warfare’. Officials in Taipei accused Beijing of using it to spread fake news about the Covid-19 outbreak on the island, including reports that President Tsai Ing-wen had been infected and it was being covered up, and that tens of thousands of Taiwanese people were flocking to China to get vaccinated. China-originated reports also sought to undermine faith in Taiwan’s own vaccine programme with false claims that elderly people were dying from the jab – reports blamed for a fall-off in uptake. Other reports claimed Taipei was giving away shots to maintain the loyalty of its diplomatic allies instead of providing them to its people.30 Most were traced to Chinese state media or China-based trolls or content farms. They were typically amplified by an army of bots using the messaging app Line, which is popular in Taiwan, or other online discussion boards. Taiwan’s own feisty media also played an inadvertent role in magnifying disinformation when it picked up reports online without rigorous checks. In response Taiwan has become a pioneer in techniques to counter disinformation.

Throughout 2021, China continued to send menacing forays of aircraft towards and around Taiwan on an almost daily basis. Pressure has also come from the sea; Taiwan’s Defence Ministry said that in the first ten months of 2020 it conducted more than 1,200 missions to intercept Chinese military vessels, an increase of a third over the previous year. China can gain useful intelligence from the nature and speed at which Taiwan’s air force and navy react, though experts say the broader aim is to wear down and exhaust the island’s defence forces and erode their will to fight. The tactics are ‘super effective’, according to Admiral Lee Hsi-ming, a former head of Taiwan’s military. In an interview with the Reuters news agency, he said: ‘You say it’s your garden, but it turns out that it is your neighbour who’s hanging out in the garden all the time. With that action, they are making a statement that it’s their garden – and that garden is one step away from your house.’31

One of China’s latest weapons in its ‘grey zone’ armoury is the sand dredger. Hundreds of these hulking monsters were deployed off Taiwan’s Matsu Islands, the Taiwanese-controlled islands that sit just off the coast of China, and which we visited in Chapter 1. Scores have been expelled by the Matsu coastguard, only to come creeping back, their loud rumblings echoing day and night across the islands. Fishermen complain that the dredging is killing their industry, and in 2020 dredgers cut an undersea communications cable six times, disrupting internet and telecoms connectivity. ‘These huge titans are intruding into Taiwan’s waters and wearing down our coastguards,’ said Lii Wen, a Matsu opposition politician, while Su Tzu-yun, an analyst at the Institute for National Defense and Security Research, a think tank backed by Taiwan’s Defence Ministry, described the invasion of the sand dredgers as ‘psychological warfare’.32

China has also stepped up cyberattacks. In July 2021, Taiwanese officials claimed they was facing 30 million cyberattacks every month – an astonishing 700 attacks every minute. They said about half of these originated from China, and that Taiwan has become one of the top targets of cyberattacks anywhere in the world.33 Most were probes or scans, searching for weaknesses in computer systems – often characterised by cyber security experts as reconnaissance missions. Officials insisted their defences were largely holding, and they were successfully defending against the overwhelming majority. But there were still several hundred breaches, with targets including Government agencies and officials, educational institutions and tech companies. The aims of the hackers ranged from espionage to vandalism and sabotage, and Taipei warned its people to be on the alert for ‘omnipresent infiltration’.34

Economic ties between Taiwan and China, which have grown closer in recent years, have been leveraged increasingly as a means of coercion. As we shall examine in more detail later, Taiwanese companies have invested heavily in China and shifted production lines there. This has no doubt helped the island’s economy, but also created dependencies and vulnerabilities, which Beijing has not hesitated to exploit. Even tourists have been used as a tool against Taipei. After constraints on travel were relaxed in 2011, the number of tourists from China grew rapidly to the point where by 2016 they constituted the biggest single group of visitors. Then when President Tsai Ing-wen took office that year, beating China’s preferred candidate, China showed its disapproval by drastically curbing travel, dealing a serious blow to the island’s tourism industry.35

At the same time as honing his ‘grey zone’ toolkit, Xi Jinping is overseeing one of the largest military build-ups and modernisations ever seen during peacetime – much of it designed to invade Taiwan and deter America from intervening. Every year since 2000, America’s Department of Defense has been required by law to submit to Congress a report on military and security developments involving China. To mark its twentieth year, the 2020 report was something of a retrospective. It recalled how the very first report had described the People’s Liberation Army as a sizeable but largely archaic force that lacked the capabilities, organisation and readiness for modern warfare, and was focused largely on waging a large-scale land warfare along China’s borders. It went on:

The PLA’s ground, air, and naval forces were sizable but mostly obsolete. Its conventional missiles were generally of short range and modest accuracy. The PLA’s emergent cyber capabilities were rudimentary; its use of information technology was well behind the curve; and its nominal space capabilities were based on outdated technologies for the day. Further, China’s defense industry struggled to produce high-quality systems. Even if the PRC could produce or acquire modern weapons, the PLA lacked the joint organizations and training needed to field them effectively.36

No longer. ‘The PRC [People’s Republic of China] has marshalled the resources, technology, and political will over the past two decades to strengthen and modernize the PLA in nearly every respect,’ the DoD reported, and it warned: ‘China is already ahead of the United States in certain areas.’ It described how China now had the largest navy in the world, with 350 ships and submarines at the time the report was written, compared with a US naval force of 293. China was also ahead in land-based conventional ballistic and cruise missiles and in integrated air defence systems, and had restructured its forces to be better suited to joint operations. The report noted that an invasion of Taiwan would still be one of the most complicated and difficult military operations, but that the PLA continues to build the ability to do so, while at the same time, ‘The PLA is developing capabilities to provide options for the PRC to dissuade, deter, or, if ordered, defeat third-party intervention during a large-scale, theater campaign such as a Taiwan contingency.’ For members of Congress, it made for sobering reading.

The warning was echoed by Sir Stuart Peach, NATO’s most senior military officer. ‘It is quite shocking how quickly China has built ships, how much China has modernised its air force, how much it has invested in cyber and other forms of information management, not least facial recognition,’ he said in a June 2021 interview, shortly before he stepped down.37 Peach, who headed NATO’s military committee for three years, then posed the question, ‘What do you do if you’re a leader in China with a modernised powerful large force? You deploy it, you move it around.’ The interview came just a few days after NATO warned for the first time that Beijing posed ‘systemic challenges’ to the rules-based international order.

Back in 2000, when America’s Defence Department was making its first report to Congress, the PLA simply did not have the capability to invade Taiwan. It could huff and puff about ‘separatist forces’ on the island, but the threats had a pro forma feel about them. They brought to mind the Daleks in the BBC series Dr Who, who screamed ‘exterminate, exterminate’ so frequently it became background noise. At that time, Taiwan’s US-supplied armed forces were considered to be technically superior, better trained and more than able to repulse any attack. By law the US is required to supply Taiwan with arms sufficient for its defence. The 1979 Taiwan Relations Act states that ‘The United States will make available to Taiwan such defense articles and defense services in such quantity as may be necessary to enable Taiwan to maintain a sufficient self-defense capability.’ In practice, US presidents have interpreted this in different ways over the years, but arms sales have included advanced fighter jets, air defense missiles, naval frigates and anti-ship missiles, attack helicopters, anti-tank weapons, tanks, and other weapons and equipment.38

The Taiwan Relations Act is one of the cornerstones of what has become known as ‘strategic ambiguity’. It does not explicitly state that the US will come to the defence of Taiwan should China attack, but it does commit America to ‘consider any effort to determine the future of Taiwan by other than peaceful means, including by boycotts or embargoes, a threat to the peace and security of the Western Pacific area and of grave concern to the United States’. This was largely academic at a time when China’s rise appeared to be benign and its military prowess limited. Neither is now the case, and as the military balance across the Taiwan Strait has moved sharply in China’s favour, few strategists see much hope of the island holding out for long without US help. ‘China’s multi-decade military modernization effort has eroded or negated many of the military advantages that Taiwan has historically enjoyed in the context of a cross-Strait conflict,’ as the Department of Defense puts it.39 In terms of raw numbers, Taiwan is now significantly out-gunned, as the DoD lays out in stark detail:

Taiwan Strait Military Balance, Ground Forces 2020



	 

	CHINA

	TAIWAN




	 

	Total

	East and Southern Theatres

	Total




	Total Ground Force Personnel

	1,030,000

	412,000

	88,000*




	Group Armies

	13

	5

	3




	Combined Arms Brigades

	78

	30 (5 amphibious)

	N/A




	Mechanised Infantry Brigades

	N/A

	N/A

	3




	Motorised Infantry Brigades

	N/A

	N/A

	6




	Armour Brigades

	N/A

	N/A

	4




	Air Assault/Army Aviation Brigades

	15

	5

	2




	Artillery Brigades

	15

	5

	3




	Airborne Brigades

	7

	7

	0




	Marine Brigades

	8

	4

	3




	Tanks

	6,300

	 

	800




	Artillery Pieces

	6,300

	 

	1,100





*Only includes active-duty personnel

Source: US Department of Defense

Taiwan Strait Military Balance, Air Forces 2020



	 

	CHINA

	TAIWAN




	 

	Total

	Eastern and Southern Theatre

	Total




	Fighters

	1,500 (2,700*)

	600 (750*)

	400 (500*)




	Bombers/Attack

	450

	250

	0




	Transport

	400

	20

	30




	Special Mission Aircraft

	150

	100

	30





*Totals in parenthesis include fighter trainers

Source: US Department of Defense

Taiwan Strait Military Balance, Naval Forces 2020



	 

	CHINA

	TAIWAN




	 

	Total

	Eastern and Southern Theatre

	Total




	Aircraft Carriers

	2

	1

	0




	Cruisers

	1

	0

	0




	Destroyers

	32

	23

	4




	Frigates

	49

	37

	22




	Corvettes

	49

	39

	0




	Landing Ships, Tank/Amphibious Transport Dock

	37

	35

	14




	Medium Landing Ships

	21

	16

	0




	Diesel Attack Submarines

	46

	32

	2




	Nuclear Attack Submarines

	6

	2

	0




	Ballistic Missile Submarines

	4

	4

	0




	Coastal Patrol (Missile)

	86

	68

	44




	Coastal Guard Ships

	255

	N/A

	23





Source: US Department of Defense

A 2019 study for the International Institute for Strategic Studies estimates that China is targeting 1,200 short-range ballistic missiles, 400 land-attack cruise missiles and an unknown number of medium-range ballistic missiles at the island. It predicts that the ability of the US to successfully intervene on behalf of Taiwan in any conflict will have gone by 2030, such is the pace of China’s modernisation:

Taiwan could once arguably have held its own in a fight with its much larger neighbour, but the cross-strait military balance is now decisively in China’s favour. Meanwhile, although the US would still almost certainly prevail in a conflict with China over Taiwan today – albeit with significantly greater cost and risk than was previously the case . . . its ability to do so is rapidly eroding, and will probably be gone within a decade.40

China’s official defence budget for 2021 was 1.36 trillion yuan (just under $210 billion, based on the exchange rate at that time), a 6.8 per cent increase over the previous year – and a figure that has almost doubled over a decade. China is the second largest military spender in the world after the US, but the figure is difficult to dissect because it is short on detail and excludes a number of major items, including research and development and paramilitaries. Most outside analysts believe the true figure is considerably higher – the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute database gives a figure of just over $252 billion for 2020, almost 40 per cent higher than the official figure given for that year ($183.5 billion).41 SIPRI’s China estimate is still less than a third of US expenditure, but dwarfs Taiwan’s planned 2022 defence budget of $16.89 billion.42

How precisely would China use its formidable arsenal against Taiwan in order to achieve ‘national unification’, as the Communist Party likes to describe the subjugation of the island? Drawing on PLA writings and its own analysis, the US Department of Defense identifies four military options which could be used individually or in combination:43

 

• Air and maritime blockade. China would aim to prevent any maritime or sea traffic reaching Taiwan, cutting it off from vital supplies and severing it from the rest of the world in a bid to force the island’s capitulation. In some scenarios this would be accompanied by targeted missile strikes and the possible seizure of Taiwan’s offshore islands. This would be accompanied by large-scale cyberattacks against critical infrastructure and information warfare aimed at isolating the Taiwanese people.

• Limited force or coercive options. This would involve the targeted use of force against Taiwan’s military, political and economic targets, aimed at undermining confidence of Taiwan’s population in its leaders. It could be accompanied by the use of special forces against infrastructure or leadership targets.

• Air and missile campaign. China would use missiles and other air strikes against defence targets, including air bases, ports and communications facilities in order to degrade Taiwan’s defences. It would likely be accompanied by an attempt to take out Taiwan’s leaders. The aim would be to break the island’s will to fight. Some analysts have also suggested this phase might be accompanied by missile and air strikes on US assets deployed nearby – possibly including bases in Japan and Guam.44

• Invasion of Taiwan. Most analysts regard this as the final part of any campaign against the island. Judging by what we have seen of China’s preparations, this would likely comprise a joint operation by air, sea and electronic assets, aiming to break through degraded shore defences and establish a beachhead on the island. Of all the options open to China, most experts agree this is the hardest to pull off.

Estimates vary, but it is assumed that if it came to an invasion, anything between 300,000 and 2 million combat troops, along with thousands of tanks, artillery pieces, rocket launchers and armoured personnel carriers would need to cross the Taiwan Strait. It would be an operation of unprecedented size and complexity, and the preparations would be impossible to hide. Ian Easton, a Taipei-based analyst who has studied PLA writings on Taiwan, likens it to a deadly relay race in which every team member must perform at their best and dropping the baton at any time could be fatal.45 It is all very well having all the shiny new kit, but China’s ability to join it all up is untested. This is what military types often refer to as C4ISR – the sophisticated command, control, communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance networks required to get the most out of (and defend) the deadliest of conventional weapons.46

China has not fought a war on any scale since its 1979 invasion of Vietnam, a very different type of conflict, which did not end well for Beijing. It should not be forgotten that the PLA is the armed wing of the Communist Party. It is a political military, answering to the CCP and is not a professional military in the Western sense. Modern warfare requires an enormous amount of flexible and innovative thinking, the ability to adapt to a changing battlefield and to adopt new doctrines as needed. China has worked hard to modernise thinking and practices in what used to be a sclerotic, bloated and corrupt machine (much like the Party), but again it is untested.

Perhaps Taiwan’s most important allies are the island’s geography and the climate of the Taiwan Strait. The coastal terrain of the main island is described by Ian Easton as a ‘defender’s dream’, with only fourteen beaches regarded as suitable for an amphibious landing. Most of the east coast is made up of cliffs, while beaches on the west coast are lined with densely populated towns, mud flats, paddies or other coastal ponds. ‘From the perspective of Chinese military experts, there are simply no good places to land on Taiwan with a large enough force to quickly steamroll into Taipei,’ Easton writes.47 Then there are the treacherous waters and winds of the Taiwan Strait, known as heishuigou or the ‘Black Ditch’ in local dialect, which means there are only two realistic windows for an invasion every year – late March to the end of April, or late September to the end of October.

In planning its defence, Taiwan has leveraged these natural advantages. The island’s geography has been extensively studied by military strategists, and Taiwan’s elaborate defences against attack from the sea include forests of steel spikes, layers of sea mines to protect the approaches to vulnerable beaches and what has been dubbed ‘seawalls of fire’ – an underwater system of pipelines that would release gas and oil ahead of advancing invasion forces, which would be ignited by gunfire.48 Assuming they got ashore, combat operations could be equally as daunting, and if China eventually prevailed against Taiwan’s army, the PLA would then have to subdue a hostile population – though tough internal repression is one area in which Beijing does have plenty of experience. Lazy comparisons are often made to the D-Day landings during the Second World War, which took place along a relatively flat fifty-mile stretch of seafront in rural Normandy. Not only would an operation against Taiwan be much more difficult in practical terms, but the analogy is extremely spurious. The D-Day landings were an act of liberation from the Nazis, an invasion of Taiwan would be an attempt to impose tyranny on a democracy.

Speaking in October 2021, against the background of increased military intimidation of the island, Xi Jinping said, ‘The historical task of the complete reunification of the motherland must be fulfilled, and will definitely be fulfilled.’49 Over the years, China has combined the carrot and the stick in its efforts to bring that about, but under Xi there has been a sharp shift towards the latter. Beijing has always avoided putting a timescale on its ambitions, but it has long been assumed that 2049, the 100th anniversary of the communist’s seizure of power in China was the target for seizing Taiwan. However, time is not on Xi’s side. With each year that passes, Beijing is losing more hearts and minds on Taiwan. Perhaps that is why Xi Jinping has shown far greater urgency, and the threatening rhetoric has reached new levels. The Daleks seem a good deal more menacing. ‘National unification’ is a central part of Xi Jinping’s nationalist agenda – his ‘Chinese Dream’ of the national rejuvenation. He is armed with an ‘anti-secession law’ that states that ‘non-peaceful means’ would be deployed in the event ‘that possibilities for a peaceful reunification should be completely exhausted’. He appears to be dangerously boxing himself in over Taiwan. Yet while his military is now immensely more powerful than in the past, Taiwan would still be no push over – with or without American intervention.

China’s military planners no doubt hope that resistance fades away quickly, and the steady application of pressure, the anaconda strategy, pays dividends – that Taiwan loses the will and ability to fight well before the invasion forces wade ashore. One of the aspects of the US withdrawal from Afghanistan that Chinese state propaganda played up (alongside US reliability as an ally) was how quickly the old regime abandoned the country, drawing comparisons with what might happen in Taiwan. For all Xi’s chest-thumping, an attempted invasion would be a big gamble that could quickly spin out of control. The stakes are huge, and not just for Taiwan and the strategic balance in the region – it is hard to see how Xi (and perhaps even the Communist Party itself) could survive a humiliating defeat over the island, whose ‘recovery’ they have made such a centrepiece of their identity.

Under US pressure, Taiwan’s defence strategy is changing and becoming smarter. Strategists know they cannot match China gun for gun and are increasingly looking at how they can make better use of the island’s natural advantages. Instead of investing in costly high-profile pieces of kit, they are increasingly looking at such weapons as smart mines, drones, highly mobile missile launchers, coastal cruise missile defences, and small, fast and resilient ships. It is a more asymmetrical type of warfare that has been dubbed the ‘porcupine strategy’, aiming to raise the cost of any attempted invasion and make the island more indigestible. ‘The PLA’s weakness is in the phase of sea transit,’ according to a report from Taiwan’s Defence Ministry. ‘The [Taiwanese] Armed Forces must take full advantage of the natural barrier of the Taiwan Strait and fight in a resilient manner.’50 The Taiwanese military increasingly assumes a blockade of airports and ports, cutting off air and sea lines of communications, would be Beijing’s initial strategy, though Taiwan’s defence minister warned that China will be able to launch a full-scale invasion by 2025. Chui Kuo-cheng told the China Times in October 2021 that the current tensions were the worst in forty years.51

In November 2021, China announced that it would hold those supporting ‘Taiwan independence’ criminally liable for life. Those deemed ‘stubbornly pro-independence’ would be barred from China and from dealing with Chinese entities, and as long as they lived be subject to Communist Party ‘justice’ for the ‘crime’ of supporting self-determination. It marked another ratcheting up of the rhetoric. Yet, for all Beijing’s noise, its intimidation of the island, its growling at anybody who as much as implies Taiwan has a separate identity or hinting that it has a right to determine its own future, there is one overriding factor that is too frequently overlooked – the People’s Republic of China’s claim over the island is legally and historically extremely flimsy.




CHAPTER 9

The Myth of ‘One China’: Why Taiwan is an Independent Country

‘We don’t want to be bothered with unification, don’t want to be ruled by others and we’re proud to tell anyone we are Taiwanese.’

Lee Teng-hui, former president of Taiwan, speaking at an election rally in January 2012

The tranquil shrine is surrounded by trees and seems strangely out of place in the centre of Tainan, a bustling coastal city in the southwestern corner of Taiwan. A horizontal plaque above the entrance reads, ‘Unrivalled among the ancients’, and in its main hall is a sculpture of a seated man in traditional robes, with a small beard and an impassive almost solemn look on his face. This is Zheng Chenggong, better known as Koxinga. The shrine in Tainan is the best known of more than a hundred temples across Taiwan dedicated to him, and the sculpture is one of many images and statues in his memory. Yet like so much else in Taiwanese history, Koxinga is a deeply contested figure.

He was born on Hirado Island in Japan in 1624, the son of a Japanese mother and a Chinese father, who is variously described as a merchant or a pirate. At the time, the distinction was blurry, but Koxinga’s father was a powerful man, heading a sprawling maritime trading empire that stretched from his home province of Fujian in China to Japan. Koxinga stayed with his mother in Japan until he was seven years old, then joined his father in China, moving into the family mansion in Quanzhou, which sits just up the coast from Xiamen, looking out onto the Taiwan Strait. By then his father was a military leader of the Ming Dynasty, the embattled empire appointing him ‘Admiral of the Coastal Seas’. By most accounts Koxinga was a diligent student, studying classics and successfully sitting imperial exams, and becoming a military commander aged twenty-two. By then the Ming were coming under pressure from the northern Manchus, who in 1644 captured Beijing and established the Qing Dynasty.

The remnants of the Ming retreated south, first to Nanjing and then to the southeast coast. Koxinga’s mother, who had belatedly joined her husband and son in China, killed herself, and his father defected to the Qing. But Koxinga continued the fight, and among the many heroics attributed to him was the sinking of the Manchu fleet off the Kinmen islands in 1656. By then he was leader of the resistance, but it was crumbling fast and soon confined to Kinmen and an enclave around Xiamen. Koxinga knew his days were numbered. He needed a new base from which to rebuild, so he assembled a force of 25,000 soldiers and 400 war junks and sailed for Taiwan, then a fledgling Dutch colony. In 1662, after a nine-month siege of the main Dutch fortification at Fort Zealandia, just outside modern-day Tainan, the Dutch were expelled, and Koxinga established the Kingdom of Tungning on the island. From Taiwan, he plotted his return to China to resume battle against the Qing, but died, probably of malaria, aged thirty-seven, a year after his victory over the Dutch. He was succeeded by his eldest son, who ruled the kingdom until 1681. The Manchus took advantage of the messy succession struggle and in 1683 an invasion fleet put an end to the short-lived kingdom.1

That all leaves plenty of room for myth-making, at which Beijing excels. China has built its own statue of Koxinga, a fifty-feet high granite monstrosity that looks out over Xiamen harbour. In Beijing’s narrative, you’ll be lucky to find anything about his Japanese heritage – travel guides claim this ‘son’ of Xiamen and ‘famous hero’ was born in China.2 He is used by the Communist Party to bolster an increasingly strident cultural nationalism, celebrated primarily for despatching foreign colonialists and supposedly making Taiwan an inalienable part of China. As another Xiamen city guide puts it, Koxinga was ‘the great nationalist who recovered Taiwan from Dutch imperialists, restoring it to its proper place in Chinese territorial domain’.3 The ‘great admiral’ has been enlisted into Beijing’s campaign to ‘recover’ Taiwan; an annual lantern festival in Koxinga’s ‘hometown’ of Quanzhou ends with local people shooting firecrackers at hanging castles made of paper and bamboo. The fiery ritual is supposedly inspired by artillery training Koxinga’s army undertook while preparing to invade Taiwan. With the area around Xiamen bristling with missiles aimed at the island, the message is hardly subtle. The Party has also used him to stress ‘brotherhood’ and ‘common ancestry’ between the two sides of the Taiwan Strait, while for China’s current leaders he also represents a broader vision of China’s imperial ambitions.4

Taiwan doesn’t see it that way. Koxinga is regarded as the original ancestor, the man who created the free nation-state of Taiwan, and who represents the beginning of separate Taiwanese identity. Many biographies also credit Koxinga with bringing a degree of order and administrative efficiency to Taiwan. The Dutch before him only ever controlled the western plains of the island, with much of the coast remaining a haven for pirates, smugglers and outlaws of every ilk. The heartlands were the home of headhunting tribes – even Koxinga was cautious about venturing too far into the interior. Many in Taiwan view Koxinga not as a man who established Chinese rule, but as a great sage who ‘heroically led persecuted, fearful and dissident Chinese to a new land of hope and promise away from the chaos of the mainland’.5 As Koxinga consolidated his position on Taiwan, the Manchus ordered all people living within ten miles of the Chinese coast to move inland in an effort to cut Koxinga off from supplies and support. Millions were forced to abandon fertile land and fishing grounds, and many followed Koxinga to Taiwan rather than endure the resulting poverty.6

The image of the island as a place of refuge from mainland tyranny and hardship still endures. Wu’re Kaixi, a leader of the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests who we will meet later in this book, is now a prominent political commentator on the island. Wang Dan, another veteran of Tiananmen Square, lived and taught in Taiwan before moving to the United States. More recently, many participants of the pro-democracy movement in Hong Kong sought refuge in Taiwan – not all of them successfully. In August 2020, the Chinese coastguard intercepted twelve activists who fled from Hong Kong by speedboat in a bid to reach Taiwan and claim political asylum.7 They were kept for months without charge and without access to their families or independent lawyers before being jailed after a closed trial in the Chinese city of Shenzhen.8 Their plight attracted enormous attention and sympathy in Taiwan. As we shall see later, Communist Party repression in Hong Kong has had a profound impact on attitudes on the island.

Yet another view of Koxinga can be found among Taiwan’s indigenous people, the ancestors of the headhunters of folklore, to whom he is just another colonialist – like the Dutch before him, and the Qing, Japanese and the nationalists of Chiang Kai-shek who came later. Those who lived in the remote, rugged and inhospitable eastern areas of the island, had a fearsome reputation for hostility to outsiders, and consequently were largely left to their own devices. It was not until Japan occupied Taiwan that any serious attempt was made to forcibly assimilate them. The Japanese colonialists also had their uses for Koxinga, stressing his mixed heritage in propaganda to prove a deep connection between the Taiwanese and Japanese people, while Japanese nationalists attributed his martial spirit to his Japanese blood.9 Perhaps the only firm conclusion to be drawn from these multiple interpretations of Koxinga’s legacy is that Taiwan has a very complex history. It has all contributed to the multiple identities of modern Taiwan. It is certainly not the monochromic version of the past that the Chinese Communist Party would wish to impose to justify its dubious claims.

Too many contemporary Western analyses of Taiwan give the impression that the island’s history began in 1949, when Chiang Kai-shek retreated to the island with his defeated Nationalist army. The dispute with China too often is presented as a family quarrel, an unresolved issue from the civil war. Or else Taiwan is treated as a bit player, a pawn in a wider geopolitical game, its future and its interests to be haggled and traded over, rather than the enormously successful democratic state and economic and technological powerhouse it has become – fully deserving of respect and support in its own right. Taiwan is all too frequently described as a ‘question’, an ‘issue’ or a ‘problem’, rather than something with its own intrinsic values. Not only does this play into China’s narrative, but it dehumanises the Taiwanese people, and denies the island’s achievements, its complexities, and its rich and separate history.

Beijing’s assertion of sovereignty over the island has a dubious basis in law and history. Needless to say, Taiwan’s history goes back well before 1949. In the colourful words of Taiwan-based author John Grant Ross, ‘Until the early twentieth century, Taiwan was one of the wildest places in Asia. Its coastline was known as a mariners’ graveyard, the mountainous interior was the domain of headhunting tribes, while the lowlands were a frontier area where banditry, feuding, and revolts were a way of life.’10 Taiwan’s indigenous people trace their roots on the island back thousands of years. Their ancestors are thought to have migrated from Oceania and Southeast Asia. Today they comprise around 2.5 per cent of Taiwan’s population, with sixteen recognised tribes living across the country, and they have become an important part of modern Taiwan’s identity. Until the Second World War, the island was more commonly referred to as Formosa – or Ilha Formosa. This means ‘beautiful island’ and is thought to have originated in the early part of the sixteenth century with passing Portuguese traders. Between 1626 and 1638, the Spanish established trading bases on the island, including in Keelung on the northern tip, from where they attempted to expand ties with Japan. Their efforts however were short-lived and a combination of poor trade, typhoons, malaria and hostile indigenous tribes, drove them away. The Dutch had better staying power. The Dutch East India Company (VOC) established its base in 1624 close to what is now the city of Tainan. The Dutch began to open the island to the outside world, created an administrative structure, and brought in Chinese settlers to work the land. They traded in sugar, rice, silk and satin, porcelain, pepper, nutmeg and cinnamon, and kept the indigenous tribes at bay with a combination of co-option and brutality. It seems to have been lucrative for them, and they would no doubt have stayed longer if not for the arrival of Koxinga.

As we have seen, Koxinga’s initial aim was not so much the conquest of Taiwan, but to use it as a military base for loyalists who wanted to restore Ming rule in China. The short-lived kingdom he created was defeated in 1683 by Qing military commander Admiral Shi Lang. More recently, when China acquired its first aircraft carrier, bought second-hand from Ukraine, there were reports that it would be named after Shi. But Beijing changed its mind, eventually commissioning the refitted vessel in 2012 as Liaoning. It’s not clear why, but it does indicate the challenges faced by those manipulating history. Naming the ship Shi Lang would have sent a message of intent to Taiwan, but could perhaps have complicated the propaganda that depicted Koxinga, whose descendants Shi defeated, as a great Chinese patriot and anti-colonial warrior.11

The Qing ruled Taiwan for 212 years, but only partially and with no great enthusiasm. The aim had been to defeat the last remnants of Ming resistance to the Manchus, rather than to occupy the island. ‘Taiwan is nothing but an isolated island on the sea far away from China, it has long since been a hideout of pirates, escaped convicts, deserters and ruffians, therefore, there is nothing to gain from retaining it,’ stated one report to the Qing emperor, which also advocated shipping Han Chinese migrants ‘back to their homes in China.’12 The emperor also had his doubts, stating in 1683, ‘Taiwan is outside our empire and of no great consequence.’13 He even offered to have the Dutch buy it back, but reluctantly chose to retain his new possession. The Qing were in a state of almost constant warfare with the indigenous people – by one estimate there were more than 100 recorded rebellions, some requiring the deployment of thousands of troops from the mainland. This has been characterised by Taiwanese historians as ‘Every three years an uprising, every five years a rebellion’, with the Manchu treated as a foreign colonial regime.14 At the time of Koxinga’s death, the number of Chinese settlers roughly equalled the indigenous population, but as more settlers arrived they increasingly encroached on traditional aboriginal land, and the number of conflicts soared.

Yu Yonghe, a writer who travelled across the island shortly after it fell into Qing hands, divided the indigenous people into two categories: plains savages, who had to some degree been assimilated, and whom he described as ‘cooked’, and the mountain tribes whom he called ‘wild’ or ‘raw savages’. He wrote a memoir in 1697 entitled Small Sea Travel Diaries, which provides a colourful flavour of the fear the indigenous tribes instilled in the Qing occupiers:

The wild savages live in holes in the ground and they drink blood and eat hair . . . The plains savages fear them and do not dare enter their territory. The wild savages are especially fierce and strong; they often come out to burn houses and kill people. Then they return to their lairs so there is no way to get near them. When they kill, they take the head, and when they return they cook it. They strip the skull and sprinkle it with red powder, setting it before their door.15

In 1729, the Qing administration tried to seal off the ‘wild savages’, prohibiting Chinese settlers from venturing into the mountain areas. A ‘boundary line’ known as the ‘red line’ because of the colour of the markings was established running down the western side of Taiwan’s central mountains. It was a recognition that the rugged eastern part of the island was ungovernable. Qing officials disavowed responsibility for anything that happened beyond the red line, and the area remained beyond the control of the Qing administration for the rest of its rule over the island.16

The Qing Dynasty’s patchy rule over Taiwan ended in 1895, with China’s defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War. Under the Treaty of Shimonoseki, Beijing ceded Taiwan to Japan ‘in perpetuity’. It would take decades for Japan to bring the aboriginals in the mountains under control – the first time that had been done. There was resistance and plenty of brutality, but for the most part Japan’s colonial rule over the island and its integration into the Japanese empire is remembered in modern Taiwan as relatively benign, at least compared with elsewhere in Asia – especially in China. As John Grant Ross writes:

Japanese colonialism in Taiwan is not a story of blacks and whites. It was a mixture of militarism, harsh rule, and economic exploitation, counterbalanced with progressive, honest, and efficient government. In many ways, Japanese rule was superior to the Chinese governance that came before and after it, and old people still speak of the Japanese occupation (1895–1945) as a time of law and order, a time when there was no need to lock your door. Colonization on the beautiful isle was the least harsh of Japan’s overseas adventures and today the legacy is as much goodwill as animosity. The president, for example, works in the Japanese-built Presidential Office Building.17

Lee Teng-hui, Taiwan’s first democratically elected president, studied in Japan and spoke better Japanese than Mandarin. Fifty years of Japanese occupation had many lasting impacts, influencing the physical layout and management of cities, customs and even cuisine, as the island took on a more hybrid identity, which is still very evident today.18 The island became more economically advanced than China, its residents enjoying a higher standard of living.19

It is not clear how important strategic considerations were in Japan’s decision to annex the island in 1895 as a prize of war. It may well be that it merely saw Taiwan as a logical extension of the island chain of which Japan is part, but as Tokyo’s imperial ambitions grew it quickly came to appreciate the island’s wider significance. It became a base for expansion into Southeast Asia, and during the Second World War it was an important staging post and supply base for Japanese forces. And as with the early pirates who based themselves in Taiwan, Japan quickly appreciated the island’s ideal location from which to harass shipping along the Chinese coast and in the sea lanes between Japan and Southeast Asia.20 As the Second World War progressed, Taiwan’s strategic importance was well appreciated by the US military. A restricted document published in 1944 by the Office of the Chief of Naval Operations said, ‘The movement of Japanese troops and supplies throughout the southern theatres of action depends upon the efficiency of the airfields and ports of Taiwan,’ before going on to say, ‘The island of Taiwan (Formosa) dominates the China coast and all coastwise shipping between Japan and southeastern Asia. Japanese officials refer to it as “the nation’s great plane carrier in the South”.’21 As we shall see later, this notion of the island as an ‘unsinkable aircraft carrier’ and its wider strategic significance are now playing into contemporary discussions of Taiwan’s strategic significance – not least in Japan.

Tokyo’s rule over Taiwan ended with Japan’s defeat in 1945, at which point the victorious allies handed the island to the Republic of China, which was then ruled by Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalists. Yet China showed no real interest in regaining Taiwan until the early 1940s. Chiang was far more interested in regaining Manchuria and also getting his hands on Korea and the Ryukyus Islands (which include Okinawa) than he was on Taiwan.22 Neither was there unanimity in American ranks about the wisdom of handing over the island to Chiang. George Kerr, an American diplomat based in Taiwan at the time, drafted a memorandum for the US War Department in which he advocated independence or else a temporary Allied trusteeship until such a time as the Taiwanese could hold a plebiscite to decide their own future.

Kerr went on to write what remains one of the most influential books ever written in English about Taiwan.23 The title, Formosa Betrayed, sums up his own feelings about American policy and Washington’s decision to hand the island to Chiang. ‘We were treating five million Formosans as chattel property, to be transferred from one sovereignty to another without reference to their wishes,’ he writes.24 He likens it to the decision to allow Russia to occupy Prague and Berlin, and characterises Taiwan as ‘an island, settled long ago by Chinese who had left China proper to get away from it and with a centuries-long tradition of separation and pioneer independence’.25 The book bristles with anger. Kerr regarded Chiang Kai-shek as an unreconstructed thug, and his book chronicles the incompetence, corruption and brutality of the Generalissimo’s rag-tag nationalists as they took control of the island.

Initially, Chiang’s forces appear to have been welcomed in Taiwan, or at least given the benefit of the doubt. ‘Although there was a degree of apprehension in Taiwan about the new regime, the ROC troops and administration were initially welcomed. However, the KMT regime’s misrule ensured that this goodwill was quickly lost,’ writes Dafydd Fell, a Taiwan scholar at London’s School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS).26 Low quality and brutal officials were sent to Taiwan and locals were largely excluded from government. ‘For most Taiwanese, it was clear that one cruel but efficient colonial regime had been replaced by a cruel, corrupt and inefficient one.’

Economic mismanagement and corruption soon triggered an island-wide rebellion. It was sparked by what became known as the ‘2-28 incident’, which is widely regarded as the single most important event in modern Taiwanese history. On 28 February 1947, anger boiled over after agents from the Monopoly Commission assaulted a cigarette seller, who they accused of peddling contraband. An angry crowd gathered, one of whom was shot dead. Two of the agents were caught and beaten to death, and rioting quickly spread to cities across the island. Martial law was declared, and with it an orgy of indiscriminate violence by Chiang Kai-shek’s forces.

George Kerr, who was by then a vice-consul in the US consulate in Taipei, witnessed some of the violence. He was at home with friends when Nationalist army trucks came rolling slowly down the road in front of his house. ‘From them a hail of machine-gun fire was directed at random into the darkness, ripping through windows and walls and ricocheting in the black alleyways,’ he writes. During a lull in the fighting he took refuge in the compound of a local hospital, from where he watched the horrifying events unfold from the upper window of one of the buildings.

From an upper window we watched Nationalist soldiers in action in the alleys across the way. We saw Formosans bayoneted in the street without provocation. A man was robbed before our eyes – and then cut down and run through. Another ran into the street in pursuit of soldiers dragging a girl away from his house and we saw him, too, cut down.

This sickening spectacle was only the smallest sample of the slaughter then taking place throughout the city, only what could be seen from one window on the upper floor of one rather isolated house. The city was full of troops.27

Estimates of the number killed in the aftermath of 2-28 vary between 18,000 and 28,000. It was hard to say for sure, because the events of 1947 remained a taboo topic in Taiwan for forty years – talking about it in public could get you jailed, and school textbooks made no mention of it. It was only after martial law was lifted in 1987 and Taiwan began to move towards democracy that the island began to confront its uglier past. In 1995 President Lee Teng-hui made an official apology, and two years later, on the fiftieth anniversary of 2-28, the date was made a national holiday.

In the immediate post-war years, George Kerr was not the only American official wary of Chiang Kai-shek. Many were uneasy about handing Taiwan to China and supportive of allowing the island to determine its own future.28 The official position was that the Republic of China was occupying the island on behalf of the victorious allies until such a time as its status could be determined, and there were discussions in Washington about taking the future of the island to the United Nations. But such talk was soon overshadowed by Chiang’s imminent defeat at the hands of Mao in the Chinese civil war, and the rapidly unfolding Cold War against the Soviet Union and communism more generally. By the time the Nationalist army retreated to Taiwan in 1949 and Chiang established his government-in-exile there, dreaming Koxinga-like of retaking the mainland, calculations were changing fast. The following year, North Korean forces attacked South Korea across the 38th parallel, and in October 1950, Mao entered the war, sending a quarter of a million Chinese ‘volunteers’ across the Yalu River in support of the Communist North – a figure that was to rise to more than three million as the fighting ground on.

Taiwan was suddenly on the front line and crucial to American interests and prestige in the region.29 President Harry Truman sent the American 7th Fleet to patrol the Taiwan Strait, fearful that an unpredictable Mao might follow his Korean invasion with an attack on Taiwan. ‘In these circumstances the occupation of Formosa by Communist forces would be a direct threat to the security of the Pacific area and to the United States,’ Truman said.30 Over the years, Truman had blown hot and cold on the future of Taiwan, but as he despatched the fleet he suggested it was still to be resolved. ‘The determination of the future status of Formosa must await the restoration of security in the Pacific, a peace settlement with Japan, or consideration by the United Nations,’ he said.31 The despatch of the fleet was also designed to deter Chiang from any precipitate moves against the mainland. But through the lens of the intensifying Cold War, Chiang was soon transformed in American eyes into the plucky leader of ‘Free China’, whose corruption and repression of the Taiwanese people and other political opponents was largely overlooked. He enjoyed strong American diplomatic, economic and military support, and dressed up much of his brutality in the language of the fight against communism. Martial law in Taiwan lasted for thirty-eight years, from 1949 to 1987, and the repression of this period became known as the ‘White Terror’. Official records state that military courts tried 140,000 people and between 3,000 and 8,000 were executed, although many believe the true figures are far higher.32

As we have seen, it was another Cold War calculation that motivated to a large extent the Kissinger–Nixon opening to China, the normalisation of relations and the switching of diplomatic recognition from Taipei to Beijing. By 1972, when Nixon set this in motion with his visit to Beijing, China and the Soviet Union had fallen out and China was seen as a useful counterweight to Moscow. Taiwan was collateral damage. The ‘One China Policy’ and ‘strategic ambiguity’ fudges were born of this era, efforts to paper over the cracks and open to wide interpretation – the smoke and mirrors that have become increasingly unsustainable as the years have passed.

To this day, the precise legal status of Taiwan remains unresolved. Supporters of China’s claim over Taiwan point to several wartime documents that appear to commit the allies to ‘restore’ the island to the Republic of China. But there is doubt over their legal status. The most prominent of these documents, the Cairo Declaration of 1943, has been described as neither a treaty nor a binding document. It was not signed, and was merely issued as a press release setting out the policy intent of the wartime allies.33 George Kerr, the US diplomat who was seeking to shape policy on Taiwan at the time, saw Cairo as a sop to Chiang, quickly forgotten by the allies, but with dangerous long-term implications: ‘Before the Chiangs had reached home Roosevelt and Churchill had changed their minds about some of the secret commitments made on the Generalissimo’s demand . . . Roosevelt, Churchill and Chiang had “divided up the bearskin before the bear was dead”.’34 Other foreign policy analysts point out that the Cairo Declaration, together with others from Yalta and Potsdam, were always subject to any final peace settlement.35 That settlement didn’t arrive until 1951, when Japan formally relinquished sovereignty over Taiwan as part of the Peace Treaty of San Francisco, signed in that city. However, the treaty did not determine the legal status of the island, and some scholars have pointed out that with no subsequent international treaties, Taiwan’s sovereignty remains undetermined under international law.36 This all makes for a complex picture, but underscores the frailty of China’s claims over Taiwan. What can be said for certain is that there are two entities that have never ruled over Taiwan: the People’s Republic of China, which came into being in 1949, and its ruling Communist Party.

At the end of the Second World War, when Taiwan was handed to the Republic of China, the population of the island was around 6 million. Most had migrated from southeastern China over the previous three centuries. These are usually referred to as the native Taiwanese and can be subdivided into two broad groups: the Hoklo, whose ancestors came from southern Fujian province, and the Hakka, who trace their roots to southeast Guangdong province. Taiwan’s earliest inhabitants, the aboriginal people, made up around 2–3 per cent of the population, depending on how they are defined. After the defeat of the Nationalists by Mao in 1949, between 1.5 and 2 million mainlanders followed Chiang Kai-shek to the island, coming from all over China. ‘The Formosans resented every new arrival. Too much had taken place in the past and the future seemed too uncertain,’ writes Kerr.37

Over the centuries there has been considerable intermarriage – according to one study around 85 per cent of Taiwan’s Hoklo and Hakka people have some aboriginal ancestry.38 Taiwan’s population now stands at around 23.5 million people, and it has become a trend in the last decade or so for Taiwanese to search for any indigenous roots, as a way of expressing their separate identity.39 The biggest divide remains between the aboriginals and native Taiwanese on the one hand, and the ‘mainlanders’ who arrived in 1949 and their descendants on the other. Though more blurred than before, this divide continues to run through Taiwanese politics and society.

The mainlanders imposed the Mandarin language on Taiwan and this remains the official language of government and the law, though Hokkien (also known as Taiwanese) is widely spoken and is the common language of everyday life. As we shall see, the Taiwanese people have increasingly celebrated their indigenous culture, and sought to discover their roots. However, the island’s contemporary political leaders, even the strongest advocates of independence, have been cautious about publicly renouncing the ‘One China Policy’, not wanting to provoke Beijing. Perhaps the most outspoken was Lee Teng-hui, Taiwan’s first directly elected president. After he left office, he said, ‘We don’t want to be bothered with unification, don’t want to be ruled by others and we’re proud to tell anyone we are Taiwanese.’40 He wrote, ‘It is an unquestionable fact that Taiwan does not belong to China’ – sentiments well rooted in history, but which earned him the title ‘scum of the nation’ from China’s state media.41

There was a time when the United Nations and newly emerging independent states were animated by the principle of self-determination, especially when it related to colonialism and its legacies. In Taiwan’s case, that principle has been subordinated to the politics of raw power. Even states that emerged themselves from brutal colonialism are cowed into a numb compliance with China’s demands – too afraid to even utter the name ‘Taiwan’. During the often fraught negotiations between China and Britain leading up to the 1997 handover of Hong Kong, Beijing made it clear to the last governor, Chris Patten, that as far as it was concerned the future of Hong Kong had nothing to do with the Hong Kong people. Xi Jinping has adopted much the same approach to Taiwan. Yet Taiwan is a thriving democracy – far more so than Hong Kong ever was. No settlement can be imposed on the Taiwanese people. Indeed, its most effective defence might well be democracy itself.




CHAPTER 10

Why Taiwan Matters

‘In a digital democracy, transparency is about making the state transparent to the public. Under digital authoritarianism, the word ‘transparency’ means making citizens transparent to the state.’

Audrey Tang, Taiwan’sdigital minister, describing Taiwan’s Open Government National Action Plan, July 2021

It is an unusual cartoon, not what you’d expect of a political leader, which is probably why it spread so quickly online. It shows Taiwan’s premier Su Tseng-chang wiggling his backside and gesturing towards a caption that reads, ‘We only have one butt, don’t hoard, don’t trust rumours.’ It was released in the early stages of the Covid-19 pandemic, in response to online rumours that toilet paper supplies were running low because it was being diverted to manufacture facemasks. A concise graphic explained that Taiwan’s toilet paper is made from pulp sourced from South America, while masks are made locally from non-woven fabric.1 ‘Because of that, the panic buying died down. It’s piggybacking on an earlier meme, woˇmen yoˇu yí gè di qiú – we only have one earth. It’s a very popular environmental protection slogan,’ says Audrey Tang, Taiwan’s digital minister. The premier’s wriggling backside rapidly spread online. ‘And the panic just went down – I think over a weekend.’

At other times during the pandemic the government used a cartoon dog, a Shiba Inu called Zongchai, to put across important public health messages. Zongchai roughly translates as ‘chief executive’ and it appeared on Facebook updates and posters, at one point explaining social distancing in terms of keeping three dog-lengths apart. A pigeon in a facemask provided information about travel restrictions. When reports emerged that some schoolboys were being bullied for wearing pink facemasks, male health officials started wearing them at press briefings. To counter rumours of facemask shortages, Tang’s team created an app that updated facemask inventories at local pharmacies every thirty seconds.

Tang is the architect of these tactics, which she calls ‘humour over rumour’. I met her in Taipei in May 2022 in the grand Japanese colonial-era building that houses the executive branch of Taiwan’s government. The atmosphere of the building was stuffy and sober, but Tang’s corner office had the informal air of a scrappy tech start-up, with young staffers buried in their computers and walls festooned with Post-it notes. Attention spans are short online, and she told me ‘humour over rumour’ requires speed and brevity. Two hours is the deadline. ‘When we detect a viral conspiracy, the counter measures need to be rolled out within a couple of hours,’ she says, with 200 words or fewer containing the facts of an issue. ‘The idea very simply put is to make the clarifications even more viral than the conspiracy theories, and we do that by piggybacking on the popular internet memes, piggybacking on self-deprecating humour and things like that.’ In this way, she hopes to take back control of the narrative. She works closely with comedians who she has described as ‘cherished colleagues’. She talks about her work in a mix of tech-speak and language from the pandemic, saying she is creating ‘nerd immunity’, inoculating people from disinformation, and tackling an ‘infodemic’ of false information, which can be more dangerous than any virus.

Initially, Taiwan was one of the most successful countries in the world in combating the coronavirus. During the first fifteen months of the pandemic, the island had just ten deaths and 1,000 documented cases.2 It had a clear plan and swiftly closed its borders, there was a culture of mask-wearing and an efficient tech-driven system of track, trace and isolation was quickly set up. Public messaging was clear and engaging, and where intrusive tracking was deployed it was done in an open and transparent way and with tight oversight, designed to maintain popular consent – all a sharp contrast to the tactics deployed across the Taiwan Strait, where China’s fight against Covid was characterised by claustrophobic surveillance, grim threats and warnings, and a casual brutality towards those defying the Party’s hungry algorithms. There could not have been a starker demonstration of two very different systems in action.

The ‘infodemic’ of disinformation that Tang and her colleagues had to tackle included claims that Covid was completely out of control and the government did not know how to protect its people.3 After April 2021, when Taiwan faced a spike in cases, the disinformation shifted towards vaccines. The aim was to undermine public confidence in the government’s programme and the willingness of allies to help, and to force the island to accept Chinese vaccines. When Japan donated vaccines to Taiwan, online posts falsely claimed the shots had killed scores of elderly. The Global Times, a Communist Party tabloid, demanded that Taiwan suspend the vaccine ‘for the sake of public health’.4 There were reports that the Taiwanese economy was suffering badly, citing as evidence a wave of company shutdowns. Tang and her team countered that one with a Facebook post of a cartoon of Chinese zombies on the march through a moonlit graveyard, alongside a caption explaining how the Economics Ministry had closed a number of front companies – the zombies – in a campaign against money laundering.5

According to research by the V-Dem Institute, based at the University of Gothenburg in Sweden, Taiwan (along with Latvia) is the liberal democracy most exposed to false information spread by foreign governments.6 It has been described as ‘an open field for a bad actor.’7 This is in part because it is such an open and vibrant place with a very high rate of internet penetration, but also because Taiwan uses a version of Mandarin Chinese which is similar to the bad actor across the Strait. It is the front line of the Communist Party’s international influence operations, which have intensified as Beijing has stepped up its ‘grey zone’ warfare against the island.8

While the coronavirus presented a particular challenge, disinformation was intense in the run-up to the January 2020 presidential election, when Beijing sought to damage Tsai Ing-wen of the more independence inclined Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). She was bidding for a second term in office against Han Kuo-yu of the Kuomintang (KMT), the modern incarnation of Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalists, who advocated a more accommodating policy to China. The two parties are usually referred to by their party colours: green for the DPP, and blue for the KMT. Since Taiwan embraced democracy, both have become fairly broad churches, with differing shades of opinion. In office they have for the most part been pragmatic and cautious in their China policy, defending Taiwanese interests while seeking to avoid overly antagonising Beijing. China has been unable (or unwilling) to grasp the complexities of Taiwanese society and its competitive politics. It routinely turns up the volume of threats when the DPP is in government (or fighting for office). This can best be seen as Beijing burnishing its nationalist credentials for a home audience, since in Taiwan it frequently achieves the opposite of what Beijing wants, galvanising support behind those being attacked.

During the campaign for the 2020 presidential election, there were false reports questioning whether Tsai Ing-wen’s doctoral dissertation was authentic (the London School of Economics confirmed that it was), of protesters besieging her office and of electoral fraud. Other reports sought to undermine her broader democratic credentials. A fake government notice was circulated saying her government was deporting protesters who fled Hong Kong. Another false report asserted that Joshua Wong, a Hong Kong democracy activist widely admired in Taiwan, had attacked an old man. As with the US presidential election, the goal was to undermine confidence in the democratic system – the legitimacy of the DPP in particular.

In addition to Tang’s ‘humour against rumour’ campaign, the government strengthened laws against spreading harmful rumours, and pressured social media companies, including Facebook, Google and the messaging service Line to more effectively police their platforms. There has been a proliferation of fact-checking platforms aimed at de-bunking disinformation soon after it appears. One of the best known is Cofacts, a chatbot set up by G0V.tw, an online community of technologists and hackers. People are able to send a suspicious article to the chatbot, which will run it against a comprehensive database of flagged content which has been checked by humans, before informing the user about the veracity of the content – all in the space of a few seconds.9 An organisation called DoubleThink Lab is using machine learning algorithms to try and trace disinformation to its source in Chinese content farms, the online portals that generate fake stories. It also monitors around a million accounts on the Chinese social media sites Weibo and WeChat, and keeps tabs on thousands of Chinese news sites. Puma Shen, the chairperson of DoubleThink Lab, says that an open society like Taiwan cannot eliminate disinformation without compromising its own values. Instead, transparency is the key. ‘Punishment is not the right way, but revealing, telling people that it is made in China is the way to go,’ he says. That sentiment is echoed by Audrey Tang. ‘We can’t fight it, the infodemic, through takedowns. I mean there are jurisdictions that use takedowns, the same as they use lockdowns,’ she said. ‘But we’re a liberal democracy. So instead of takedowns we work though public notice, humour over rumour to make sure people understand.’

Much of China’s disinformation and propaganda is aimed at influencing young people, seen as more impressionable and disaffected from politics. As we shall see later, neither of these assumptions hold true, but authorities have stepped up warnings about using Chinesemade apps. Public agencies are already barred from using them, Taiwan’s intelligence agencies fearing they could be used to harvest personal information. Officials have cautioned against the use of a popular face-swapping app called Quyan, on which users upload a photograph and then edit their face onto celebrities. Officials fear that when combined with other personal data requested on sign-up, users are leaving themselves wide open to identity theft, or else the information could be used by Chinese intelligence services to create files on individuals.10

Young Taiwanese found their own ways to hit back with humour. A Mandarin-language ballad by Taiwan-based rapper Namewee satirising nationalistic Chinese internet users was for a while the most popular YouTube video in Taiwan and Hong Kong. The song, ‘Fragile’, targeted ‘little pink’ internet users, a disparaging term for China’s patriotic keyboard warriors. ‘You’re a bad listener, but you can’t stop talking and retaliating. I wonder how I have offended you. You assume the world is your enemy,’ Namewee rapped. The song also surged briefly in streaming services in China itself, but censors soon swung into action and it was quickly taken down.11

In spite of the barrage of disinformation from China, Tsai Ing-wen was the winner of the January 2020 presidential election, earning a second term in office. She achieved a record number of votes, suggesting voters are not only becoming more immune to disinformation, but that it might have been counterproductive, especially at a time when Beijing was stepping up intimidation in multiple other ways. That’s certainly how Foreign Minister Joseph Wu saw it. ‘Disinformation this year doesn’t seem to have the same effectiveness,’ he said after the election, comparing it to local elections three years earlier.

To Audrey Tang it is an ongoing battle. Her broader mission is to use technology to improve the way the government interacts with its people – to make tech a servant of democracy. She is an immensely gifted individual, teaching herself to code at eight, and is often referred to as a child prodigy. She was reading classical literature in a variety of languages and solving simultaneous equations by the time she was in first grade, according to her parents.12 She started her own company at sixteen, and worked for a while in Silicon Valley. In March 2014, she joined Taiwan’s student-led Sunflower Movement, which seized control of the national legislature in Taipei. They were protesting against a proposed China free-trade deal negotiated by the then KMT government that many feared would allow Beijing too much influence over key parts of the Taiwanese economy.13 The sunflower was adopted as a symbol of hope (sunflowers turn towards the sun), and the movement grew into one of the largest protests in Taiwan’s history, spreading to the streets around parliament as well as other cities. It succeeded in having the trade deal put on hold, effectively halting the process of greater integration with the economy with China. A notable feature of the movement was its use of the internet and social media to mobilise and organise – with Audrey Tang in charge of communications.

Tang describes herself as a ‘conservative anarchist’. ‘Basically it’s a way to say live and let live with existing institutions, repurposing them if you will, instead of disrupting them or taking them down,’ she tells me. She was invited to join the new DPP government in 2016 as a minister without portfolio with responsibility for digital affairs. Then aged thirty-five, she was the youngest-ever minister. She was also the first transgender and non-binary official in the cabinet – ‘I’m the first openly transgender non-binary minister,’ she corrects me. She recalls having to fill in a form when she became a government employee which required her to state her gender – she ticked neither box. When asked what pronoun she prefers, she answers, ‘Whatever.’ That’s her official Twitter designation. ‘In my Twitter bio, where people say “he slash him” or “she slash her” or “they slash them”, I wrote star slash star. Which is a very geeky way to say whatever.’ In computer coding, */* means and/all. She says colleagues respect her openness. ‘I’m non-binary on pretty much anything, not just gender,’ she says, rejecting rigidly defined political positions. She is also a believer in what she calls ‘radical transparency’, whereby transparency should be the root or default position in just about everything. To this end she releases a transcript of every conversation and interview she makes in her official capacity. On joining the government she said she did not want access to any classified information which she could not release.

In her mission to make government more transparent, Tang has sought to tap the skills of tech activists in the civic hacker movement, from where she came – the term ‘hackers’ used here in the traditional, positive sense of problem solvers, rather than its more malign form. Taiwan has a vibrant tech culture, and one early result is a platform called Pol.is, which shares views on policy issues. The aim is to trigger informed debate, gauge the degree of public support on issues and search for a consensus where possible. It has been described as ‘a tool for turning crowds into coherence’.14 A related project is vTaiwan, which has been likened to a crowdsourcing platform, except that rather than being tapped for money, participants are contributing opinions and ideas. It came into its own during spirited debate over online alcohol sales and the future of Uber on the island.15 Another online platform overseen by Tang hosts and debates online petitions. The petitions are not legally binding, but if one attracts more than 5,000 signatures, participating government agencies must within two months give a point-by-point response and explain why a proposal has been rejected or accepted. Every year since 2018, a presidential hackathon has offered prizes for innovations tackling issues ranging from telemedicine in outlying islands to practical tools for achieving net-zero greenhouse gas emissions.

Tang rejects the top-down approach to government, and sees these initiatives as a way of modernising governance and nurturing public trust. It is early days, and there is debate about the true impact of these projects on public policy, but Tang is keen to draw a clear line between what Taiwan is trying to achieve and the use of technology by the Chinese Communist Party. ‘In a digital democracy, transparency is about making the state transparent to the public. Under digital authoritarianism, the word “transparency” means making citizens transparent to the state’ is the way she summed it up when launching a new Open Government National Action Plan.16 She returns to geekery to describe her wider objective. ‘So democracy to us is not something static, it’s like a semi-conductor or any computer code, it’s something that people can contribute to, can improve and share the innovation with the world . . . what we’re doing is improving the democratic system so that it has higher bandwidth, lower latency and connects to more.’

Tang has also turned to Taiwan’s hacking community for help to fend off Chinese cyber-attacks, now running at unprecedented levels. ‘White hat’ hackers as they are known (as supposed to the malign ‘black hats’) are encouraged to stress test government systems and infrastructure, looking for vulnerabilities and letting the government know about them. ‘So before we roll out new cyber security services and so on I often personally say let’s just have half a year and have the white hats test this infrastructure before they are officially rolled out.’ As China’s disinformation campaigns have become more aggressive and increasingly global, Audrey Tang’s advice is being sought by other liberal democracies looking for the best strategies to counter Beijing. In November 2021, a delegation of EU lawmakers met the digital minister in Taipei and peppered her with questions about Taiwan’s experience. The group was sent by the European Parliament’s special committee on foreign interference and disinformation and was the latest in a series of top-level interactions between Brussels and Taiwan.17

‘What she’s doing is amazing,’ said Wu’re Kaixi, shaking his head slightly as he pours out his admiration for Audrey Tang. ‘She comes from the digital world, she knows that well, she was a coder, and now she is using all these technologies to bridge government and people.’ It was September 2021, and I was speaking to Wu’re Kaixi by video link to New York, where the former Tiananmen Square student leader was staying, part of his first trip from his home in Taiwan since before the Covid-19 pandemic. The conversation had quickly turned to the island’s trans-gender digital minister. ‘She makes the whole world look at Taiwan and say, “so cool”,’ he told me. ‘She is one of the smartest people I have ever met.’ Most important in his view is that Tang, by using tech to improve democracy, is further distancing Taiwan from Xi Jinping’s grim surveillance state, which is marching headlong in the other direction – towards a digitally powered totalitarianism. The political gulf between the two sides of the Taiwan Strait has never been wider. ‘Beijing is saying democracy is not working, you have to adopt our authoritarian approach,’ he says. ‘But Taiwan is reforming democracy. The task was laid down to Audrey, asking her to use modern technology to bridge people and government and then she’s coming up with all kinds of solutions.’

Wu’re Kaixi was a student at Beijing Normal University in Beijing at the time of the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests. He emerged as one of the key leaders, shooting to prominence as the hunger striker who interrupted and rebuked Chinese Premier Li Peng on national television – two weeks before Li sent in the tanks. He was smuggled out of China through Hong Kong after the massacre, and for a while he was number two on Beijing’s most wanted list. He travelled first to France and later studied at Harvard University before settling into exile in Taiwan, where he is now a leading political commentator.

I met him many times over my years reporting from Asia, often on Tiananmen Square anniversaries, interviewing him about his determination to keep the memory alive. He became a fierce advocate for Taiwanese democracy, witnessing it take root on the island in a way he had once dreamed about in China. Pre-Covid, he used to travel a lot, and when he spoke to me from America he was making up for lost time. He had visited Germany, France and Turkey before landing in New York, where he caught up with fellow exiles and supporters from the Tiananmen days, and was preparing to travel to Washington DC to meet policy makers. He said he was amazed how quickly perceptions of China had changed, the world finally waking up to the threatening reality of Xi Jinping’s rule. With that has come a far greater curiosity about Taiwan and the dangers it is facing. ‘It’s amazing. People are talking about Taiwan much more frequently than before,’ he said. ‘Our success in fighting off Covid, but also our determination to defend our democracy, when everybody else has been caving in to China.’ He said the most common sentiment encountered on his travels was how wrong the world has been about a China that has become, ‘so big, so dangerous, so threatening’. He was telling everyone who’d listen about the need to push back against Beijing and reduce dependence – and he’s been saying that Taiwan matters, and it merits support. ‘Taiwan deserves to be seen as a player in its own right, rather than a pawn in a bigger game,’ he said.

Two days before our conversation Wu’re Kaixi was appointed general secretary of Taiwan’s Parliamentary Human Rights Commission. Some of the warmest congratulations came from exiled Uyghur groups at a time of appalling abuses in their homeland of Xinjiang (or East Turkistan, as Uyghurs call it). They know Wu’re Kaixi as Uerkesh Davlet, his Uyghur name, since he is of Uyghur heritage. This, together with his role in Tiananmen Square, gives him a unique status in the eyes of many human rights activists – and also in the eyes of Beijing, which has persistently blocked his efforts to visit his parents, who he has not seen since 1989. They have been denied passports to meet him overseas.

Wu’re Kaixi cut his teeth as a student leader, which is one reason why he has been so encouraged by the growth of civic activism in Taiwan – especially the greater involvement of young people in political and social issues. ‘Civil society is much more vivid these days, day by day,’ he said. The Sunflower Movement’s occupation of parliament, which gained widespread public support, was the most visible sign of this new activism. However, it was only part of a much broader youth-led protest movement that swept the island and encompassed issues ranging from the environment, labour rights and media reform, to forced evictions and aboriginal land rights. Wu’re Kaixi gave a speech to the young protesters when they had control of parliament. ‘The young generation taking up their responsibilities and acting upon it, that is precisely the hope of this democracy,’ he told them.

Young people were at the forefront of a movement that successfully fought for marriage equality. The island has a large and thriving LGBTQ+ community, and they were rewarded in May 2017 when the Supreme Court ruled that the Civil Code’s definition of marriage was unconstitutional. The court gave Taiwan’s parliament two years to amend laws to legalise same-sex marriage. There was fierce opposition from evangelical and other conservative groups, but the law was finally changed in 2019, making Taiwan the first place in Asia to do so. The island’s annual Pride celebration is the largest on the continent, and Taipei is widely regarded as the most LGBTQ+ friendly city in the region.18 The high-profile LGBTQ+ community is very influential in Taiwan’s creative scene, enjoying a freedom denied in China. Beijing’s attitude to the movement could not be more different, marked by bigotry and intolerance. The Communist Party has targeted sexual and gender minorities, launching a campaign against ‘effeminate’ entertainers, and closing dozens of social media accounts associated with the LGBTQ+ community.19

Aboriginal land and language rights have been another focus of civic activism, rewarded in 2016 when incoming President Tsai Ingwen, apologised for ‘centuries of pain and mistreatment’. As previously noted, Taiwan has sixteen recognised indigenous tribes, making up around 580,000 people, or 2.5 per cent of the population. They trace their presence on the island back thousands of years. The president herself has aboriginal ancestry – her grandmother was from the Paiwan tribe, one of the biggest. In 2017, parliament passed a law aiming to promote and preserve indigenous languages. It designated sixteen indigenous languages as national languages of Taiwan and boosted their teaching.20 The same year, Tsai also moved to recognise ancestral land. Her government’s Council of Indigenous Peoples declared 1.8 million hectares – about half of Taiwan’s total land area – to be traditional territory. Around 90 per cent of this was public land that indigenous people could claim, and the development of which would require their consent.21 Some would have liked the law to go further and include land now in private hands, and there have been legal setbacks – in May 2021, the Bunun tribe lost an eight-year fight over hunting rights.22 Nonetheless, the reforms mark a significant step forward, both in terms of legal protections and more broadly in Taiwan’s embrace of indigenous culture and identity.

Women’s rights and the environment are other areas where civic movements have had a big and growing impact. Because Taiwan is not a member of the UN, it is not included in the UN Development Programme’s Gender Inequality Index. As a result, Taipei does a self-assessment using the UN’s criteria of reproductive health, empowerment and the labour market. In 2021 it placed itself sixth in the world and the highest in Asia.23 Even allowing for a bit of generosity with the figures it awards itself, that is a striking achievement. The latest UN ranking for China, in 2019, was thirty-ninth.24 In President Tsai Ing-wen, Taiwan has a female leader; across the Taiwan Strait, Xi Jinping heads a seven-strong politburo standing committee, all grey middle-aged men. Beneath them the twenty-five-member politburo has at the time of writing just a single woman. The ratio improves lower down the Communist Party ranks, but not by much.

Taiwan’s environmental activists targeted nuclear power, and succeeded in pressuring the government into mothballing a fourth nuclear power plant.25 President Tsai’s administration is now intent on phasing out nuclear power completely by 2025, and sharply increasing the share of renewables. Taiwan’s dependence on nuclear energy for electricity generation has fallen from over 50 per cent in 1985 to only 12.7 percent in 2020, according to Taiwan Power Company data.26

Taiwan’s new activism can best be seen as a form of civic nationalism, underpinned by a determination to defend the democratic system they have created and its liberal values. Wu’re Kaixi describes Taiwan as ‘anti-nationalist’ because it stands in opposition to the narrow and dangerous way nationalism is being defined by the Chinese Communist Party. He sees diversity and liberalism as cornerstones of Taiwanese democracy – an inclusive and freewheeling mix of cultures, ethnicities and religions that include Buddhism, Taoism, Christianity and Confucianism. It is a sharp contrast to the strident and often xenophobic nationalism of Xi Jinping’s China, which is based on narrow ethnicity and grievance, where religion is effectively outlawed, and where Xi has overseen a severe crackdown on civil society. The Communist Party sees ethnic and cultural differences as a threat to be eliminated – as seen at its most egregious in the Orwellian ‘re-education’ camps of Xinjiang, Wu’re Kaixi’s ancestral home.

Before the rise of civic activism in Taiwan there was a considerable amount of soul searching about whether young people in particular cared sufficiently to be willing to defend their democracy in the event of Chinese aggression. As we have seen, young people have been a particular target of Communist Party disinformation, as well as economic inducements to do business or study in China. In America, some strategists have questioned the wisdom of providing open-ended commitments to Taiwan’s defence if the island cannot be relied upon to stand up for itself. The rise of civic activism suggests young Taiwanese are willing to stand up for what they believe in – and attitudes on the island have been profoundly influenced by events 450 miles to the southwest.

The Communist Party’s repression of Hong Kong’s democracy movement was one of the factors that lifted support for Tsai Ing-wen at the 2020 presidential election. The campaign for that vote took place at a time when large and at times violent protests were taking place in the former British colony. The more harshly Hong Kong’s Beijing-appointed government cracked down, the more Tsai’s support rose.27 For many young people in Taiwan, the events in Hong Kong provided a political awakening. Some travelled there and took part in the protests, others showed their support by helping those who fled settle in Taiwan. ‘Hong Kong today, Taiwan tomorrow’ became a popular refrain among young people to draw attention to the way their fates were linked.28

The Hong Kong protests began in response to a law that would have allowed Hong Kong people to be extradited and face trial in Party-controlled courts on the mainland. They soon embraced broader calls for greater democracy – calls that were stubbornly resisted by Beijing. In June 2020, China imposed a national security law on the territory, snuffing out its limited freedoms and autonomy. In doing so, it tore up a mini-constitution that had been agreed at the time of the 1997 handover from Britain and was enshrined in an international treaty. Beijing moved quickly to crush the democracy movement, shutting down pro-democracy newspapers and jailing activists and critics. It marked the death of ‘one country two systems’, a formula designed to give Hong Kong a degree of autonomy – and the end of Beijing’s dream of using that as a model for Taiwan. ‘With their lives, blood and tears, the young people of Hong Kong have demonstrated for us that one country, two systems is not feasible,’ Tsai Ing-wen told her last campaign rally.29

‘They are dirty words now,’ said Wu’re Kaixi, for whom the repression in Hong Kong has been particularly painful. ‘I have shed more tears in the last two years than in my entire life, watching Hong Kong, every time. It just makes you so emotional. I think I am sharing a strong sentiment of Taiwanese people too, especially younger generation,’ he said. Until 2019, Hong Kong was the only place in China to commemorate the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre. Every year tens of thousands joined a 4 June vigil in memory of those who were killed, turning the city’s Victoria Park into a sea of candles. Now the vigil has been banned, and the Hong Kong Alliance in Support of Patriotic Democratic Movements of China, which organised the vigil, was forced to disband. The group and three of its leaders were charged with inciting subversion.30 Hong Kong University ordered the removal of a sculpture commemorating those killed in and around Tiananmen Square. The sculpture, depicting dozens of torn and twisted bodies, had been on display at the university for two decades.31 When a museum dedicated to Tiananmen was forced to close, it took its exhibits online, only for the website to be blocked.32

Not only has the ongoing repression in Hong Kong generated widespread revulsion in Taiwan, but it is also seen as further evidence (should it be needed) that Beijing simply cannot be trusted. The impact on Taiwanese politics has been far-reaching, according to Wu’re Kaixi, undermining those arguing for engagement with Beijing. Few on the island now want anything to do with China politically. ‘Beijing is not lending a hand for those people advocating on their behalf by being a major bully,’ he said.

Monitoring precisely how the people of Taiwan think about China and their own identity has generated quite an industry on the island, and national identity is one of the most studied topics in Taiwanese political science.33 A July 2021 poll by National Chengchi University’s Election Study Center found that those self-identifying as Taiwanese and Chinese or solely as ‘Chinese’ had dropped to a record low.34 The poll showed that almost two-thirds of the public regard themselves as Taiwanese, while just over 30 per cent regard themselves as a mixture of Taiwanese and Chinese. Only 2.7 per cent identify solely as Chinese. Polls gauging attitudes to independence are more complicated since a vast majority (more than 70 per cent) regard Taiwan as a sovereign state already.35 Other polls have found support for independence at all-time highs, while the numbers advocating unification have slumped. One poll for the Taiwanese Public Opinion Foundation found 54 per cent supporting outright Taiwanese independence and just 12.5 per cent for unification. Almost a quarter supported the ‘status quo’, which is often described as de facto independence.36 Young people in particular identify more strongly as Taiwanese – as many as 90 per cent of those aged eighteen to twenty-nine. The young are also stronger advocates of formal independence.37 These polls are not without their critics, who point to the difficulty of interpretation. For instance, is the rejection of Chinese identity a rejection of China per se, or merely a rejection of China in its current communist form? Are the respondents distancing themselves from Chinese ethnicity or Chinese politics? Yet when polls are examined over three decades they show clear trends: a drastic decline in those supporting unification and a slower, but steady rise in those favouring formal independence and self-identifying as Taiwanese.38 None of which will come as comfortable reading for the Chinese Communist Party.

The American political scientist Samuel Huntington wrote that a democracy can be considered consolidated once it has survived two changes of ruling party during the transition period – the so-called ‘two-turnover rule’.39 Taiwan has survived three: in 2000 (KMT to DPP), 2008 (DPP to KMT) and 2016 (KMT to DPP). Taiwan’s elections are noisy, passionate events with a high level of participation. The island’s democratic transformation came about not as a result of some revolutionary upheaval, but by peaceful means, through reforming existing political institutions, and was initiated by the ruling party at that time. One of the trickiest challenges now is addressing the crimes and injustices of the martial law period, and even further back in the case of Taiwan’s indigenous people – a process that President Tsai Ing-wen has accelerated.

The National Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall stands in the heart of Taipei surrounded by 240,000 square metres of parkland. It was built in traditional Chinese style after the Generalissimo’s death in 1975 and opened to the public in 1980. It contains a 6.3-metre-tall seated bronze statue of Chiang, and a museum features memorabilia including cars, his favourite books and food. Activists have long regarded the memorial as an affront to democracy and to the many victims of Chiang’s brutal rule. It became the focus of regular protests and occasional vandalism. In September 2021, the government’s Transitional Justice Commission (TJC) announced plans to remove the statue and turn the park into a public space that would host exhibitions examining the country’s authoritarian past and its transition to democracy.40 The TJC was set up in 2018 by Tsai Ing-wen’s government to review injustices committed in the martial law period between 1949 and 1987 when Chiang and his son Chiang Ching-kuo were in power – the period dubbed the ‘White Terror’. Hundreds of other statues and memorials to the former dictator have been quietly removed from schools and public buildings and put on display in a park close to his mausoleum in Taoyuan, where the weathered busts are treated as historical and cultural heritage rather than political totems, according to city officials.41

There is no more chilling a symbol of that period than Green Island, a six-square-mile islet off Taiwan’s wild southeastern coast. It housed two notorious prisons, able to hold 2,000 mostly political prisoners. An estimated 20,000 are estimated to have been incarcerated on the island over almost four decades of arbitrary arrests, disappearances, torture and executions. One of the prisons became known as Oasis Villa, an Orwellian moniker that belied the horrors that took place behind its tall walls. The prison consisted of a hexagonal central building, from which radiated four lines of cells. It’s not clear if the ‘Oasis’ name came from the prisoners – a grim expression of irony – or their captors, but the name stuck and is carved into a rock nearby. The prisons are now a museum, renamed in 2018 as the Green Island White Terror Memorial Park, when they became part of the National Human Rights Museum. Visitors are able to enter the tiny cells and read the fading propaganda slogans of Chiang’s nationalist government – ‘With bitterness all around you the only salvation is repentance’, ‘Destroy the communists and recover the mainland’ and ‘Staunchly anticommunist’ are among them.42 The museum hosts regular art and cultural exhibitions – among them Taiwan’s first Human Rights Arts Festival. In the prison yard Tsai Hai-ru, a sixth generation Taiwanese artist erected a 3D sculpture of the Chinese character qing, which translates as clean or purge. The steel character bears scarred holes, slashed as if by lightning. ‘I hope that political victims and their families will write down their words of pain, regret, thoughts or remorse on a piece of paper and insert it in the openings,’ Tsai said.43

Those who lost relatives during this period are beginning to find answers to painful questions. In 1953, Huang Wen-kung was accused of anti-government activities, hauled away from his five-month pregnant wife and jailed. The night before he was executed he wrote a letter to his unborn daughter Huang Chun-lan, telling her, ‘My most beloved Chunlan, I was arrested when you were still in your mother’s womb. Father and child cannot meet. Alas, there’s nothing more tragic than this in the world.’44 Almost six decades later, the letter was among some 300 of his papers unearthed in government archives. ‘As soon as I read the first sentence, I cried,’ Huang Chun-lan told the BBC. ‘I finally had a connection with my father. I realised not only do I have a father, but this father loved me very much.’ Her experience unleashed a wave of requests for access to documents, and the Transitional Justice Commission has been tasked with speeding up the opening of political archives.

There is a lot that remains unknown about both the White Terror and the killings and the crackdown that immediately followed the 2-28 rebellion in 1947. Groups representing the families of victims are increasingly impatient for answers. ‘We demand the truth be clarified and those who were responsible be made accountable, with their names listed in official records and textbooks,’ says Yang Chen-long, head of the Memorial Foundation of 2-28.45 The foundation runs a museum in Taipei, and among the exhibits is a cigarette packet on which are scrawled the words, ‘Don’t be sad, I die for the residents of our city. I die with no regret.’ They were written by Pan Mu-chi, a doctor and local politician, who opposed Chiang Kai-shek. The packet was smuggled out of jail to his family shortly before he was executed by firing squad. His blood-stained shirt is also part of the exhibition. ‘We don’t want revenge, we want justice,’ said his son, who is among those demanding Chiang’s image should no longer be displayed in Taiwan out of respect for those who died.

Many of these measures have faced opposition from the KMT, which was of course the party of Chiang. After he died it was his son Chiang Ching-kuo (the former head of the secret police) and then Lee Tenghui, who ushered in democratic change. However, many in today’s party would prefer not to rake over the past. For her part, President Tsai Ingwen said, ‘The goal of transitional justice is “reconciliation not political vendetta”; this is the principle that the government will insist on, as only when the people face the past together can the country move toward the future in unity.’46 On the seventy-fourth anniversary of the 2-28 incident, Tsai pledged that Taiwan would ‘face its past with honesty’.47

It serves to further underscore the pace and extent to which Taiwan and China are moving rapidly in opposite directions. The Chinese Communist Party attempts to airbrush the Tiananmen Square massacre from history, as well as Mao Zedong’s responsibility for millions of deaths during the disastrous Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution. As long as the Party derives its legitimacy from Mao, he remains untouchable, and Xi Jinping draws inspiration from Mao as he constructs his own cult of personality. President Tsai used the thirty-first anniversary of the Tiananmen Square massacre in 2020 to highlight the sharp difference between her government’s determination to confront its difficult past and China’s distortion of history. ‘Around the world, there are 365 days in a year. Yet in China, one of those days is purposely forgotten each year,’ she tweeted. ‘There were once days missing from our calendar, but we’ve worked to bring them to light. I hope one day China can say the same.’48

In 2021, Taiwan became a refuge for another group fleeing Communist Party repression – foreign journalists. By one estimate more than twenty journalists shifted from Beijing to Taipei after China expelled or put other pressure on them for writing articles critical of repression in Hong Kong and Xinjiang, or of the Party’s cover-up of the coronavirus outbreak in Wuhan. This included journalists from the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, Washington Post and BBC. With Hong Kong also becoming an increasingly inhospitable place to work, Taipei was the location of choice for covering China from afar.49 In Taiwan they joined a thriving and noisy local media scene, comprising hundreds of newspapers, TV and radio stations – complemented and turbo-charged by one of the world’s highest levels of internet penetration. Much of the local media is politically partisan, and in recent years Beijing has sought to exert influence over media owners, many of whom have business interests in China, but it still ranks among the most free in Asia. In its annual ratings of political rights and civil liberties in 2021, Freedom House gave Taiwan a four out of four for freedom of expression.50 The Washington DC-based NGO gave Taiwan an overall ‘freedom’ rating of 94 out of 100, higher than both the US (83) and Britain (93).51 China, where the expulsion of foreign journalists was accompanied by the elimination of the last vestiges of home-grown independent journalism, was given zero out of four for freedom of expression and nine out of 100 overall.52

Taiwan’s leaders are aware that their democracy is a form of defence, that it would be hard for the United States or its allies to abandon a like-minded liberal democracy in the face of Chinese aggression. Democracy has been described as a form of ‘firewall’ against external threats.53 However, it is Taiwan’s critical role in the world’s high-tech economy that also concentrates the minds of Western leaders.




CHAPTER 11

Chips with Everything: A Taiwanese Lynchpin in the Global Economy

‘In the world of semiconductors, this is the center of the universe.’

Financial Times, March 2021

My nineteenth-floor room in the W Hotel in central Taipei provided a grandstand view of the storm. Gusting wind and torrential rain came in violent bursts, racing along the streets below, engulfing the surrounding buildings. It retreated briefly, and then roared back, angrier than ever, pounding against my window. For a while I could see nothing, a complete whiteness beyond the thick glass, but the storm’s terrifying shriek was louder than ever. The window rattled and the building seemed to sway.

When the storm eased, I ventured gingerly outside. The roads were littered with uprooted trees, branches, signposts – even bikes and motorcycles which had been ripped away from stands, their locks being no match for the wind. This was Typhoon Soudelor, which hit Taiwan in August 2015, and was the strongest storm in the world that year. It packed winds of up to 100 miles per hour, with gusts approaching 130 miles per hour, and killed at least eight people on the island. Around 400 others were injured, mostly from flying debris, and for a while more than 3 million households were without power after the storm brought down electricity lines.1 The sheer volume of rain was astounding – in parts of northern Taiwan over twelve inches fell in just twenty-four hours.

That experience came back to me five years later, when Taiwan’s typhoons dried up, and in so doing opened the eyes of the world to the critical importance of the island to the digital world and the global economy. Historically, Taiwan has been hit by three or four typhoons per year, and they account for half the island’s annual rainfall. So while they are frightening for those caught up in them, they would reliably fill the country’s reservoirs year after year.2 In 2020, for the first time in almost half a century there was not a single typhoon, and by early 2021 Taiwan was facing a severe drought. As the water levels in reservoirs across the country fell perilously low, President Tsai Ing-wen called on residents to conserve water. Rationing was introduced, farmers were ordered to stop irrigating their fields, there were power outages, and military aircraft were dispatched to carry out cloud seeding.3

The drought triggered debate about Taiwan’s long-term vulnerability to climate change, but the government also had more immediate concerns. It urgently sought to limit the impact on the island’s critical high-tech industries. Water supplies from Taipei were diverted to reservoirs around Hsinchu, a tech hub on the coast southwest of the capital. An emergency desalination plant was also rushed into service to supply the area’s water-hungry factories. The government battled to keep the production lines going, aware that a shutdown would not only damage the Taiwanese economy, but could potentially bring key sectors of the global economy to their knees.

The Hsinchu Science Park is home to Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Co. Ltd (TSMC), the world’s largest contract chip manufacturer, which makes almost all the world’s most advanced chips. Chip-making is particularly water-intensive, and huge amounts are used throughout the manufacturing process – in cleaning the thin silicon wafers that form the basis of the chips, in etching the patterns on them, polishing the layers and the constant rinsing. Although TSMC recycles much of what it uses, its Hsinchu facilities still consumed 63,000 tons of water a day in 2019, or more than 10 per cent of the supply from two local reservoirs.4 By May 2021 the company was reportedly spending millions of dollars to truck in water to its thirsty plants.5 That month the government warned that if the drought did not break it would have to cut water supplies to Hsinchu as well as to Taichung, another chip-making hub, by 17 per cent.6

Even before the drought, there was a global shortage of chips, and Taiwan had been under diplomatic pressure to step up production. Worldwide lockdowns due to Covid-19 had led to an unanticipated surge in demand for gadgets ranging from gaming systems to smartphones, personal computers and other electronics for those stuck inside. Companies upgraded their digital systems and broadband providers upped their speeds to accommodate those working from home – all fuelling demand for semiconductors. The global car industry, increasingly dependent on electronic components, found itself badly wrongfooted. Early in the pandemic, car makers reduced their orders for chips, anticipating a fall-off in car sales, but when demand snapped back they could not get the chips they needed and many were forced to cut production. The chip crunch was estimated to cost car makers more than $210 billion in sales in 2021, with global production falling by more than 7 million units.7 It was reported that Apple might have to slash the production of its new iPhone 13 because of chip shortages, which had already started to affect production of Macs and iPads.8

Companies worldwide found themselves anxiously watching the weather forecasts for Taiwan. At the end of May, their prayers were answered when Tropical Depression Choi-wan swept in, bringing heavy rain to the northern and central portions of the island.9 With that rain came a reprieve for the semiconductor industry, but the experience had provided a wake-up call about the centrality of Taiwan to the most advanced sectors of the world economy.

In a March 2021 profile of TSMC, the Financial Times described the chip-maker as ‘possibly the most important company in the world that few people have heard of’, saying of its latest fabrication plant, ‘In the world of semiconductors, this is the centre of the universe.’10 It was not an over-statement. The company has become a lynchpin of the global economy. ‘Twenty years ago there were 20 foundries [worldwide], and now the most cutting-edge stuff is sitting on a single campus in Taiwan,’ Peter Hanbury, a partner at Bain & Company in San Francisco, told the newspaper. The industry measures the size and performance of chips in nanometres – which is units of one billionth of a metre. Smaller means more efficient, with lower energy costs and higher speeds. The chips used in cars are typically 28–65nm, and here TSMC has an estimated global market share of around 65 per cent. The most advanced chips on the market in early 2022 were 5nm, and this is the cutting edge where TSMC dominates, with 90 per cent of the market. As of 2021, it was pouring $100 billion into a three-year investment programme to maintain that lead, planning new fabrication plants – or ‘fabs’ as the industry calls them – that aim to begin production of 3nm chips in 2022, and with plans for 2nm, according to some reports.11 The huge investment costs make it very difficult for others to compete, and in 2021 the only other company worldwide capable of commercially producing the most advanced chips was South Korea’s Samsung Electronics, though America’s Intel was racing to catch up.12

TSMC was founded in 1987, the year that martial law was lifted in Taiwan, by a Chinese-born and American-educated entrepreneur called Morris Chang. When he retired in 2018, aged eighty-six, President Tsai Ing-wen awarded him the Order of Propitious Clouds, one of the country’s most prestigious medals, for his contribution to the nation.13 He spent his early years in China and Hong Kong, before moving to the United States after the communists seized power in Beijing in 1949. A keen bridge player and reader of Shakespeare, he was educated at Harvard University and then the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, after which he spent nearly three decades working in the US, much of that time at Texas Instruments.14

TSMC prospered by being at the forefront of a major change in the tech industry – the separation of chip design from chip manufacturing. Until a little over a decade ago, tech companies bought chips off the shelf, now they want them made to order.15 In other words, you won’t see TSMC’s name on the label of its most advanced chips, because it makes them for the better-known companies that design them and then contract out production. It was an approach pioneered by Apple, which in 2012 handed Chang a contract to make custom-chips for the iPhone. Apple reportedly liked the way Chang did business, making trade-secret protection one of his priorities, and requiring guests to seal the USB ports of their laptops when they visited his premises.16 Chips built by TSMC went on to power the iPhone 6, the best-selling smartphone of all time, and Apple remains the Taiwanese company’s biggest client. The separation of design from production has spawned its own multi-billion-dollar chip design industry, much of it centred on Silicon Valley. The US also produces many of the specialist tools for producing, programming and testing chips, though it largely abandoned manufacturing to its Asian rivals.

In 2021, TSMC had a market value of more than half a trillion dollars, and was the world’s eleventh most valuable company – though even that probably understates its importance to the global economy.17 It is hugely profitable – with a net income of $6.5 billion in the three months to the end of September 2021 alone, with gross profit margins soaring towards 50 per cent as the global shortage forced up prices. It is headquartered on a sprawling science park in Hsinchu, but has other facilities in Taichung in central Taiwan and Tainan in the south. It also has facilities in China and the United States. The US is its largest market, while China is number two, but growing fast. For many years it managed the geopolitics well, making itself indispensable to both countries. Now both have the jitters about their chip supplies.

The Biden administration has described the shortage of chips as a national security issue, and vowed to boost America’s own manufacturing capabilities. The US accounted for some 37 per cent of global semiconductor manufacturing in the 1990s, but this had fallen to 12 per cent by 2021, as the production end of the business was contracted out to companies such as TSMC.18 Biden pledged to spend $52 billion over five years to help boost domestic chip production. America’s Intel, once synonymous with microchip production, is investing heavily in its own new fabrication plants in the US.19

In China, the government is making its own efforts to become self-sufficient in chips, pouring billions into Shanghai-based Semiconductor Manufacturing International Corporation (SMIC), the country’s largest foundry. However, in spite of being a massive consumer of chips, China’s chip-making abilities are years behind that of America or Taiwan. Estimates vary, but at the high end the ‘chip-gap’ is reckoned to be up to a decade, and even then China is chasing a fast-moving target.20 Its attempts to catch up are hampered by tightening US export restrictions that bar access to equipment needed for building cutting-edge chip production facilities. China’s semiconductor industry also faced a chronic shortage of talent, according to a report published by the China Institute for Educational Finance Research at Peking University.21 As a result, China increased its efforts to poach engineers away from Taiwan, which became another source of tension.

TSMC is expanding overseas. It is building a new 5nm fab in Arizona after coming under pressure from President Trump, and is extending a facility in Nanjing, China, though only for the production of less advanced 28nm chips. It is planning another in Japan and possibly the EU, and is under pressure from anxious customers to go further in internationalising its production. Both the EU and Japan have pledged to spend billions of dollars to boost their domestic chip industry. Yet the dominance of TSMC and of the island of Taiwan is unlikely to be challenged any time soon. Like democracy, control of top-end chip-making is regarded by the government as a form of protection. Some 97 per cent of the company’s assets are based on the island, including its most advanced fabrication facilities, and some 90 per cent of its staff are located there.22 Its latest fab, to make 3nm chips, 1/20,000th of the width of a human hair, is being built in southern Taiwan and will cover 160,000 square metres, the size of twenty-two football fields.23 Others have described chip production as a ‘silicon shield’ because the impact on the global economy in the event of conflict would be unthinkable. Taiwan has been described as ‘potentially the most critical point of failure for the entire semiconductor value chain’.24 This at a time that the global demand for chips is soaring, and will continue to do so. With the growth of the Internet of Things (IoT), all manner of everyday devices will carry an element of computing power. Global chip sales were $440 billion in 2020 and are projected to grow over 5 per cent annually.25

There is a joke among Taiwan’s residents about the best place to go should the worst happen and China invades. Perhaps run to the hills, is one suggestion. No, comes the answer, the best place to head for is a factory run by TSMC, which are so vital they can’t possibly be touched.26 In October 2021, after China sent record numbers of warplanes close to Taiwan, the island’s Minister of Economic Affairs Wang Mei-hua spelt out the risks to the global economy. ‘Taiwan has helped foster a great chip manufacturing ecosystem with three decades of efforts against the backdrop of globalization,’ he said. ‘The global community should take Taiwan’s security more seriously so Taiwan can continue to provide stable service to everyone and be a very good partner to everyone.’27 In early 2022, a Washington think tank conducted a war game which began with the failure of Taiwanese semiconductor foundries as a result of a suspected cyber attack. The scenario, played out by researchers at the Center for a New American Security, triggered an international confrontation between China and the US.28 It was a reminder, if one were needed, that no territorial dispute on the planet has a higher potential cost to outsiders.

The neo-Gothic National Liberal Club at Whitehall Place in London is one of the grandest of the capital’s private members’ clubs. It was established by William Gladstone in 1882, and in the ‘smoking room’ there is a portrait of the former British prime minister leaning on an axe, along with a chest made from an oak tree he felled. Gladstone intended for the club to be more accessible and adventurous than its stuffier rivals and it quickly gained a radical, even bohemian reputation – members would end their evening meal by diving into the Thames, according to one early biography of the place.29 On the evening of 5 October 2021, the Thames was off-limits, but there was a mood of defiance, a faint hint of the illicit, that founders might well have found familiar as guests crowded into the wood-panelled Gladstone Library to raise their glasses to the future of Taiwan.

A small stage had been erected between pillars, flanked by the flags of the UK and Taiwan. Servers manoeuvred gingerly through the crowd with trays of drinks and canapés, their masks the only reminder of the onerous Covid-19 restrictions, in place in London for much of the previous eighteen months, but now lifted. The event was to mark Taiwan’s National Day, which falls on 10 October, and was hosted by Kelly Hseih. He goes by the official title of Representative to the United Kingdom, and heads the Taipei Representative Office in the UK. He is Taiwan’s ambassador, and the representative office is an embassy in all but name, but Britain dare not call them either. This is another example of the warped diplomatic protocols that underpin the ‘One China Policy’ that we have already met in several guises. Members of the British parliament were there to show their support, including from the ruling Conservative Party – though careful to stress they were present as backbenchers and not representatives of the government. The event had a particular edge because it took place during a period of intense military harassment of Taiwan by Chinese warplanes, and Hseih was warmly applauded when he reminded his guests of the democratic values Taiwan shares with Britain, and declared that Taiwan would not be intimidated.

Some of the loudest applause came when Hseih announced that Taiwan’s economy had reached an important milestone – that Gross National Product (GDP) per head had now surpassed $30,000. That compares with just $154 in 1952 and $5,350 in 1987, the year that martial law was lifted.30 The economy was pushed over that threshold thanks to strong growth during the Covid-19 pandemic, which Taiwan contained so well. In 2020, Taiwan was the fastest growing economy in Asia, outstripping China, thanks to surging technology sales, which made up half the country’s exports.31 As of August 2021, Taiwan was the twenty-first wealthiest country in the world in terms of nominal GDP, while ‘ease of business’ indexes gave it a ranking ranging from sixth (Heritage Foundation) to fifteenth (World Bank).32 Taiwan is now ranked by the World Bank as a high income economy. Its journey to the $30,000 per capita milestone is impressive in itself, but has also been achieved in a reasonably equitable way. The relative distribution of income within a population is usually measured by what is called the Gini coefficient. Low inequality countries score between 0.25 and 0.35, and medium inequality between 0.35 and 0.5. High inequality is any score over 0.5. In 2021, Taiwan was awarded a 33.6, which placed it amid the world’s more equal societies – and was considerably better than nominally-Communist China with 38.5.33 Some observers have attributed Taiwan’s success in the fight against coronavirus to this relative wealth equality, which includes a universal healthcare system, launched in 1995, and one of the early fruits of democratisation.34

Taiwan is roughly the size of Belgium or Netherlands, but the comparison is misleading, because most of the population, together with industry and agriculture, are squeezed into the flat and fertile western third of the island. The east is rugged, mountainous and sparsely populated. The population is heavily urbanised, well educated, digitally connected and tech-savvy. There are very high penetrations of mobile phones and the internet. What Taiwan does not have is an abundance of natural resources, but that did not prevent the island quickly joining the post-Second World War ranks of what were dubbed the ‘Tiger Economies’, alongside Singapore, South Korea and Hong Kong. The foundations of Taiwan’s economic success were laid during its martial law period, when the country’s authoritarian leaders built an export-led economy around textiles, electronics and other manufactured goods. Between 1951 and 1987 it grew at an average annual rate of 8.9 per cent.35 The period from 1952 to 1980 saw Taiwan top the global league as the fastest growing economy.36

Building high-technology industry was an early priority, and to that end the Hsinchu Science Park – home to TSMC – was established in 1978, and quickly grew into one of Asia’s leading tech hubs. The ruling nationalist party, the KMT, had its own business empire, and the lines between business and politics were constantly blurred – a legacy that continues to bedevil politics in the democratic era, with the KMT facing demands to account for and return assets the DPP claims were improperly acquired. Growth slowed as the economy matured, averaging 4.5 per cent between 1992 and 2012, but Taiwan continued to be a big beneficiary of globalisation, its economy highly dependent on international trade. By the end of that period it was the world’s nineteenth largest trader. Some 94 per cent of the world’s motherboards and laptops were produced on the island, and in Acer and Asus it had its own global brands.37 It became the world leader in the production of liquid crystal display screens. A strong service sector also emerged, and the island became a regional centre for banking, insurance and other business services.

Taipei’s soaring ambition to be at the heart of innovation is symbolised in the post-modernist Taipei 101 skyscraper, which for five years was officially the world’s tallest building (in 2009, the Burj Khalifa in Dubai took the title). It still claims to be the tallest green building in the world because of its environmental friendliness. Its 101 floors represent the renewal of time and the binary numerals of computer code. It is also designed to symbolise prosperity and good fortune, though observers less attuned to notions of feng shui have likened it to a stack of luncheon boxes.38 It is also seen as a symbol of inclusiveness, becoming something of an icon for the LGBTQ+ community – the tower emits a different colour for each day of the week, covering the rainbow.39

During the Covid-19 pandemic Taiwan became a place of refuge for dozens of American tech entrepreneurs, many of them ethnic Taiwanese, who came to the island to explore new ventures, boosting its nascent tech start-up scene.40 They included Steve Chen, co-founder of YouTube, and Susan Wu, an investor who was involved in the early stages of some of the world’s biggest consumer tech companies, including Twitter, Reddit and Stripe. Chen said he planned to launch a global internet start-up from Taiwan, praising the high quality of the island’s engineers, even compared with Silicon Valley, where he lived for twenty years.41 Wu, who holds an employment gold card, a government initiative that aims to attract top talent from abroad, passed on advice from her time in Silicon Valley. All of which will have been music to the ears of Audrey Tang, Taiwan’s digital minister. Nurturing a dynamic start-up scene has become a government priority, and the pandemic gave that ambition an unexpected lift. As of April 2021, Taiwan had only one unicorn – that is, a start-up valued at $1 billion or more – compared with 288 in the US and 133 in China, according to Statista.42 The message from the likes of Chen and Wu is that there’s no reason why the island should not aspire to be Asia’s Silicon Valley.

***

For most of the martial law period Taiwan had no ties with China. There was no bilateral trade and visits were forbidden. That began to change in the 1980s as Taiwan moved towards democracy and China under Deng Xiaoping began its policy of reform and opening, creating special economic zones that offered favourable terms to foreign investors. They were especially welcoming to overseas Chinese, with one of the earliest zones based in Shenzhen, just across the border from Hong Kong. Initially there were four such zones, but by the end of 1984 this had expanded to fourteen. They included Xiamen, the city in Fujian province directly facing Taiwan, which was designed to attract Taiwanese investment. Taipei was cautious at first – in 1986 investment in China totalled just $20 million.43 However, investment surged after 1990 when new Taiwanese regulations allowed investment via third-party countries. Mostly it (and a growing number of business people) travelled via Hong Kong, investment reaching $9.9 billion in 1993 and $40 billion in 1996 – around 5 per cent of Taiwan’s GDP at that time.44

China quickly became the biggest destination for Taiwanese investment, outpacing the flow of investment to Southeast Asia. Taiwanese entrepreneurs entering China were known as Taishang (which translates roughly as ‘Taiwan business’), and their numbers exploded. The opening of China coincided with the newly democratic government of Taiwan tightening labour and environmental standards at home, pushing up costs. Taiwanese manufacturers saw China, with its cheap labour, lax regulations and cultural familiarity, as a better alternative, and were soon setting up factories in China at breakneck pace, shifting their more labour intensive and dirtier production across the Taiwan Strait.45 The Communist Party welcomed the savvy Taishang, who brought with them business know-how and global connections. Perhaps the best known Taishang is Terry Gou, the founder of Foxconn, also known as Hon Hai Precision Industries, which is now the world’s largest contract electronics manufacturer. Gou set up the company in 1974 in a gritty Taipei suburb called Tucheng with a $7,500 loan from his mother and a shed where he started making plastic channel-changing knobs for black-and-white televisions.46 He opened his first factory in China in Shenzhen in 1988, and Foxconn is now the largest exporter and largest private employer in China – by some estimates it has more than a million workers. This colossal workforce is spread across a series of sprawling facilities that resemble small cities. Working conditions in the factories came under scrutiny in 2010 after a series of suicides among workers.47 Arguably Foxconn’s most important client is Apple, for whom it assembles most of the world’s iPhones and iPads. One factory complex alone, in Zhengzhou, Henan province, can churn out an estimated 500,000 iPhones per day and has been dubbed ‘iPhone City’.48

By the time of the 2008 presidential election in Taiwan, the Taiwanese economy was becoming increasingly integrated with that of China. The KMT’s Ma Ying-jeou argued that this had lifted the island’s economy, and he won the presidency on a promise of still closer economic ties, even while the two sides of the Strait were moving further apart politically. During the campaign he spoke of a common Chinese market and argued that closer trade cooperation was important for the island’s future prosperity. He was good to his word, and soon after being elected he quickly restored direct links across the Taiwan Strait. Shortly before Christmas 2008, an eighty-minute passenger flight from Shenzhen in China to Taiwan marked the beginning of the first regular cross-Strait service since the end of the civil war in 1949.49 There was to be no more troublesome changing of planes in Hong Kong and Macao, and within weeks, more than 100 direct passenger flights and dozens of cargo flights were crossing the Strait, linking twenty-one Chinese cities with eight in Taiwan. The two sides also signed agreements to allow direct shipping, and for a major expansion of Chinese tourists, who by 2010 were the biggest source of overseas visitors to Taiwan. Chinese students were also allowed to study on the island.50 In total, Ma signed more than twenty economic and technical agreements with China, including in 2010 a landmark Economic Framework Cooperation Agreement (EFCA) designed to eliminate trade barriers and cut tariffs on goods traded across the Strait.51

When Ma was elected for a second term as president in 2012, it seemed like his policies of greater economic integration with China would continue. Growing political contacts with Beijing culminated in a November 2015 meeting between Ma and China’s leader Xi Jinping in Singapore, the first time leaders from the two sides of the Taiwan Strait had met since the end of the civil war in 1949.52 But far from being applauded, Ma faced fierce criticism at home. He was ridiculed when he said Xi had assured him that the hundreds of missiles based in China’s coastal provinces were not targeted at Taiwan. His popularity went into freefall, and his China policies faced a growing backlash. Taiwanese identity was becoming more deeply rooted, and civil society was increasingly vocal. As we have seen, attempts to conclude a free-trade agreement in services triggered the Sunflower Movement, which occupied parliament and succeeded in halting the deal and with it any further integration. There was widespread and growing unease about Taiwan’s increased economic dependence on China, which was by then Taipei’s biggest trading partner and investment destination. Between 1 and 2 million Taiwanese were based in China, working or studying. There was a growing realisation – which we are now seeing in many other parts of the world – that economic dependence on China had created dangerous vulnerabilities. Beijing was explicit that it viewed economic integration, and the wooing of Taiwanese businesses, as a stepping stone and a tool for taking political control of the island. Courting Taiwanese investment and talent might originally have been seen by Deng Xiaoping as a means of modernising China’s economy, but under Xi it became a tool of coercion and control.

When the Taiwanese electorate had the audacity (in Beijing’s eyes) to turf Ma out of office in 2016 and elect as president Tsai Ing-wen of the DPP, Beijing responded with military drills close to the coastal city of Xiamen. Taiwan’s fears about dependency seemed to be borne out when China restricted the flow of tourists in a bid to cripple the island’s important tourism industry. ‘If there is no peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait, Taiwan’s new authority will find the sufferings of the people it wishes to resolve on the economy, livelihood and its youth will be as useless as looking for fish in a tree,’ growled the Xinhua state news agency in a rather mangled commentary.53

In early 2021, pineapples became the latest weapons of economic warfare used by China against Taiwan, followed a few months later by apples. China was by far the biggest market for both, and Beijing declared that its move was to prevent plant disease since Taiwanese pest control was inadequate. Few believed that, and it was left to the Party’s reliably pugnacious Global Times to spell out the real reason. ‘Unfortunately, the current secessionist policies of the DPP authority will certainly continue to make Taiwan products less appealing to the mainlanders,’ it growled.54 President Tsai Ing-wen appealed to the Taiwanese public to buy the fruit. She launched a ‘freedom pineapple’ campaign that succeeded in finding alternative markets, one of the biggest being Japan, which took up much of the slack.55 It was a small gesture by Japan, but as we shall see in the next chapter, part of a far broader Japanese reassessment of its security interests in the region, which has been forced upon it by Beijing’s growing aggression.

Beijing wielded the carrot, as well as the stick. Even while it was restricting fruit and tourists, it offered incentives to lure more Taiwanese business people to China, promising to make investment and employment easier in a range of projects from 5G to civil aviation.56 Taipei warned businesses that this was a trap. Huang Tien-lin, an adviser to the president called the measures and the earlier trade deal a ‘sugar-coated poison pill’. Writing in the Taipei Times, he said, they ‘are aimed at enticing Taiwanese professionals, businesses and students to move to China, hollowing out Taiwan’s talent pool’.57

Taiwanese business people are regarded by the Communist Party as pawns in a larger game, and this was seen in November 2021 when Beijing hit the Far Eastern Group, a Taiwan-based conglomerate, with substantial interests in China, with fines of $13.9 million. This was ostensibly for environmental, land use, health and safety, and other violations, but Chinese officials and state media made clear that it was punishment for the group’s role as a donor to the DPP.58 The company’s chairman responded by saying he does not support independence from China. The fine was seen as evidence of the Communist Party’s increased willingness to punish companies and entrepreneurs who do not toe its line, and came shortly after warning that it would hold supporters of independence criminally liable.59

In an effort to reduce Taiwan’s dependence, President Tsai stepped up her New Southbound Policy, a programme aimed at diverting the attention of Taiwanese companies to Australasia and Southeast Asia. Her government also launched a three-year incentive plan for Taiwanese companies to move back from China. In 2019, the year before Covid-19 distorted global trade patterns, these seemed to be meeting with some success, with investment in China falling by over half.60 President Donald Trump’s imposition of tariffs on Chinese goods also influenced the decisions of many Taiwanese companies. Giant Manufacturing, the world’s biggest maker of mountain and racing bikes, moved most production of bikes for the US market out of China to its home base in Taiwan. ‘The era of “Made in China” and supplying globally is over,’ said Bonnie Tu, the company’s chairwoman.61 It also announced that it was building a factory in Hungary to service the European market. ‘Moving production close to your market is a trend,’ Tu said.

In spite of these efforts, Taiwanese companies remain deeply embedded in the Chinese economy. Total Taiwanese investment in China in the two decades since 1991 was close to $200 billion. Cross-Straits trade reached a record in 2020, when China accounted for nearly 44 per cent of Taiwan’s exports, with a strong trade surplus in Taiwan’s favour.62 Taiwan provides many of the high-tech inputs (including chips) for goods assembled in China (including in Taiwanese-owned factories) – and the 2020 figure was no doubt inflated by the effects of Covid-19. The pandemic saw a surge in demand for goods made in China, the first big economy to bounce back. The nature of Taiwan’s exports to China does give the island some protection from punitive action, because China lacks the ability to produce many of the components Taiwan supplies, and disrupting this trade or targeting Taiwanese businesses would also damage the Chinese economy. The Taiwanese technology giants also became caught up in the growing geopolitical rivalry between the US and China. The Trump administration’s imposition of trade restrictions on sales to China of both semiconductors and the tools to make them effectively asked them to choose sides. It also made Taiwan’s high-tech trade even more important to Beijing. Pineapples and apples are far less complicated.

In 2021, Taiwan tightened laws to prevent China from stealing key technology and poaching talent, amid concerns that Beijing had stepped up its economic espionage against the island.63 The revisions would require people who have received government money for developing sensitive technology to seek permission before travelling to China. The government also told Taiwan recruitment companies to remove all listings for jobs in China, especially those involving critical industries such as integrated circuits and semiconductors. ‘China has become more aggressive in poaching and targeting top Taiwanese chip talent to help build a self-sufficient supply chain,’ the Labour Ministry warned.64 As the chip war intensified, the justice ministry’s Investigations Bureau, Taiwan’s main counter-intelligence agency, set up a special task force to root out clandestine Chinese operations on the island. Taiwan accused Beijing of setting up front companies to poach technology and talent, and the Bureau revealed that 27 had been raided and dozens more were under investigation.65

Taiwan’s government revealed that semiconductor companies were also among the most prominent targets of cyberattacks from across the Strait. In this increasingly tense atmosphere, one regional neighbour in particular has become increasingly outspoken in defence of Taiwan, words that are increasingly being matched by deeds. That neighbour is Japan. Tokyo, in recent decades, has been the epitome of geopolitical caution, but increasingly sees its own security as inexorably linked to that of Taiwan.




CHAPTER 12

Japan: Asia’s Quiet Achiever Steps Out of the Shadows

‘If a major problem occurred in Taiwan, it would not be going too far to say that it could be an existential threat [for Japan] . . . In such a case, Japan and the United States will have to work together to defend Taiwan.’

Taro Aso, Japan’s deputy prime minister, July 2021

The debate in the National Diet, Japan’s parliament, in June 2021 would not usually have attracted much international attention. It was about the country’s handling of the Covid-19 pandemic, and Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga listed Taiwan alongside Australia and New Zealand as ‘countries’ that had taken strict measures to combat the virus. When opposition leader Yukio Edano joined the debate, he also used the word ‘country’ when referring to Taiwan. Cue Chinese outrage at such ‘erroneous’ remarks. Beijing immediately lodged a diplomatic protest. ‘China demands that Japan make an immediate clarification to undo the harm already caused, and guarantee a similar incident will never happen again,’ fumed Wang Wenbin, a Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman.1 No such guarantee came, and Japan’s Foreign Minister Toshimitsu Motegi committed the same offence when discussing his government’s donation of Covid-19 vaccine doses to Taiwan, which followed Beijing’s attempts to block the island from gaining access to shots from elsewhere. Japanese leaders are usually extremely cautious in their diplomacy and careful with their choice of words, especially as regards China. So when officials began to describe Taiwan as a country, this was no mere slip of the tongue – Tokyo was sending a message.

Over the following weeks, the message became more explicit. ‘We have to wake up’ in the face of an ‘aggressive’ China, said Deputy Defence Minister Yasuhide Nakayama. ‘We have to protect Taiwan as a democratic country.’2 Beijing reacted with outrage, describing his remarks as ‘highly sinister, dangerous and irresponsible’.3 Soon after, Taro Aso, Japan’s finance minister and deputy prime minister, explicitly linked the security of Taiwan to the security of Japan. ‘If a major problem occurred in Taiwan, it would not be going too far to say that it could be an existential threat [for Japan],’ he told a fundraising event. ‘In such a case, Japan and the United States will have to work together to defend Taiwan.’4

Japan’s annual defence review is usually quite an anodyne document. However, in 2021, the ‘Defense of Japan’ review also directly linked Japan’s security to that of Taiwan. ‘Stabilizing the situation surrounding Taiwan is important for Japan’s security and the stability of the international community. Therefore, it is necessary that we pay close attention to the situation with a sense of crisis more than ever before,’ the report states.5 The front cover of the review carried a drawing of a fully armed samurai warrior on charging steed, as opposed to the previous year’s pink cover and illustration of Mount Fuji and white cherry blossoms.6 ‘International society needs to pay greater attention to the survival of Taiwan,’ said Defence Minister Nobuo Kishi, when the report was published.7

For the first time, the US and Japanese defence ministers agreed to ‘closely cooperate’ in the event of conflict over the island. It was revealed that the US and Japan had significantly expanded their military planning and were conducting war games and joint military exercises geared towards conflict over Taiwan. These reportedly began during the last year of the Trump administration, and continued under Joe Biden. They included top-secret tabletop war games and joint exercises in the South China Sea and East China Sea. If conflict does break out between China and the US over Taiwan, it seems inevitable that Japan will be involved because key American bases are located in Japan – bases that might well be targeted by Beijing. But Japan’s new assertiveness and its greater willingness to criticise, following decades of avoiding offending Beijing, is primarily motivated by a reassessment of China’s ambitions and Tokyo’s own security.

Japan historically was the first of the great powers to recognise the strategic importance of Taiwan, the ‘cork in the bottle’ of the South China Sea, controlling access between Southeast Asia and Northeast Asia.8 Japan is acutely aware that keeping shipping lanes open is essential to its national survival. Its reappraisal of policy towards Taiwan and China over the summer of 2021 was all the more dramatic, since it represented such a stark break from the cautious policy of previous decades. Tokyo was deeply unnerved by the prospect of Taiwan falling under the control of an increasingly hostile and aggressive Beijing – and at the same time Japanese officials concluded that China’s imperial ambitions in north Asia are unlikely to stop at Taiwan.

Taiwan lies just seventy miles west of the Japanese island of Yonaguni, from where it can be seen on a clear day. ‘I can see that Taiwan is very close, right on the opposite shore,’ said Japan’s defence minister, Nobuo Kishi, during a visit to a recently established military base on Yonaguni in May 2021. ‘The peace and stability of Taiwan is linked to the peace and prosperity of the region and the international community,’ he added.9 Until recently the tiny Japanese outpost, the country’s westernmost point, was perhaps best known for its giant moths and a fiery local liquor. But it has taken on a greater strategic importance as Japan’s closest inhabited land not only to Taiwan, but also to the Senkakus, a string of tiny islands controlled by Japan, but claimed by China. These islets, which China calls the Diaoyu Islands, sit around a hundred miles north of Yonaguni. The Yonaguni garrison, equipped with early warning radar and other sensors is tasked with keeping tabs on Beijing’s growing activities in the area.

The Senkakus have become yet another flashpoint as China pursues its territorial claims with ever increased aggression. They comprise five uninhabited islands and three rocky outcrops, over which Japan has exercised effective control since 1895, apart from a period after the end of the Second World War when the US controlled the territory. Historically they seem to have been used largely as navigation markers, with no one nation exercising any meaningful sovereignty. It wasn’t until the 1970s, with talk of potential oil and gas reserves, that China began to assert historic rights to the area. Beijing’s claims have become particularly shrill over the past decade, especially under Xi Jinping. His strident nationalism has targeted Japan, which has become the main bogeyman of the Communist Party’s ‘patriotic education’ drive. Chinese children are fed a relentless xenophobic diet of wartime atrocities, with the Senkakus becoming a proxy for these animosities. There were a record number of incursions into Japanese waters around the islands in 2021, with armed Chinese coastguard vessels entering on an almost daily basis. Defence Minister Kishi warned, ‘We can never accept [China’s] unilateral attempts to alter the status quo by force.’10 On one occasion, four Chinese ships reportedly harassed Japanese fishing boats before being warned off by Japanese patrol ships amid mounting tension in the area.11 China also dramatically increased the frequency and complexity of combat air patrols near the islands and over the East China Sea more generally, forcing Japan to scramble its own fighters in response.12

The Senkakus sit just north of a chain of Japanese islands called the Ryukyu (also known as the Nansei Islands), which stretch some 750 miles southwest from Japan’s main landmass to tiny Yonaguni. The biggest of these islands is Okinawa, which hosts 26,000 US military personnel, around half of the total American force in Japan. The Ryukyus are strategically important because they form a natural boundary between the East China Sea and the rest of the Pacific Ocean, through which much of China’s expanding navy must transit to get away from its coastal waters. For decades, Japan had little meaningful military presence on the Ryukyus, but that is now changing in response to the frequency and forcefulness of Chinese military incursions. Tokyo is now looking to exert tighter control over the ‘choke points’ through these islands, which could limit the Chinese navy’s freedom of action if conflict were to break out.13

The most important ‘choke point’ is a 150-mile channel which runs between the islands of Miyako and Okinawa, through which Chinese warships routinely pass. This is the deepest of any strait in the Ryukyus, and therefore also thought to be a key submarine transit point. Tokyo has started to install anti-ship missile batteries all along the islands, including on Miyako, and is planning to install air defence units. This would create what has been characterised as a ‘gauntlet’ of overlapping missile fire through which Chinese ships would need to battle to get out to the open sea.14 It has also been reported that Japan has invested heavily in underwater listening capability, including an underwater sonar array to detect submarines, strung along the Ryukyu archipelago. This has been installed with US cooperation. Yonaguni is the western end of this, with a ‘branch’ line to the Senkaku Islands. The system has been described by an officer of the Taiwanese Military Intelligence Bureau as the US Navy’s ‘Fish Hook Undersea Defense Line’.15

In his first call as president with Japan’s then Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga, Joe Biden assured Suga that US security guarantees under the US–Japan mutual defence treaty apply to the Senkaku Islands.16 The call was designed as a demonstration not only of America’s commitment to its ally after the uncertainties of the Trump era, but also as a warning to China that Washington will take a strong line against its aggressive territorial claims

Japan does not have an army, it has a Self-Defence Force (SDF). It looks like an army, is equipped like one, and has a budget only a little shy of that of Britain’s military. It is in other words, an army in all but name – and a more formidable one than that of most other countries. It is not called an army because of Japan’s pacifist constitution, written by the country’s American occupiers after the Second World War, which states that ‘The Japanese people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation and the threat or use of force as a means of settling international disputes.’ It goes on to state that ‘land, sea, and air forces, as well as other war potential, will never be maintained’.17

Broadly speaking, chasing away Chinese aircraft and hunting submarines, at which Japan excels, are acts of self-defence; hitting back in response to aggression is not – under Japan’s defence treaty with Washington, that is the job of its US ally. However, in recent years, Japan’s leaders have pushed to have the SDF look and behave more like a normal military. They have interpreted the constitutional limits more broadly and have passed laws to allow Japan to provide logistical support and other aid to allies and to use its weapons in a wider range of circumstances.18 The SDF has taken part in UN peacekeeping missions, and the government set up a National Security Council to develop and oversee defence and security policies. The maritime SDF is now the second largest navy in Asia after China. The SDF’s ground forces have established their first unit of marines since the Second World War, and Japan has sharply increased defence spending, which was expected to reach a record 5.4 trillion yen ($48 billion) in 2022. Tokyo is acquiring some of the latest American kit, including F-35 advanced stealth fighter jets and new destroyers equipped with the Aegis missile interceptor system.19 It is also developing its own stealth fighter. Furthermore, Japan is earmarking more money for weapon systems that target drones, as well as for artificial intelligence, hypersonic weapons and cyber and space capabilities. This is likely to take defence spending over a guideline of 1 per cent of GDP it set itself in 1976. This is a significant milestone, but spending is still only a fifth of that of China. Izumo, Japan’s largest warship, officially described as a helicopter destroyer focusing on anti-submarine warfare, has been modified to carry up to twelve of the new F-35s, further blurring the lines between defence and offence. Similar modifications are due to take place on the Kaga, the Izumo’s sister ship. They will become formidable aircraft carriers in all but name.20 US-operated stealth fighter jets, will also use the reinforced Japanese carriers, a landmark in cooperation between the two forces.21

Then there is Japan’s potential nuclear weapons capability. The country has been described as a latent nuclear power because it has the skills, the technology and the materials to quickly develop nuclear weapons should it so desire. Before the Fukushima power plant disaster, which followed the 2011 Tohoku earthquake and tsunami, Japan had fifty-four operating nuclear reactors. They generated more than a third of the nation’s electricity – and a huge plutonium stockpile. Some Western strategists calculate that Japan could build a device in as little as six months, giving it the shortest ‘break out’ time in the world. Japan’s leaders have at times been happy to encourage that sort of speculation, which in itself is a form of deterrence both to keep China at bay and to keep America engaged in the region. This has been described as the ‘bomb in the basement’ strategy – a ‘nuclear hedging strategy that would enable a quick-start nuclear-weapons programme, should circumstances dramatically change for the worse’.22 In 2016, as vice-president to Barack Obama, Joe Biden said in an interview that he had warned Xi Jinping that Japan had the capacity to acquire nuclear weapons ‘virtually overnight’. The context then was North Korea’s nuclear ambitions, and Biden’s efforts to get Xi to exert his influence on Pyongyang, but Biden’s warning remains as pertinent as ever.

It is generally accepted that the security situation in Northeast Asia would need to deteriorate drastically for Tokyo to take that route, as would the credibility of America’s security umbrella – a promise that any attack on Japan would trigger a retaliatory attack from the United States. Yet Tokyo’s confidence in that commitment has wavered, particularly during the presidency of Donald Trump. He called the security treaty with Japan unfair and reportedly considered cancelling it altogether. During his election campaign, he suggested that it might even serve Japanese (and South Korean) interests if both countries developed their own nuclear weapons.23

The main factor holding back a more militarised Japan is the public’s overwhelming attachment to pacifism. Japan is the only country to have been attacked by nuclear weapons during war, in Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, and public opinion is overwhelmingly opposed to their acquisition and use. Public opposition has also so far prevented the Japanese government from scrapping altogether the constitutional ban on an offensive military and on going to war. Some 54 per cent of the public are opposed even to the smallest constitutional change, according to opinion polls.24 Though in another poll at the end of 2020, 86 per cent of respondents said China posed a threat to Japan. During the October 2021 national election, Japan’s ruling Liberal Democratic Party, which was returned to power, made an unprecedented pledge to double defence spending.25 For more than seven decades, Japan has not fired a shot in anger, and so far the changes have been cautious – but step by step change is happening, and China is the primary reason for it.

The strong pacifist mood among Japanese people is strikingly at odds with the way the country is portrayed in China’s virulent nationalist propaganda and education material. It is ironic that for the more hawkish of Japan’s leaders who argue for a more robust military stance, the Chinese Communist Party in its aggressive behaviour is their greatest ally. The Party is forever accusing Japan of renewed militarism. That is far from being the case, but could well become a self-fulfilling prophecy for which the Party would only have itself to blame. It is remarkable that as a threat to peace, China has overshadowed that traditional Northeast Asia bogeyman, North Korea, though the two threats are more closely connected than is often appreciated.

Happy villagers sing and play, a proud mother cradles her baby. The backdrop is a simple village hut and a canopy of trees. It’s an idyllic country scene, but it doesn’t last, because the Japanese are on the march. Cue ominous music and panic in the village. Japanese soldiers, bayonets fixed, storm onto the stage, shooting and stabbing. They torch the hut and the baby is ripped from its mother’s back and tossed into the flames. Thus unfolds the plot of the ‘revolutionary opera’, Sea of Blood. It’s pretty dramatic stuff, but completely lost on my two North Korean minders, a Mr Li and a Mr Bak, who sleep through it. Their job is to watch me, but also I suspect to watch each other, and they are failing on both counts. It had been a long day, and they’d probably seen it countless times before.

I made several visits to North Korea between 2004 and 2008, and as my trip to the opera demonstrated, the hermit kingdom could easily outdo China in terms of demonising Japan, which colonised Korea between 1910 and 1945. Back then, Pyongyang was unequalled in sheer paranoia. A growing number of Chinese tourists were visiting the country, and trade was building across their shared border. With greater social and economic liberalism at home, younger Chinese visitors I interviewed found the place creepy and faintly amusing, some of the older tourists who remembered Mao found it nostalgic. There was much talk of ‘China-style reforms’, as Pyongyang experimented with modest farmers markets, and a free-ish market in basic consumer goods, mostly Chinese.

At the time, Beijing was chairing a series of seemingly endless and ultimately fruitless talks aimed at ridding North Korea of nuclear weapons. For both Washington and Tokyo, North Korea was then the chief regional villain, seen in both capitals as by far the main security challenge in Northeast Asia. Japanese citizens had been kidnapped by the North, and while America watched Pyongyang’s missile tests from afar, those same missiles overflew Japan or splashed down in nearby waters. China’s cooperation in pressuring North Korea was deemed essential for curtailing Pyongyang’s nuclear ambitions. China was the North’s economic lifeline, so the argument went, and the only country with serious leverage. The problem of course was that this cut both ways, and Beijing’s perceived leverage with Pyongyang also gave it leverage over the US. Washington came under pressure to appease China by playing down concerns about other aspects of Communist Party behaviour in order to keep it engaged on North Korea. (Similar arguments are made about climate change, to which we shall return later.)

The assumption among China watchers was that Beijing was primarily concerned with stability on its border, and had a shared interest in curtailing the maverick behaviour of the totalitarian Kim Dynasty. Beijing encouraged that view. The Party knew that North Korea gave it leverage with the West and was keen to portray itself as an honest broker. It also sought to reduce expectations by stressing that there were limits to its influence. In this way, it was able to play both sides. Party hardliners have always seen North Korea as primarily a buffer state against US influence in the region, and do not want to see it collapse in a way that might bring America and its South Korean ally closer to China’s border. The Party also has a strong emotional attachment to the North, having fought with it against American-led UN forces during the 1950 to 1953 Korean War. The two countries have a mutual defence treaty, signed in 1961, and committing them to come to each other’s military support in the event of an attack. This makes Pyongyang China’s only treaty ally, but there have been doubts about whether it would ever be honoured. However, in July 2021, on the sixtieth anniversary of its signing, the two sides reaffirmed the treaty. The Chinese Foreign Ministry said it would ‘always be valid’, while North Korean leader Kim Jong-un said the two countries were ‘staunchly advancing towards a bright future by smashing the high-handedness and desperate manoeuvres of hostile forces’.26 The well-worn slogan that the two countries are ‘as close as lips and teeth’ seemed more apt than ever.

Over the years of fruitless nuclear negotiations, Western diplomats largely suppressed their doubts as to whether China was acting in good faith, but those doubts have grown with mounting evidence of Chinese sanctions-busting. In December 2020, a month before Joe Biden was inaugurated as president, Washington accused China of ‘flagrant violations’ of its obligations to enforce UN sanctions on North Korea and warned of US measures against China-based individuals and entities.27 The US observed ships carrying prohibited coal or other sanctioned goods from the North to China on 555 separate occasions. ‘It’s not particularly disguised or hidden,’ said one official.28 Satellite images also showed oil tankers openly smuggling fuel from Chinese ports to North Korea.29 In February 2021, officials from the US and other G7 countries reportedly delivered a formal diplomatic complaint to Beijing and the Chinese mission to the United Nations documenting China’s failures to enforce sanctions.30 A UN panel of experts responsible for monitoring sanctions on North Korea on behalf of the Security Council reported that millions of dollars of cryptocurrency stolen by North Korean hackers were being laundered through over-the-counter cryptocurrency brokers in China.31 Beijing responded by denying the accusations and saying that while it didn’t agree with sanctions it was doing its best to enforce them. That line became more difficult when the US provided the panel with satellite images of Chinese coastguard vessels looking on while coal was transferred from North Korean vessels to Chinese-flagged ships.32

China insisted that the presence of its patrol boats was ‘completely normal’. It pressured the UN panel to place the photograph in a confidential annex of the September 2021 report, though the incident is described in the text. At the time China was facing a looming energy crisis and was scouring the world for coal supplies. Still, it’s hard not to conclude that the West has reached the limits of what can be expected from China, and that Beijing has leveraged the North Korean situation for its own benefit. In so doing it has introduced a dangerous new element into the region’s already combustible mix.

During his presidency, Donald Trump held three high-profile summit meetings with North Korea’s leader Kim Jong-un, but achieved no breakthrough other than a brief pause in missile tests.33 Trump was accused of ignoring his Japanese and South Korean allies. Biden has tried to involve both on North Korean policy, which a White House spokeswoman described as a ‘calibrated practical approach’, steering clear of any noisy Trump-style pursuit of a grand bargain.34 After a period of relative quiet, North Korea tested more missiles in January 2022 than in the whole of 2021, including its first intermediate-range missile for five years, but the reaction from the US was low key. The US State Department repeated a past statement saying the US harboured no hostile intent and urging the North to return to dialog.35

Analysts have characterised Biden’s policy as a ‘holding action’, downgrading his attention to Pyongyang so that he can sharpen America’s focus on China.36 He no longer wants North Korea to be the centre of attention, and does not want publicly to dwell on Kim Jong-un. Covid-19 has helped with that, since the North was quieter while it fought to keep the virus at bay. It closed its land border to China in an effort to insulate itself from the pandemic, claiming implausibly to have had not a single case. The shutting down of overland trade was likened to ‘self-sanctions’ and resulted in a sharp contraction of the economy and fears of yet another famine.37

As much as Biden would like to park his North Korean policy in order to concentrate on China, Kim rather likes being the centre of attention, and China and North Korea are inextricably linked. One sign of this is the resurrection by the CCP of Korean War propaganda, which has increased as relations between China and the United States have plummeted to their worst in decades. The Party calls the conflict the ‘war to resist American aggression and aid Korea’, and in October 2021, The Battle at Lake Changjin, a gory chest-thumping nationalist epic, broke box-office records in China. The film was commissioned by the Party’s propaganda department and timed to coincide with the one hundredth anniversary of the founding of the Party. It depicts the People’s Liberation Army’s ‘volunteers’ defeating the villainous Americans in one of the major battles of the war. ‘Resist American aggression and aid Korea – protect your home and country!’ the volunteers cry as they wade through the deep snow.38 The Party’s Global Times was quick to draw contemporary parallels – ‘Observers said the movie’s success shows the national feeling displayed in the film echoes the rising public sentiment in safeguarding national interests in front of provocations, which has great implications for today’s China–US competition,’ it declared.39 Police reportedly arrested a leading social media commentator who questioned the film’s depiction of a war during which China is estimated to have lost between 200,000 and 900,000 soldiers.40 The estimates vary widely because no official casualty count has ever been published by Beijing. Little open discussion has been allowed, and CCP propaganda ignores the fact that the war began with an invasion by the North, and the US-led force that responded fought under the UN flag and was multinational.

The year before The Battle at Lake Changjin came out, China marked the seventieth anniversary of the war with a series of documentaries, Heroic Sons and Daughters, which portrayed the conflict as a defensive struggle against unprovoked American aggression. A Mao-era film, Battle on Shangganling Mountain, was resurrected, in which evil and depraved American troops with prosthetically enlarged noses are defeated by brave and patriotic Chinese soldiers. As the trade war with the US intensified, state media encouraged people to once again demonstrate the ‘spirit of Shangganling’.41 During the Mao era, the Korean War was a staple part of Communist Party propaganda and popular culture, but it later fell into disuse. It was dusted down and wheeled out from time to time when US relations were under strain, but has now been resurrected by Xi Jinping as a symbol of resistance to the US.

Not only has Xi generally embraced more war-like rhetoric, but he has presented war as a legitimate instrument of statecraft – far more so than was the case with his immediate predecessors. Evidence of this is seen in the increasingly bellicose language of Communist Party publications, in which the willingness to go to war is seen as an expression of pride and self-confidence. Xi told an Army Day celebration that the PLA should be ready to fight and win wars: ‘No one should expect us to swallow bitter fruit that is harmful to our sovereignty, security or development interests,’ he said.42

***

South Korea has been cautious in its dealings with Beijing, its biggest trading partner, seeking to strike a balance between its economic interests and its security alliance with the United States. However, attitudes towards China have been hardening – and once again it is Beijing’s behaviour that is the root cause. This came to a head in 2020 with a bizarre spat over kimchi, a fiery Korean dish made from fermented cabbage, chilli and garlic. After lobbying by Beijing, the International Standards Organization published new rules on pao cai, a kimchi-like dish produced in China, which Chinese state-owned media promptly hailed as an ‘international standard for the kimchi industry led by China’.43 There was outrage on South Korean social media, accusing China of cultural theft.

Kimchi became a vehicle for all manner of pent-up frustration at China. It followed controversies over claims on Chinese social media that Yun Dong-ju, a Korean poet and independence activist during the Japanese colonial era, was Chinese, and the use in a Chinese mobile game of a traditional Korean costume, which the game presented as being Chinese.44 There had already been anger after Beijing imposed sanctions on South Korean products in response to the 2016 installation of a missile defence system at the request of the United States. The purpose of the system was to defend the South from an attack from the North, but Beijing claimed it threatened its own security. South Korea suffered a $7.5 billion loss when Beijing hit a swathe of industries, from tourism to entertainment, while state media stirred up a wave of anti-Korean vandalism and assault in China. South Korea’s economic dependence was brutally exposed, as was China’s willingness to leverage it. It was a familiar pattern.

A July 2021 opinion poll found that 72 per cent of South Koreans saw China as a military threat. They also found strong support for the US, which has around 28,500 troops in South Korea. A separate survey by the Pew Research Center found that negative views of China among South Koreans reached an all-time high of 75 per cent in 2020, compared with 31 per cent in 2002.45 In May 2021, amid this growing anti-Chinese sentiment, a $1 billion project to build a Korea–China cultural town, dubbed ‘Chinatown’ by opponents, was cancelled after 650,000 people signed an online petition against the project in Gangwon province.46 Two months earlier, a $28 million historical television drama series was scrapped after its second episode after producers were accused of distorting Korean history by using Chinese-style props, including Chinese liquor and food, such as dumplings, mooncakes and century eggs.47 Beijing’s 2022 Winter Olympics provoked more angry accusations of cultural appropriation after a woman from China’s Korean minority wore a traditional Korean hanbok dress while carrying the Communist Chinese flag during the opening ceremony.48 A Chinese flag was ripped up outside the Chinese embassy in Seoul after two young South Korean speed skaters were disqualified from a semi-final that China went on to win.49

Xi Jinping’s glorification of China’s role in the Korean War, also stoked popular outrage in Seoul. However, the South Korean government itself remained cautious, its comments low key, merely saying that it had made the ‘necessary communication to the Chinese side’. After their first summit meeting in May 2021, South Korean President Moon Jae-in and President Biden issued a joint statement in which they recommitted to their mutual defence treaty an ‘ironclad alliance’. ‘President Biden affirms the US commitment to provide extended deterrence using its full range of capabilities,’ the statement said.50 They also specifically mentioned Taiwan, emphasising the importance of peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait, which brought a sharp warning from Beijing that they were ‘playing with fire’.51 Against this background of growing popular resentment towards Beijing, relations with China became a significant issue during the March 2022 presidential election campaign in South Korea. The winner, Yoon Suk-yeol, from the conservative opposition, promised stronger ties with the US and Japan and a more robust line towards Beijing. That should help Joe Biden in his efforts to keep Japan and South Korea in sync on North Korea – but especially on China. That aim has been complicated by the mutual animosity of his two allies.

Relations between Seoul and Tokyo have suffered over Japan’s Second World War atrocities and disagreements over compensation for wartime Korean labourers and up to 200,000 ‘comfort women’, the women and girls forced into sexual slavery by Japan’s military before and during the war.52 The two countries also have their own territorial disputes over islands in the Sea of Japan which are occupied by South Korea and claimed by Japan.53 Washington is keen to have them both concentrate on the strategic challenge from China. Seoul has been slower to respond, though the caution of the South Korean government in its dealings with Beijing is increasingly out of sync with the national mood in the country. Still, the security focus in Northeast Asia is changing – and that is more a result of China’s aggressive behaviour than it is of Washington’s cajoling of its allies.

Xi Jinping was scheduled to visit Japan for the first time in spring 2020, but the visit was delayed because of the Covid-19 pandemic. No new date was set, and a majority of Japanese would rather it be called off completely.54 Japan and China mark the fiftieth anniversary of the normalisation of bilateral diplomatic relations in 2022, but with tensions high it is unlikely to be greeted in Tokyo with any great enthusiasm. The October 2021 election in Japan returned the Liberal Democratic Party to power with a new prime minister, Fumio Kishida, and new top diplomat in Yoshimasa Hayashi, both of whom have in the past been regarded as cautious on China. Hayashi was chairman of the Japan–China Friendship Parliamentarians’ Union, a group of lawmakers seeking good relations with Beijing – a post from which he quickly resigned.55 Both are strong supporters of the US alliance and have significantly hardened their stance towards Beijing since taking office – being soft on China is no longer a political option in Japan.

Japan has been described as the ‘quiet achiever’ of Asia. It is the largest investor in infrastructure in the region, while inciting few of the worries attached to China.56 While China’s Belt and Road Initiative attracted the headlines, with a stock of investment in unfinished projects in Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam worth $159 billion in 2021, Japan quietly stumped up $259 billion.57 Japan has been described as the region’s ‘stealth superpower’, ‘large enough to be helpful, but not so large to attract fear and anxiety’.58 In spite of its wartime record, Japan regularly tops polls as the most respected country in Asia, especially among the young. Modern Diplomacy, an online platform, labels Japan the ‘titan of soft power’, from its technology to its cuisine, the country attracts the sort of respect that most others (and China in particular) can only dream about.59 The Global Soft Power Index 2021, compiled by Brand Finance, ranks Japan top in Asia and second globally.60

While the UK, US and EU have talked about challenging China’s BRI with their own investment programmes, Japan has quietly got on with the job through such initiatives as the ‘Partnership for Quality Infrastructure’ and the ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’, aided by proximity and a close familiarity with Asian markets.61 When Donald Trump withdrew from the Trans-Pacific Partnership, a free-trade agreement, Japan stepped forward to fill the void, championing the pact, as it has the Comprehensive Economic Partnership, an Asian trade deal concluded in 2020. Both are seen by Tokyo as important economic and diplomatic pillars in the region, designed to counter Beijing’s influence. Japan is also at the heart of an evolving network of military alliances, quietly expanding military ties and consultations with almost every country in the region.62 It is an enthusiastic member of the revitalised Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (the ‘Quad’), comprising the US, India, Japan and Australia, and has strengthened bilateral military ties with both India and Australia. When the British aircraft carrier, HMS Queen Elizabeth and its battle group visited the region in summer 2021, the Japanese navy was at hand to join the military exercises.




CHAPTER 13

The Muddled China Policy of ‘Global Britain’

‘I’m not going to tell you the UK government is going to pitchfork away every overture from China. Of course not. China is a gigantic part of our economic life and will be for a long time – for our lifetime.’

Boris Johnson, October 2021

The British and Japanese submarines played a game of cat and mouse in the depths of the Sea of Japan, taking it in turns to assume the role of the Chinese adversary. The exercise, described as the first of its kind, took place in mid-September 2021 and involved a nuclear-powered submarine from the Royal Navy and a Japanese diesel-electric vessel.1 Few details were made available – it was one of the more sensitive drills that took place during the deployment to the region of Britain’s new aircraft carrier, the HMS Queen Elizabeth and its strike group. The group also exercised with the Izumo, the modified Japanese carrier – ‘deepening our co-operation and enhancing the interoperability between our armed forces’, according to Commodore Steven Moorhouse, commander of the British strike group.2 The war games ended with a fly-past by stealth fighters from the British and Japanese carriers.

HMS Queen Elizabeth is the largest and most powerful vessel ever constructed for the Royal Navy.3 Its strike group, comprising eight ships, one submarine, thirty-two aircraft and 3,700 personnel, left Portsmouth in May 2021 with plans to visit forty nations.4 The Royal Navy described it as ‘the largest concentration of maritime and air power to leave the UK in a generation’.5 It was sent on its way by Boris Johnson, who appeared on the bridge of the £3 billion carrier wearing a zipped-up navy-blue windcheater, with a round patch featuring the symbol of the carrier and the words ‘PRIME MINISTER’. For Johnson, the eight-month, 26,000-mile voyage was to be a symbol of the new post-Brexit ‘Global Britain’, strutting out on the world stage. He wanted Britain to play a bigger role in the strategically important Indo-Pacific region, but to critics, ‘Global Britain’ was an empty slogan. They argued that Britain should concentrate its dwindling defence resources closer to home, and that the voyage of the Queen Elizabeth was a pointless and expensive exercise in battleship diplomacy, a reckless exercise in post-imperial nostalgia. Others suggested that Britain’s diplomacy would be better served by stuffing the carrier’s holds with Covid-19 vaccines for nations along the route who were struggling to control the virus.6 ‘This is a piece of diplomatic theatre, not a military strategy,’ said Lord Peter Ricketts, a former UK national security adviser.7 The strike group included a Dutch frigate and a US destroyer, and on the deck of the British carrier were ten US F-35B lightning jets, outnumbering the UK’s eight. Some 250 of the carrier’s 1,600 crew members were from the US Marine Corps. To critics, this underscored the limits of Britain’s armed forces and the absurdity of the mission; to supporters it was a demonstration of how allies could work together, a sign of solidarity and strength.8

The carrier strike group exercised with the Indian navy in the Bay of Bengal, a ‘muscular expression of the closer defence partnership’ between the two countries, according to Commodore Moorhouse. As his ships prepared to enter the South China Sea, which is claimed in almost its entirety by China, he told the Times of India that freedom of navigation was the root of maritime law. ‘As the UK defence secretary Ben Wallace recently said, we do so [enter the South China Sea] in a spirit of confidence, not confrontation. And just as we respect China, so we expect China to respect us in return.’9 The group – or elements of it – also held drills with the navies of Singapore, South Korea and Vietnam. It took part in the Bersama Gold 2021 exercise, alongside forces from Malaysia, Singapore, Australia and New Zealand. The five nations comprise the Five Power Defence Arrangement (FPDA), originally formed in 1971 for the defence of Malaysia and Singapore and one of the world’s oldest non-binding military pacts. Singapore’s defence minister, Ng Eng Hen, described the FPDA as a ‘stabiliser for the region’ that remained relevant, even as security challenges changed.10 Although few were saying so directly, it was another example of an old pact being freshened up and repurposed to face an increasingly aggressive China.

On 27 September 2021, HMS Richmond, a frigate from the carrier strike group, sailed through the narrow and sensitive Taiwan Strait, separating Taiwan from China. The ship was shadowed by Chinese air and naval forces, and in a statement the PLA’s Eastern Theatre Command warned, ‘This kind of behaviour harbours evil intentions and damages peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait.’11 Chinese state media ridiculed Britain’s ‘second rate’ navy. ‘The UK’s attempt to use an aircraft carrier strike group to project its strength and show its might to China is completely beyond its ability,’ said the Party’s Global Times.12 At one point it suggested the PLA might make an example of the British. ‘To execute one is an example to a hundred,’ it warned in an editorial. ‘To be precise, if the UK wants to play the role of bullying China in the region, it is demeaning itself. And if there is any real action against China, it is looking for a defeat.’13 As the Queen Elizabeth and its support vessels prepared to leave the South China Sea, the Ministry of Defence announced that from late 2021 it would permanently assign two offshore patrol vessels to the region.14

Theatre or not, most commentators viewed the Queen Elizabeth carrier strike group as Britain’s response to the new geopolitics of the region. Yet when he sent off the strike group from Portsmouth, Boris Johnson struck a curiously ambiguous tone, referring to ‘our friends in China’ and even appeared apologetic, saying that although the mission was designed to uphold the international law of the sea, ‘We don’t want to antagonise anybody.’15 That same ambiguity was evident when Britain struck a deal with Australia and the US to help Australia build nuclear submarines. The AUKUS pact is clearly designed to deter China, but in interviews after it was signed Johnson went out of his way to avoid directly saying so.16 He insisted that he was a ‘Sinophile’ and later told MPs that the deal was ‘not intended to be adversarial towards any other power’.17 It seemed like a curious way to deter, almost as if Johnson had not quite made up his mind what all this activity was for. Rather like Voldemort, the main antagonist in the Harry Potter films, it seemed like he dare not utter the name of China or Xi Jinping in relation to his defence strategy – the Chinese leader became ‘Xi Who Must Not Be Named’.

Similar ambiguities were evident in a March 2021 ‘Integrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy’, which identified the ‘geopolitical and economic centre of gravity moving eastward towards the Indo-Pacific’ as the most significant of global trends.18 The review designated China as ‘the biggest state-based threat to the UK’s economic security’ and a ‘systemic competitor’, but it also described Beijing as an ‘important partner in tackling global challenges like pandemic preparedness, diversity and climate change’. It emphasised the importance of economic ties, saying, ‘We will continue to pursue a positive economic relationship, including deeper trade links and more Chinese investment in the UK.’ Incredibly, the review did not even mention Taiwan. The contradictions were not lost on Lord Peter Ricketts, the UK’s former national security adviser. ‘A kind way of putting it would be that this is a policy of strategic ambiguity,’ he said. ‘A less kind way would be to say the government isn’t able to tell us where the balance is going to lie between a competitor challenge [with China], an adversarial relationship and one where we are needing them economically.’19

In October 2021, the Science Museum was the backdrop for another attempt by ‘Global Britain’ to assert itself, and another display of ambiguity. It was the venue of a ‘global investment summit’ for 200-odd international business leaders, followed by a reception with the Royal Family at Windsor Castle. Plenty of thought had gone into the choreography, but government thinking on China was as muddled as ever. In an interview with Bloomberg ahead of the summit, Boris Johnson was pressed on what sort of investment he welcomed from China. ‘Investment in stuff that drives jobs and growth in this country,’ he replied rather vaguely, before adding ‘I’m not going to tell you the UK government is going to pitchfork away every overture from China. Of course not. China is a gigantic part of our economic life and will be for a long time – for our lifetime.’20 At the same time he said Britain would not be naïve about its critical national infrastructure, citing 5G next-generation telecoms networks, from which Britain had excluded the Chinese telecoms giant Huawei, and nuclear power, where Britain was trying to extricate itself from a Chinese partnership. His words were echoed by his international trade secretary, Anne-Marie Trevelyan, who said Britain was not uneasy about Chinese investment in most parts of the economy. ‘For everything that’s in a non-strategic area, we welcome investment from all those who understand the value and importance of working here,’ she said.21

The problem of course is how to define ‘strategic’. At the time of the summit (and in the run up to COP26, an international climate change conference held in Glasgow in autumn 2021) the government announced that Huaneng, a Chinese state-owned power company is to invest in a battery storage project described as a ‘major new milestone for battery storage in the UK’.22 The facility is expected to be built alongside an existing project in Minety, Wiltshire, which involves Huaneng and CNIC, a Chinese state-owned investment company, and is touted as the largest lithium-ion storage facility in Europe.23 At the same time Envision, a Shanghai-based manufacturer of wind turbines, announced a big expansion of its electric vehicle battery plant in Sunderland. At the time of writing this was Britain’s only ‘Gigafactory’, as such factories have been dubbed, making these key components for the future of motoring. ‘The electric car has become the starting point for the green industrial revolution,’ said Zhang Lei, the billionaire owner of Envision, when he announced the expansion.24 Zhang is also a member of the National People’s Congress (NPC), China’s rubber-stamp parliament, and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, a Communist Party advisory body.25 Chinese entities are quickly establishing an outsize role in British battery projects, giving them a powerful grip on a technology considered vital for our ‘green’ future – though they do not appear to come under the government’s definition of ‘strategic’. As we have seen elsewhere in this book, this is only part of China’s tightening grip on the global battery supply chain, which extends from mineral extraction and processing to the production of the batteries and electric vehicles themselves.

An Australian company, Peak Rare Earths, is planning to build a $165 million rare earth refinery on Teesside to extract a compound critical for powerful magnets used in wind turbines and electric cars – an investment that was seen as an important step for the UK towards lessening dependence on Beijing for these key minerals. In January 2022, it was reported that the company is no longer so Australian, having sold a 20 per cent stake to Shenghe Resources, the Chinese rare earths giant we met in Greenland in Chapter 5.26

At least nuclear power is now recognised as ‘strategic’. Under a 2015 deal, agreed at the height of David Cameron’s so-called ‘golden era’ of relations, China’s state-owned nuclear group CGN was to build its own nuclear power station in Bradwell on the Essex coast in exchange for financially backing two French-led projects in Britain.27 This, in spite of CGN being accused by the US government of stealing American technology for military use and being placed on the US ‘entity list’, which effectively bans US companies from doing business with it. Washington warned against partnering with the company. By 2022, the first French project, at Hinkley Point in southwest England, was well under way and well over budget. It is expected to cost more than £22 billion and CGN has a 33 per cent stake. The second French project, at Sizewell in Suffolk, has yet to begin construction. As is so often the way with Chinese investment, Beijing’s goals were strategic, with Bradwell as the real prize – the first Chinese-designed plant outside its own borders, which Beijing saw as a springboard for international sales of its technology. In summer 2021, the government said it was looking for ways of removing CGN from the Sizewell project and scrapping Bradwell, but it was unclear how it was going to fill the funding hole or manage the fallout with Beijing.28

The Cameron ‘golden era’ that spawned the nuclear deal is now dead, though it is not clear precisely what it has been replaced with. Britain needed considerable prodding from the United States before it barred Huawei from Britain’s 5G networks, and sought to remove China from the country’s nuclear infrastructure. Britain has been a popular and welcoming destination for Chinese investment, which has been valued at £134 billion. Almost 200 British companies are either controlled by Chinese investors or count them as minority shareholders – from the energy, defence, infrastructure, property and transport sector, to healthcare, schools and technology.29 Chinese companies have invested in the Leadenhall Building in the City, otherwise known as the ‘Cheesegrater’, as well as Pizza Express, Thomas Cook, Wolves and Southampton football clubs, and a company that builds black cabs. A Chinese sovereign wealth fund holds minority stakes in Thames Water and Heathrow Airport, while China’s National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) is responsible for around a quarter of UK North Sea oil production. Chinese entities have also bought stakes in the National Grid’s gas distribution arm, and Global Switch, one of the world’s largest cloud data providers. Chinese venture capital firms built stakes in a number of emerging British tech companies, including Oxford Nanopore, the gene-sequencing company, and Immunocore, a cancer specialist. The risks in this type of investment came to light in 2020 when Chinese shareholders sought to take control of Imagination, a Hertfordshire-based designer of mobile graphics processors, flouting assurances that they would be passive investors. On this occasion the government blocked the attempted boardroom coup.30

While Huawei has been excluded from 5G, the company remains deeply embedded in earlier generation telecoms networks and has extensive research tie-ups throughout British academia. Other Chinese tech companies are being welcomed with little scrutiny into sensitive corners of the British economy. Take Hikvision, the world’s biggest manufacturer of surveillance cameras and a leader in the marriage of those cameras with artificial intelligence, which includes facial recognition and gait recognition – identifying the unique way an individual walks. There are even cameras able to read emotions. Hikvision has close links to the Communist Party, is an enabler of Xi Jinping’s dystopian surveillance state and has been blacklisted by the US government for facilitating repression in Xinjiang. The UK Parliament Foreign Affairs Committee has called for the company to be banned from Britain. Yet an estimated 1.2 million Hikvision cameras are being used in the UK by airports, local councils, hospitals – even on buses and in schools.31 More than half of London’s councils own Chinese surveillance cameras.32 They are widely used by government departments – it was a Hikvision camera in the UK’s health department that captured former Health Minister Matt Hancock kissing an aide, images which were leaked and led to the end of his job and his marriage. The leak of the images was blamed on a disgruntled employee – but it is deeply troubling that surveillance tech made by a Communist Party-linked entity was being used at the heart of government.33

UK intelligence agencies reportedly pushed for curbs on ‘smart cities’ technology supplied by China, fearing it could facilitate surveillance, espionage, sabotage or the theft of sensitive data.34 ‘Smart cities’ is the umbrella term used for the surveillance cameras, sensors and other ‘intelligent’ systems that will supposedly keep our future cities ticking over – but collect a chilling amount of data in the process. In a May 2021 blog post highlighting the potential dangers, Ian Levy, the technical director of the National Cyber Security Centre (NCSC), a branch of GCHQ, invoked The Italian Job to make his point about the vulnerabilities. In the 1969 film, Michael Caine stars as Charlie Croker, leader of a cockney gang who rob a lorry full of gold bullion by shutting down Turin’s traffic control system and causing gridlock.35

In January 2022, a new National Security and Investment Act (NSIA) came into force in the UK, empowering ministers to block company takeovers deemed harmful to national security. The bill was watered down during its passage, raising the threshold above which an overseas stake must be examined from 15 per cent to 25 per cent.36 This will sharply reduce the number of deals facing scrutiny, and the rules were criticised as too cumbersome and missing too many small but worrying investments.37 The government insisted it had a great deal of discretion as to how the rules were exercised – but discretion cuts both ways. A few months before the law came into force, ministers waved through the acquisition by a Chinese company of Newport Wafer Fab, the UK’s largest producer of semiconductors, only ordering a probe after the intervention of senior Conservative backbenchers.38

The problem with Johnson’s attempt to separate pricklier political issues from economic relations is that this is not a distinction China makes. As we have seen, under Xi Jinping, China has stepped up the use of trade, investment and market access as tools of coercion. It is not just a question of Britain protecting narrowly defined ‘strategic’ parts of the economy, but of avoiding an over-dependence on China more broadly. This can be in trade, tech or supply chains, which Beijing has not hesitated to weaponise against others. China does not have private companies in the sense they are understood in the West. All companies are beholden to the Party and exist at its pleasure. Several laws require them to assist the Party on demand. Within China, tech companies are an integral part of the surveillance state. The Communist Party is never far from the boardroom, whatever the share certificate says, and the Party is adept at spotting strategically important acquisitions.

University research tie-ups have also come under greater scrutiny. In May 2021, the UK government announced the establishment of a Research Collaboration Advice Team (RCAT) to offer universities advice about protecting their work from ‘hostile activity’.39 ‘This new team will give universities and institutions access to the latest advice on safe collaboration with international partners and protections against those who seek to harm the UK,’ said Business Secretary Kwasi Kwarteng. His move followed growing concern over partnerships with Chinese research institutions and companies, and the threat of espionage and IP theft, but university vice-chancellors grumbled that government guidance lacked clarity, and critics claimed the RCAT was insufficiently robust.

The Cameron–Osborne ‘golden era’ acted like a giant starting pistol for Britain’s increasingly business-orientated universities to chase Chinese cash. Research collaborations between the UK and China increased by 115.6 per cent between 2013 and 2019. There were 15,623 such tie-ups in 2019, making China Britain’s biggest research partner after the US and Germany, and the fastest growing.40 It seemed like easy money, and UK universities scrambled for it with little regard to due diligence. By 2021 Chinese Communist Party-linked entities were deeply embedded in Britain’s universities. A report from the think tank Civitas claimed that half of the UK’s twenty-four Russell Group universities, usually considered the UK’s leading research institutions, had relationships with universities or companies linked to China’s military.41 A February 2022 investigation by The Times newspaper revealed that British universities had accepted £240 million from Chinese institutions, many with links to the military. It suggested the number of research collaborations between scientists in the UK and Chinese institutes with deep connections to the country’s defence forces has tripled to more than 1,000 in six years.42

The UK’s security agencies gave a stark warning about the risks of collaborating with countries such as Russia and China. Hostile state actors were targeting British universities to steal research and intellectual property ‘which could be used to help their own military, commercial and authoritarian interests’, said the Centre for the Protection of National Infrastructure.43 Huawei alone was working with thirty-five UK institutes and universities, including funding advanced facilities at Cambridge, Edinburgh, Surrey and Imperial College London.44 It was allowed to buy a small stake in Oxford Sciences Innovation, a company that commercialises research from Oxford University, giving the Chinese telecoms maker access to some of the most promising early stage technology developed by academics in Britain.45

Cambridge University, which came in for particular scrutiny for its links with China, in 2021 announced its own guidelines for students and academics working on projects with countries that ‘do not share the UK’s commitment to democracy and the rule of law’, as vice-chancellor Stephen Toope described it.46 Toope, who was scheduled to step down in September 2022, is a human rights lawyer by training, yet has been a strong advocate of strengthening ties with Beijing. One of the first places he visited after becoming vice-chancellor in 2017 was the Chinese embassy in London, where he posed for photographs with Ambassador Liu Xiaoming, and the two men discussed collaboration in furthering the ‘golden era’ of China–UK relations, according to the embassy website.47 Shortly afterwards, Toope told Xinhua, ‘There will be more opportunities to engage actively with China, a country with an extraordinarily growing influence which a university like Cambridge must pay attention to.’48

On Toope’s watch, Cambridge accepted millions of pounds from the Chinese government to set up a ‘smart cities’ research centre in the city of Nanjing. It described the Cambridge University–Nanjing Centre of Technology and Innovation, as its ‘most ambitious’ Chinese collaboration to date, and its first overseas enterprise of this scale. ‘The innovations emerging from this Centre will enable the development of “smart” cities in which sensors can enable sustainable lifestyles, improve healthcare, limit pollution and make efficient use of energy,’ Toope said, as he stood shoulder to shoulder with Nanjing’s Communist Party boss at a September 2019 ground-breaking ceremony for the new centre.49 Perhaps fully connected cities brimming with cameras and sensors will improve urban lifestyles, but in Xi Jinping’s China that same technology is enabling hitherto unseen levels of surveillance and repression.

The Nanjing tie-up was driven by Cambridge’s Engineering Department, which also announced in 2021 that it had received a ‘generous gift’ from the Chinese company Tencent to help fund research into futuristic quantum computers.50 In a statement on its website, the department said, ‘Founded in 1998, Tencent uses technology to enrich the lives of Internet users.’ This and other phrases were lifted directly from Tencent’s publicity material.51 A little due diligence would have revealed that Tencent is closely linked to the Communist Party and its security agencies. Its ubiquitous WeChat app (Weixin in China), the ‘app for everything’, as it is often called, is a key component of the surveillance state – censoring, pumping out disinformation and spying on users.52

In March 2022, Prince Charles formally opened the new home of the Cambridge Institute for Sustainable Leadership. It is housed in the city’s old telephone exchange, which has been turned into the ultimate low-energy building at a cost of £12.8 million. The building is called Entopia (a play on energy and utopia) and was named by Zhang Lei, the entrepreneur and Communist Party adviser who we met earlier. His company, Envision, provided just under half the funds.53 When work on the building began a year earlier, Toope described it as ‘the most sustainable premises in the University of Cambridge Estate’. It coincided with the National People’s Congress, of which Zhang is a member, overwhelmingly endorsing a law to neuter Hong Kong’s electoral system, snuffing the last life out of democracy in the former British colony.

Huawei is also busy building what is described as Cambridge’s ‘first 5G mobile private network’ within the university-owned Cambridge Science Park. It is part of a partnership to accelerate the digitisation of the park. Partners gain access to ‘our state of-the-art equipment and markets including China and beyond’, said Huawei Vice-President Victor Zhang.54 In other words, the company that was barred on national security grounds from participation in Britain’s national 5G infrastructure was handed contracts to provide that same technology and more to what is touted as a home for some of Britain’s most innovative new companies. Cambridge University has a £200 million joint venture to develop the science park with Tuspark an offshoot of China’s Tsinghua University.55 It is apparently unperturbed by Xi Jinping’s intense crackdown on academic freedom, including the persecution of prominent Tsinghua law professor Xu Zhangrun. He was barred from teaching and detained after criticising Xi Jinping’s ‘cult of personality’ and his handling of the Covid-19 pandemic.56 Tsinghua University is Xi Jinping’s alma mater and senior Tsinghua academics are regarded as the ideological architects of the Communist Party’s efforts to eradicate the Uyghur culture in Xinjiang. Hu Angang who heads the university’s Institute of Contemporary China Studies, co-authored an influential book with senior Party official Hu Lianhe, that argued for a single ‘state-race’. ‘Any nation’s long-term peace and stability is founded upon building a system with a unified race (a state-race) that strengthens the state-race identity and dilutes ethnic group identity,’ they wrote.57

The area around Cambridge aspires to become the next Silicon Valley, Europe’s answer to the Californian high-tech start-up scene, and Huawei aspires to be at the heart of it. The Cambridge version has been dubbed ‘Silicon Fen’ after the nearby wetlands. It is an area on the outskirts of the city that is home to more than 5,000 companies, employing 68,000 people, many attracted by the proximity to the world-class research of the university and the technical spin-outs it is producing.58 On 25 June 2020, Huawei was given planning permission to build a £1 billion research campus in ‘Silicon Fen’. It was the same day that the Trump administration listed Huawei among firms owned or backed by the Chinese military.59 ‘It’s the perfect location for this integrated innovation campus. Through close collaboration with research institutes, universities, and local industry, we want to advance optical communications technology for the industry as a whole, while doing our part to support the UK’s broader Industrial Strategy,’ said Victor Zhang.60

Jesus College Cambridge has two China-focused centres: a China Centre established in 2017 and a UK–China Global Issues Dialogue Centre, established the following year. They were both creatures of the ‘golden era’, designed primarily to ingratiate the college with China. Both initially embarked on programmes of China-friendly events that largely steered clear of topics such as Xinjiang, Hong Kong, Taiwan and human rights in general. Their websites borrowed language from Communist Party handouts, dripping with jargon about China’s ‘extraordinary transformation’ and its ‘rejuvenation’ under the leadership of the Party. The Dialogue Centre was set up with money from the Chinese government’s National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC), a planning agency, and has accepted sponsorship from Huawei. Both centres have sought to reinvent themselves in the light of growing criticism – the Dialogue Centre dropping the word ‘China’ from its title, the China Centre adopting a more varied programme, and both have changed the language of their websites.61 Though as recently as November 2020, Professor Peter Nolan, director of the China Centre, cautioned students against discussing China’s human rights abuses in Xinjiang and Hong Kong, saying it might not be ‘helpful in advancing mutual understanding’, warning that ‘We have a lot of mainland students.’ He made the comments to a meeting of an advisory committee of the China Centre that was discussing forthcoming events, a transcript of which was obtained by the openDemocracy website and shared with The Sunday Times.62 In August 2021, Nolan was one of the first visitors to the Chinese embassy in London to meet new ambassador, Zheng Zequang. They sat sipping water beside large flags of the UK and China and below a giant painting of galloping horses, depicting the ‘liberation’ of Tibet. The two men ‘had an in-depth exchange of views on outstanding global and regional issues’.63

‘Leadership training’ for Chinese corporate bosses and Party officials, often one and the same thing, has also been a lucrative business for Jesus College. Its Chinese Executive Leadership Programme ‘each year brings CEOs from China’s largest firms to the University of Cambridge for a three-week training programme, taught by a combination of academics and the leaders of international firms’, according to the college’s website.64

Events in Hong Kong have been especially tricky for Cambridge University. When students from the territory demanded that Wolfson College strip Hong Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam of her honorary fellowship in the light of the crackdown against the pro-democracy movement, Wolfson initially refused.65 Only after a draconian security law was imposed in 2020, did it say that it was ‘considering’ her position. Lam eventually took the decision out of Wolfson’s wavering hands, cutting her ties with the college.66 Hong Kong students who protested in Cambridge faced intimidation, threats and surveillance from mainland Chinese students. Mainlanders are the biggest single group of international students at the university, more than 1,300 strong, and an important source of revenue. One Wolfson student from Hong Kong, Ulysses Chow, in his third year at the time, said he no longer felt safe after being bombarded with online abuse and even a death threat to his mother.67

Hong Kong students are particularly wary of the Chinese Students and Scholars Association (CSSA), which depicts itself as a social, cultural and welfare organisation. In reality it works in tandem with, and is at least partly funded by, the Chinese embassy. It is the embassy’s eyes and ears on British campuses, keeping tabs on Chinese students, and mobilising them to hound perceived enemies and critics. In 2011, the CSSA was briefly disbanded by Cambridge after accusations of electoral interference by the embassy and bribery by its favoured candidate for president. It has since come under increasingly close scrutiny internationally, but at Cambridge it is heavily indulged by the colleges, according to Hong Kong students.

The examples above are numerous and wide-ranging – but they barely scratch the surface, so embedded are Chinese Communist Party-linked entities in British academia. Cambridge has strongly denied that accepting Chinese money impinges in any way on academic freedom. It insists that its research is ‘subject to ethics governance and export control regulations’, and that it has a ‘robust system for reviewing strategic relationships and donations’.68 For some academics, the mere act of outsiders scrutinising partnerships and examining how innovations are applied by partners is seen as a grubby affront to academic freedom. The lack of transparency about donations and other tie-ups is worthy of the Communist Party itself. Cambridge is especially prickly, not welcoming scrutiny. It is not the only university implicated, far from it, but arguably has a special responsibility as the top-ranked university in Britain.

As I have argued elsewhere in this book, in China the Communist Party is never far from the lab or the lecture theatre or the boardroom, whatever the share certificate says, or a researcher’s nominal affiliation. Supposedly commercial enterprises enjoy subsidies, hidden and open, and are deployed by the Party in a strategic manner. Research bodies are similarly encumbered since by law innovations must be shared with the security apparatus and the military. Xi Jinping has tightened this requirement by having ‘civil–military fusion’ written into the constitution. Beijing is adept at picking off know-how it sees as strategically important, and no doubt regards British academia as a rich and gullible repository. ‘National security’ is often difficult to assess, and the bodies established by the UK government to provide advice and to examine business investment and academic collaboration hardly seem equipped for the task.

In January 2022, MI5, Britain’s domestic intelligence agency, sent an ‘interference alert’ to House of Commons Speaker Sir Lindsey Hoyle, which he then passed on to MPs. It warned that Christine Lee, a London-based Anglo-Chinese solicitor, was ‘knowingly engaged in political interference activities on behalf of the United Front Work Department of the Chinese Communist Party’.69 Lee was accused of attempting to influence several MPs from the Labour, Lib Dems and Conservative parties through donations or ‘donations in kind’. The biggest were to Labour MP Barry Gardiner, who received tens of thousands of pounds. Lee’s son was a volunteer diary manager for Gardiner, who generally took a pro-Beijing line while he was in Jeremy Corbyn’s shadow cabinet. The Brent North MP said the donations were fully declared, and he had been ‘liaising with our security services for a number of years about Christine Lee’. He said he made MI5 fully aware ‘of her engagement with my office and the donations she made to fund researchers in my office in the past’.

Perhaps the biggest surprise was that Lee’s activities came as a surprise at all. The Chinese Communist Party operates a vast and growing influence operation in Britain, which has pretty much been allowed free rein. Influence is of course the stuff of all diplomacy, but China has persistently crossed the line between influence on the one hand, and infiltration and interference on the other. The United Front Work Department (UFWD) is an opaque organisation, responsible for coordinating these operations. It is run from a large, nameless compound next to Party headquarters in Beijing, and much of its work is covert, using front organisations or individuals to funnel money and favours in an effort to promote the Party’s interests and shape opinion in its favour. Mao Zedong once described ‘united front’ work as a ‘magic weapon’, and it has been a particular priority of Xi Jinping, who has overseen a massive expansion of its activities.

Lee, who is affiliated with the Chinese Overseas Friendship Association, made a £5,000 donation to the local party association of Liberal Democrat leader Sir Ed Davey while he was energy secretary in the coalition government led by David Cameron. A spokesman for the party said Sir Ed was ‘shocked by these revelations’. When she was prime minister, Theresa May presented Lee with an award for ‘promoting engagement, understanding and cooperation between the Chinese and British communities in the UK’. She reportedly targeted members of the now disbanded parliamentary group, Chinese in Britain. Payments came from Hong Kong and China, but were made covertly to disguise the origin of the money. No action was taken against Lee because Britain has no laws against political influence activities that fall short of espionage. MI5’s interference alert was only the second it has ever issued, and that it felt the need to sound the alarm is testament to its concern about just how thoroughly compromised British institutions have become.

The UFWD operates in parallel with China’s conventional espionage agencies. The word Qingbao in Chinese means both ‘intelligence’ and ‘information’, and it neatly encapsulates the unique nature and breadth of a vast system that combines formal and informal techniques, both overt and covert. There is often a fine line between theft and the voluntary transfer of know-how, and, as we have seen with British universities, China has pushed the latter to the limit. Over the years, the CCP has built a comprehensive system for spotting and acquiring foreign technologies by multiple means.

Two months before Lee was unmasked as an agent of influence, Richard Moore, the head of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service MI6, warned that ‘Chinese intelligence services are highly capable and continue to conduct large-scale espionage operations against the UK and our allies. This includes targeting those working in government, industries, or on research of particular interest to the Chinese state. They also monitor and attempt to exercise undue influence over the Chinese diaspora.’70

In a September 2021 report, the House of Lords International Relations and Defence Committee described UK policy on China as a ‘strategic void’.71 It said that while ambiguity sometimes has advantages, much more clarity was needed on dealings with Beijing. The report warned on China’s possible ‘weaponisation of trade, investment and the supply of raw materials’, and said: ‘Increased economic co-operation must not be at the cost of upholding the UK’s values, including human rights and labour protection. The Government must not sit on the fence over these issues.’72

Seven former foreign secretaries, covering both major political parties in the UK, joined forces to urge the British government to take the lead in coordinating an international response to China’s repression in Hong Kong. They argued that as the former colonial power and co-signatory to the ‘one country two systems’ agreement that China has now dismantled, Britain has a special moral and legal obligation.73 Others have urged the government to sanction Hong Kong leaders accused of human rights abuses and to extend visa rights, particularly for Hong Kong students and young people who had been at the forefront of the protest movement.74 During a parliamentary exchange in September 2021, Boris Johnson was accused of failing in his duty and challenged to take ‘meaningful action’, including sanctions. Johnson said he found the accusation ‘a bit bizarre’, claiming that Britain has stood up for human rights. He cited a visa scheme open to British National (Overseas) passport holders and their immediate dependents that allows for 300,000 Hong Kong residents to come to the UK. He told parliament, ‘I think it is very important that we continue to engage with our Chinese partners, but to engage very firmly on the points that we care about, whether it is human rights in Hong Kong, democracy in Hong Kong or the treatment of the Uyghurs.’75

Johnson’s government in March 2021 joined the EU, Canada and the US in sanctioning for the first time senior officials in Xinjiang for ‘gross human rights violations’ against the Uyghurs, for which China retaliated with sanctions of its own, including against five British MPs who had been critical of China.76 The British parliament passed a non-binding resolution that, for the first time, described China’s persecution of the Uyghurs as ‘crimes against humanity and genocide’.77 Then Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab accused China of ‘industrial scale’ abuses, but the government shied away from using the term genocide – at least not in public.

In November 2021, The Times reported that Liz Truss, who succeeded Raab as foreign secretary, had privately accused China of committing genocide. She reportedly did so in a testy conversation with Caroline Wilson, the UK ambassador to China, who urged a less confrontational approach to Beijing. Wilson reportedly asked why Britain could not treat China ‘like we treat the French’, to which Truss retorted, ‘Because the French aren’t committing genocide.’ The call, confirmed by two sources, took place while Truss was still in her old role as international trade secretary and is said to have ended abruptly.78 She was said to be ‘personally appalled’ by the persecution of the Uyghurs. She was also more wary of China’s unfair trade practices and economic coercion. During a visit to India shortly after she became foreign secretary, she said: ‘The way I would put it is that, of course, we trade with China. It’s an important trading partner of the UK. But it’s important that we don’t become strategically dependent.’79 The conversation with Ambassador Wilson was almost certainly leaked by allies of Truss to emphasise her more hardline stance on China – a stance that is considerably more hawkish than that of her predecessor Raab or of Boris Johnson.

By early 2022, a tug of war was raging within the British government over China policy and strategy. The more dovish wing was led by chancellor Rishi Sunak, who argued for a reset in relations, starting with the revival of a major trade summit that had been suspended amid tensions over Covid and Hong Kong. ‘The debate on China lacks nuance,’ he said. While a source close to Sunak asserted: ‘Like it or not you can’t ignore the China trade opportunity.’80 That sentiment seemed to have the support of the prime minister. One former Downing Street official even suggested Johnson’s decision to ban Huawei from Britain’s 5G networks lacked conviction, and had only been made under pressure from the US and his own backbenchers.81

Truss heightened her rhetoric on Hong Kong, urging China to uphold freedom of speech, after the mass removal of district councillors deemed insufficiently loyal to Beijing. That earned her a sharp rebuke from the Chinese embassy for her ‘irresponsible’ remarks.82 The criminalisation of political activity and the elimination of the last vestiges of freedom in Hong Kong continued apace. Hong Kong’s prisons were filling with political prisoners – by late 2021 an estimated 10,000 people had been arrested in connection with the pro-democracy protests, though court proceedings had only begun against a quarter of them.83 As with all such regimes, there were times when the repression teetered on the brink of farce. During the Hong Kong marathon in October 2021, runners were ordered to cover up tattoos, slogans or logos or be banned from the race. One male runner was told to cover with a bandage a tattoo on his leg reading ‘Hong Kong add oil’ – a common Cantonese phrase of support. A woman was stopped from running after organisers took issue with a ‘Hong Kong’ logo on her shorts. The marathon was sponsored by the British bank Standard Chartered.84

The two buildings are at opposite ends of London and very different in character, but they both speak to Beijing’s influence and ambition – and the ability of determined people to push back. The first, in Wapping in the east of the city, is the grand former home of the Royal Mint, which China has bought and plans to transform into its biggest embassy in Europe. The second, on a modern business park in Chiswick, west London, is the new European headquarters of China Global Television Network (CGTN), the international arm of the Communist Party’s propaganda channel.

At the handover ceremony for the Royal Mint site in March 2018, ambassador Liu Xiaoming proclaimed, ‘It is the new face of China in the new era, to write a new chapter for a China–UK golden era.’85 The Georgian building, constructed in 1809, will be at the heart of a vast embassy complex, a ‘new landmark for London’ and a ‘welcoming public face for China’, according to Liu. Its sale to Beijing was brokered on behalf of the UK government by one of Boris Johnson’s closest aides, Sir Edward Lister (since ennobled as Baron Udny-Lister). Johnson was foreign secretary at the time, and it was later revealed that Lister was being paid both by the property firm representing Beijing and the developer that sold the site for £255 million.86 Ambassador Liu personally thanked Lister for his ‘effort’ in securing the deal.87 The government insisted that Johnson’s trusted adviser had declared his interests in the appropriate way and there were no conflicts of interest.88 When Johnson became prime minister, he appointed Lister as his Chief Strategic Adviser and then interim Chief of Staff after the departure of Dominic Cummings. One former Downing Street aide described him as ‘a strong Sinophile voice in Johnson’s ear’.89 He left government in April 2021 and later that year became a senior adviser to the chairman of HSBC.90

Tower Hamlets is one of Britain’s poorest and most diverse boroughs. It is also nearly 40 per cent Muslim, the largest proportion of any borough in Britain, and the East End of London has a long history of fighting oppression and tyranny. The 1936 Battle of Cable Street, less than a mile from the Royal Mint, stopped Oswald Mosley’s blackshirt fascists marching through what at the time was the predominantly Jewish Whitechapel district.91 Soon after the Royal Mint deal was done John Biggs, the mayor of Tower Hamlets, wrote to Liu that ‘reports about the situation in Xinjiang are of huge concern to our diverse borough’. Liu hit back that such reports are ‘all lies fabricated by a few irresponsible politicians and media from the West’.92 Councillors also raised concerns about repression in Hong Kong and the practical issue of road closures and disruption from anticipated protests. Liu angrily demanded that local councillors stop trying to disrupt his plans. In March 2021, the local council voted to consider changing the names of roads and buildings in the surrounding area. Tiananmen Square, Uyghur Court, Hong Kong Road and Tibet Hill were among the suggestions to ‘assert support for the freedom and diversity of our borough’.93

CGTN’s European production centre is a 30,000-square-foot, state-of-the-art facility occupying an entire floor of a new building in Chiswick Park, west London. It is at the forefront of a vast worldwide expansion of China’s state-owned media, which China’s leaders have described as the ‘eyes, ears, tongue and throat of the Communist Party’.94 Complaints soon came rolling in. Ofcom, the UK government’s broadcast regulator, found CGTN repeatedly broke its impartiality rules during coverage of the Hong Kong pro-democracy protests. The Chinese broadcaster was also sanctioned for airing forced confessions on multiple occasions. These included those of British private investigator Peter Humphrey and his wife Yu Yingzeng, who were imprisoned on charges of illegally trading in personal information. Humphrey later described how he had been drugged and locked into an iron chair while cameras shot his ‘confession’ through the bars of his cage.95 Confessions made under duress have always been a feature of communist China, but have increased under Xi Jinping, broadcast and amplified by propaganda outlets at home and abroad.

In February 2021, CGTN was stripped of its licence to broadcast in the UK when an Ofcom investigation found the network is controlled directly by the Chinese Communist Party. That seemed to somewhat state the obvious, but was still a big step for Ofcom, whose rules state that a broadcaster should not be under direct political control.96 Beijing retaliated by banning the BBC from broadcasting in China, even though the BBC was already restricted to international hotels, and business and residential compounds for foreigners, and was regularly blacked out when carrying critical reports.97 CGTN fought back, and in August 2021, it announced that it was back on the air in the UK having found a loophole. Under the European Convention on Transfrontier Television (ECTT), of which the UK remains a member, CGTN has the right to air in the UK using a licence from any country bound by that agreement. It secured an authorisation from the French TV regulator, the Conseil supérieur de l’audiovisuel (CSA), though it is unclear how long this will last since the CSA is also investigating CGTN for rule breaking.98 By the end of 2021, it has yet to find a platform willing to take its programming and was exploring streaming services that do not require a broadcast licence.99

The story of these two buildings, in Chiswick and Tower Hamlets, does hold some hope for those wishing to see the Chinese Communist Party held to account. But, as we have seen, British policy on China lacks clarity. At the time of writing there is still considerable tension within government over how tough to be towards China. The result is an ambiguous message. The experience of CGTN and the Royal Mint demonstrate that China has considerable ambition and sway, that it is persistent – and in the battle for influence, it sees Britain as very much in play.

When Boris Johnson was looking for advice on the economic opportunities for ‘Global Britain’ he turned to former Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott, appointing him as a special trade envoy. Abbott was once a strong supporter of engagement with China, signing a free-trade deal with Beijing during his time as prime minister between 2013 and 2015. During a visit to the UK, he said he would not sign such a deal today. ‘I think it’s been a hell of a wake-up call,’ he said.100 He shared a platform in London with Liz Truss, then Britain’s secretary of state for international trade. ‘The Beijing government sees trade as a strategic weapon to be turned on and off, like a tap, to reward friends and to punish foes,’ he warned. He described China as a far more formidable adversary than the Soviet Union, ‘because it’s been increasingly embedded inside the global economy and can bring economic as well as military pressure to bear against its targets’, he said.101 He was speaking from bitter experience.




CHAPTER 14

Standing up to China: Lessons from Aussie ‘Scumbags’ and ‘Tiny, Crazy’ Lithuanians

‘Clearly, Canberra is increasingly unhinged and in way over its head by taking such a suicidal attack on not just China but also its own economic interests.’

Global Times, April 2021

It was a remarkable speech even by the standards of China’s aggressive ‘wolf warrior’ diplomats. ‘History will prove that it is wise and visionary to be China’s friend,’ Wang Xining told his audience of Australian business people. Then came the warning – those who ‘deliberately vilify’ China are ‘scum’ who will be ‘cast aside in history’, he barked. ‘Their children will be ashamed of mentioning their names in the history.’ The deputy head of mission at the Chinese embassy in Canberra was speaking at a Lunar New Year dinner in the Australian capital in March 2021. The Chinese version of the speech includes the characters for bài lèi, which translate as ‘degenerate’ or ‘scum’ (or ‘scumbag’ as outraged Australians rendered it), though in an English-language transcript the embassy removed the offending word.1 It was only the latest in a fuselage of insults and threats fired at Australia – with Chinese officials describing the country as ‘sick’ and in need of medicine, and peddling ‘ignorance and bigotry’. State media published a cartoon depicting Australia as a gormless kangaroo puppet controlled by America.2 It described the country as ‘gum stuck on the bottom of China’s shoe’ and a ‘giant kangaroo that serves as a dog of the US’.3

Australia’s offence? To call for an independent inquiry into the origin of Covid-19, which first emerged in the Chinese city of Wuhan in December 2019. When Australia began its push for an inquiry, in April 2020, China’s Ambassador Jingye Cheng, threatened a boycott of the country’s goods. ‘Maybe the ordinary people will say “Why should we drink Australian wine? Eat Australian beef?”’ Cheng said.4 When Australia stood firm, accusing Beijing of ‘economic coercion’, China followed up its threats by launching a trade war, targeting up to A$19 billion dollars in Australian exports.5 China is Australia’s biggest trading partner, taking more than a third of the country’s exports, mostly resources, though Beijing initially targeted barley, beef, cotton, coal, wine and seafood.6 It hit them with hefty tariffs or other spurious technical restrictions, which effectively blocked their import to China. Beijing warned its students and tourists against travelling to a ‘racist’ country. China had become Australia’s biggest source of both international students and foreign visitors at the time, though the immediate impact was blunted by the Covid-19 pandemic, which closed Australia’s and China’s borders. ‘Clearly, Canberra is increasingly unhinged and in way over its head by taking such a suicidal attack on not just China but also its own economic interests,’ the Global Times growled.7 Beijing has used trade as a weapon many times and in many places over the years, but what made the Australian boycott stand out was its sheer size, equivalent to around 10 per cent of Australia’s exports, with little attempt to dress it up as anything other than a punishment for ‘hurting the feelings of the Chinese people’. While other trade boycotts have also been designed to punish, the connection was rarely made so explicit.

Australia was hit by a series of cyberattacks against political and private sector organisations that the government said were carried out by a ‘sophisticated state-based cyber actor’.8 The targets included all levels of government, industry, political organisations, education, health, essential service providers and operators of other critical infrastructure. The attacks continued intermittently over several months, during which the email systems of Australia’s federal parliament, the parliament of mineral-rich Western Australia and a leading broadcaster were breached. Cybersecurity experts said there was little doubt about who carried out the waves of attacks, following the digital trail to groups linked to the Chinese state.9

The Chinese embassy in Canberra raised the stakes further by handing over a list of additional grievances that included just about any and every criticism of China that had been made by Australian politicians, media and think tanks. The ‘offences’ included criticising China’s island-building and other aggressive behaviour in the South China Sea, its repression in Hong Kong and Xinjiang, and its intimidation of Taiwan. To this were added Australian accusations of cyber spying against Beijing, Canberra’s exclusion of Huawei from Australia’s 5G networks and its siding with the US more broadly. Beijing also complained about new anti-foreign interference laws Australia had introduced to push back against Chinese influence in Australian politics, business and academia. It attacked ‘unfriendly and antagonistic media’ and think tanks. It was quite a list, fourteen grievances in total, contained in a document produced by the Chinese embassy. ‘China is angry. If you make China the enemy, China will be the enemy,’ the document warned.10

The grievances were echoed by the Foreign Ministry in Beijing, where spokesperson Zhao Lijian said Australia needed to ‘squarely face the crux of the current setback in bilateral relations, take China’s concerns seriously and take concrete actions to correct its mistakes’.11 Beijing was in effect seeking to muzzle Australia by extending internationally the intolerance of dissent it practices at home – telling Canberra to ‘shut-up’ as the price for doing business. Australian political leaders gave it short shrift. ‘Australia will always be ourselves,’ said Prime Minister Scott Morrison. ‘We will always set our own laws and our own rules according to our national interests – not at the behest of any other nation.’12 Former Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull was a little more direct, describing the list as ‘truly one of the nuttiest things I’ve ever seen’.13

While Canberra’s call for an independent Covid-19 inquiry sent relations plummeting, political and trade ties had already begun to sour, likened by one commentator to Hemingway’s description of bankruptcy – gradually then suddenly.14 Canberra was forced to confront a fundamental question: Had Australian businesses and politicians for too long allowed themselves to be gripped by a dangerous ‘gold rush’ mentality towards Beijing that not only blinded them to the thuggish reality of Xi Jinping’s China, but had created an over-dependence that was now coming back to haunt them?

Darwin is Australia’s northern-most city, the wettest, smallest and most isolated on the continent. Crocodile Dundee, the 1986 action comedy that turned Paul Hogan into the face of Australia, was filmed in the Kakadu National Park, just to the east of the city. To many metropolitan Australians sitting in Sydney or Melbourne little has changed. In their eyes it remains a rough outback city, a home of rednecks and marauding man-eating crocodiles. It was always an unfair stereotype. And these days the capital of the Northern Territory is an increasingly vibrant, multicultural city. More than a third of the population was born overseas and it has the largest indigenous population of any city in Australia. While it might be isolated from the rest of the country, it is far closer to Asia’s major cities and sea routes, offering the quickest access to the South China Sea and beyond. It is, in other words, of enormous strategic importance.

In recent years, Darwin has been promoted as Australia’s front door to Asian markets, a potential export hub for agricultural produce and resources. Since 2011, US marines have rotated in and out of the city, conducting exercises and training with the Australian Defence Force for up to six months a year. The marines are based not far from Darwin port, through which transits ammunition, equipment and fuel. In addition, the port regularly supports Australian exercises and hosts visits from foreign navies. Yet in 2015, the government of the Northern Territory sold the port to China. To be precise, it sold a ninety-nine-year lease to a Chinese company called Landbridge Group for A$506 million (£270 million). US President Barack Obama rebuked Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull for going ahead with the deal without even consulting him.15 There were plenty of red flags: Landbridge is an opaque nominally private company based in the port city of Rizhao in China’s Shandong province, and has close links to the Communist Party. Australian reporters who descended on Rizhao in an effort to discover more about the company and its reclusive owner, Ye Cheng, found themselves staring into a black hole. They dubbed Ye the ‘invisible billionaire’, since he has almost no public profile.16 To longtime China-watchers the opacity was very familiar, as were the links with the Party. Ye was a member of a Party advisory body, and he was once described by the authorities as one of the ‘top ten individuals caring about the development of national defence’. Landbridge is among a number of companies to have established armed militia units to support the military in the event of war or major emergencies, according to an official military newspaper.17 All companies in China are required to do the Communist Party’s bidding, whatever the share register says. They cannot say no, not if they want to stay in business. Yet, at the time the Australian Strategic Policy Institute was a lonely voice pointing out that Landbridge was little more than a Communist Party front.18 The deal went ahead, structured in such a way that it escaped scrutiny by the Foreign Investment Review Board. The Northern Territory chief minister welcomed his new ‘private sector partner’. Fears over the deal were ‘alarmist nonsense’ said Dennis Richardson, secretary of the Department of Defence. The Northern Territory had been trying to attract investment to the port for some time and its chief minister accused critics of the deal of ‘spreading xenophobia and fear’.19

This was the time of peak ‘China mania’ in Australia. The Darwin deal was representative of that era, rather in the manner of Britain’s nuclear deal with Beijing. Australia’s economy was booming – a quarter of a century without a recession, largely on the back of a fast-growing China, which was snapping up iron ore, coal, liquified natural gas and other resources just about as fast as Australia could get them out of the ground. Chinese money poured into Australian assets, with acquisitions ranging from energy companies, gas pipelines, port facilities in New South Wales, dairy processors and cattle stations, to waterfront mansions and country estates – with few questions asked. China was soon to surpass New Zealand as the biggest source of foreign tourists, and Chinese students were generating billions of dollars for Australian universities.

A free-trade deal was agreed at the end of 2014, which promised lower Chinese tariffs on agriculture, dairy and wine, and improved access to China for Australian banking and other professional services. At the time, Prime Minister Tony Abbott lauded the trade deal as his government’s biggest achievement. He hosted Xi Jinping in Canberra in November 2014 and Xi addressed the federal parliament, telling senators and MPs that ‘Australia is a country of dynamism and innovation’. Abbott responded: ‘We have become a model of how two peoples and two countries can complement each other.’20

Fast forward seven years and Abbott had become one of China’s biggest critics, and China’s embassy in Canberra was denouncing him as ‘a failed and pitiful politician’.21 Darwin port was back in the news, but for very different reasons. The government announced a Department of Defence review of the 2015 agreement, armed with new powers not only to scrutinise deals that could impact on national security, but to impose new conditions or even reverse those that have already been approved.22 During a visit to the Northern Territory, Prime Minister Scott Morrison said he would heed any advice ‘about the national security implications of any piece of critical infrastructure’.23 The port was now described as a ‘critical strategic asset for Australia’, suitable for developing a major naval hub. Darwin port had become a dramatic symbol of how rapidly and dramatically times had changed. Rather like a regretful drunk waking with a bad hangover, Australia was attempting to come to terms with its over-indulgence of Beijing, and to rectify the damage to its security – but also to its democratic and civic institutions.

With hindsight, the free-trade agreement at the end of 2014 and the Darwin port deal marked the high point of Australia’s love affair with China. By then there were aspects of its partner’s behaviour that were already generating disquiet. At that time, Australian diplomacy was frequently described as a balancing act between the burgeoning economic relationship with China and its security partnership with the United States, with whom Canberra is a treaty ally. Canberra thought it could avoid hard choices and enjoy the best of both worlds, a policy that Hugh White, an Australian defence analyst, describes as ‘systematic duplicity’.24 There was a growing realisation that China’s rise was far from benign and presented a growing threat to Australia’s sovereignty. Concern was focused initially on Beijing’s influence in the Australian economy and the level of dependence on China’s giant market, but the loudest wake-up call came in the form of a political influence buying scandal.

The ink was barely dry on the free-trade agreement, when the country was shaken by revelations that politicians and political parties had received donations from business people linked to the Chinese Communist Party in an effort to shape policy towards China.25 One Labor Party senator, after accepting money, called on Australia to respect China’s territorial claims in the South China Sea and tried to stop his foreign affairs spokesman from meeting pro-democracy activists in Hong Kong.26 It was also revealed that the senator had tipped off his CCP-linked patron that he might be under surveillance by security agencies.27 The revelations led in 2018 to a package of new laws to tighten rules on political funding and influence operations. ‘We will not tolerate foreign influence activities that are in any way covert, coercive or corrupt. That is the line that separates legitimate influence from illegitimate interference,’ said then Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull, when he introduced the bill.28 That warning was echoed by Australian spy chiefs: ‘The level of threat we face from foreign espionage and interference activities is currently unprecedented,’ said Mike Burgess, director-general of the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation. ‘It is higher now than it was at the height of the Cold War.’29 The laws ban foreign political donations and require foreign lobbyists to register. They also criminalise covert, deceptive or threatening actions that are intended to interfere with democratic processes or provide intelligence to overseas governments. These laws represent the most robust push-back to date by a Western democracy against Chinese interference, and are designed to include actions that previously fell short of definitions of espionage – a yawning gap that still exists in UK legislation.

The activities of Chinese Communist Party-linked groups within Australia’s universities, think tanks and civic organisations also came under scrutiny. A student group connected to the Chinese embassy was accused of intimidating critics on the country’s campuses and seeking to stifle debate on issues sensitive to the Communist Party, such as Taiwan, Tibet, Hong Kong and Xinjiang. Universities had become highly dependent on fees from Chinese students who numbered around 160,000 before the Covid-19 pandemic – around 40 per cent of international students. A 2019 report from the Centre for Independent Studies described Chinese students as the ‘cash cows’ of Australian universities. It found that Australia’s seven top-ranked universities were generating more than A$2 billion from Chinese students, which represented between 12 per cent and 23 per cent of total revenues. The highest figure was from the University of Sydney, which took in more than half a million Australian dollars.30

In a later report, Human Rights Watch (HRW) said the Chinese government maintains surveillance of mainland and Hong Kong students, and found an ‘atmosphere of fear’ among pro-democracy activists, who feared their activities in Australia could result in relatives at home being punished or interrogated.31 One Chinese activist, who uses the pseudonym Horror Zoo, told the BBC how she organised a protest in Melbourne against the Communist Party’s early cover-up of the Covid-19 outbreak in Wuhan and the hounding of doctors who tried to sound the alarm. She was photographed by nationalist students, and received threats when the pictures were posted online. ‘People say they want to kill me,’ she told the broadcaster. She said police visited her parents in China, frightening her mother, who had no idea about her daughter’s activism.32

HRW also said tutors and lecturers were coming under increasing pressure. More than half of a sample who teach China studies or Chinese students said they self-censored, while academics perceived to be critical of the Communist Party were harassed in person or online. Some said they had been asked by university management to steer clear of sensitive issues. It is an open policy of Xi Jinping to use students studying abroad to promote the Party’s interests, and nearly all the academics interviewed for the report pointed to a marked increase in nationalism among their students since Xi came to power. Research collaboration also came under scrutiny, as did the activities of Confucius Institutes, Chinese government-funded organisations that ostensibly promote language and culture, but were accused of peddling propaganda and stifling debate. There are thirteen of them on Australian campuses.

The Communist Party also targeted Australia’s large 1.2 million strong Chinese diaspora, lavishing money on community organisations, and taking effective control of most Chinese-language media.33 Party front organisations provided news outlets with content and favours, and channelled direct and indirect funding. As in other Chinese communities worldwide, WeChat became an indispensable tool for migrants to keep abreast of friends and relatives at home, but it has also become a potent tool of Communist Party censorship, surveillance and disinformation, providing a distorted view of reality for those for whom English is not their first language.34

By the time Covid-19 emerged in Wuhan, Australia–China relations were fast heading to the rocks. Wang Xining, China’s deputy ambassador to Australia – who would later make the ‘scumbags’ remark – likened the call for an independent inquiry to the betrayal of Julius Caesar by the assassin Brutus. It was ‘approximately identical to Julius Caesar in his final day when he saw Brutus approaching him. “Et tu, Brute?”,’ he told the National Press Club in Canberra.35 Many Australian economists were prepared to heed China’s warnings, urging Canberra to be ‘realistic’ in its dealings with Beijing because its giant market could not be replaced. ‘There are no other options that come anywhere near to making up China’s numbers,’ warned Professor Jane Golley, a China economy specialist at the Australian National University.36 She said she found the calls to turn away from China ‘depressing’. ‘I wonder if the man on the street who reads the headline and thinks we need to diversify from China – I always wonder if they think through what that could mean and how it might lead to them or their children not having jobs in the future.’ It was a familiar refrain, heard in many forms in other Western countries – in effect, telling politicians to stop posturing, hold their noses and reap the supposed economic rewards of China trade. Yet, as China heaped on the economic pressure, Australia stood firm – and the economy seemed none the worse for it.

The smugglers were loading two powerful speedboats off a pier in the small village of Lau Fau Shan in Hong Kong’s northwest when the marine police swept in. There were four smugglers, and though taken by surprise they still managed to escape in one of their specially adapted boats, its multiple outboard motors giving it more than enough power to outrun the police, speeding across Deep Bay and to mainland China beyond. But they were forced to abandon most of their valuable cargo on the pier, and police and customs officials were soon sifting through the contraband – Styrofoam boxes packed with almost 600kg of flaming red Australian rock lobsters, with a street price of around US$25,000.37 Live rock lobsters had been a staple delicacy at Chinese wedding banquets and other up-scale parties, and China had been by far Australia’s main market for them – until they were targeted as part of Beijing’s trade sanctions. An export market estimated to be worth more than half a billion US dollars a year to Australia vanished overnight. That’s when the smuggling began. Hong Kong is still treated as a separate customs territory, and in the months following the China ban imports of Australian rock lobsters into the territory increased fiftyfold – most of it destined for illicit backdoor channels to the mainland.

China also targeted wine, and direct exports to what had been the biggest market for Australian winemakers dried up after being hit with crippling tariffs as high as 212 per cent. But once again Hong Kong picked up some of the slack, with imports of Australian wine to the territory more than doubling in the months that followed the ban, the extra almost certainly destined for China’s backdoor. As Beijing slapped restrictions on trade with Australia, so the former British colony appeared to be returning to its roots as a black-market hub, a centre for the sort of grey China trade on which it had once thrived.38

The backdoor into China came as a welcome relief to Australian winemakers and lobster catchers. Vineyards also found some relief in a big increase in exports to Britain, where home wine racks were well stocked during Covid-19 lockdowns. Like other sectors hit by Beijing, they scrambled to find alternative markets. Barley growers found new buyers in Asia and Latin America, while coal was diverted to India, Europe and Latin America. By one estimate the value of exports to China of goods which faced tariffs or other barriers fell by about A$11.7 billion (US$9 billion) a year. But the value of exports of these same commodities to the rest of the world increased by A$13.4 billion.39 Furthermore, the overall value of exports to China reached an all-time high, thanks to Beijing’s addiction to Western Australian iron ore, where prices surged by more than a third between 2019 and 2021.40 Australia accounts for 60 per cent of China iron ore imports, and while Beijing grumbled about the price it was having to pay, it had no alternative in the short term. While restricting exotic crustaceans and pinot noir imports might irritate guests at wedding banquets, the Party couldn’t jeopardise the iron ore imports that power its real economy.

Overall, the Australian economy was remarkably resilient. An emboldened Canberra launched formal complaints at the World Trade Organization against China over the wine and barley duties.41 Australia ripped up agreements signed under China’s Belt and Road Initiative. The Chinese embassy reacted with fury, accusing Canberra of being ‘unreasonable and provocative’, while one Australian analyst pointed out, ‘There is not much they can do to Australia anymore. Once you’ve thrown the kitchen sink at someone, in a tactical sense the Australian government is liberated to do whatever the hell it wants.’42

Prime Minister Scott Morrison announced a sharp increase in defence spending, up 40 per cent over the next decade and focused on the Indo-Pacific region. He said Australia needed to prepare for a post-Covid world that is ‘poorer, more dangerous and more disorderly’. Australia signed up to a security pact with the US and UK which will allow Australia to build nuclear-powered submarines for the first time. It moved to revitalise regional ‘medium power’ military relationships with Japan and India and joined discussions over ways of expanding the role of the ‘five eyes’ intelligence gathering alliance comprising Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the UK and US. Australia also spoke more forcefully about Chinese disinformation campaigns that seek to undermine democracies, it suspended its extradition treaty with Hong Kong over China’s imposition of a draconian security law in the city, and filed a declaration with the United Nations rejecting China’s maritime claims in the South China Sea.43 It also moved to counter Chinese influence in the Pacific, where Canberra has long cultural and political ties. It stepped up support and engagement with island states, offering Covid-19 vaccines as an alternative to Chinese donations.44 It sought to block a Chinese firm from buying Digicel Pacific, the dominant telecoms operator in the South Pacific.45

The pushback against China seemed to catch the national mood. In 2021, an annual poll by the Lowy Institute, a foreign-policy research group, found public sentiment towards Beijing had soured sharply and China had become the least trusted country by Australians. Some 84 per cent of those polled said they trusted China not at all or not very much.46 When asked to weigh up whether China was more of a security threat or more of an economic partner, nearly two-thirds identified it as a threat.47 It was hard not to conclude that China had shot itself in the foot, and the experience was watched particularly closely from the other side of the world – from the shore of the Baltic Sea.

Lithuania knows what it’s like to live next door to a bully. It was the first of the old Soviet states to escape the clutches of the disintegrating USSR when it declared independence in 1990. In Vladimir Putin’s Russia, it now has a growling, resentful and intimidating neighbour. It is therefore not at all surprising that the tiny Baltic state made common cause with Taiwan and demonstrates a backbone towards Beijing that has been woefully missing elsewhere in Europe.

In November 2021, it joined Australia in Beijing’s doghouse when it allowed Taiwan to open a diplomatic mission in Vilnius, the Lithuanian capital, which for the first time in Europe carries the name ‘Taiwan’. Most of its other de facto embassies use the name of its capital ‘Taipei’ in the title out of fear of upsetting China. The ‘Taiwanese Representative Office in Lithuania’ provoked predictable tantrums from Beijing. It was an ‘extremely egregious act’, barked the Chinese Foreign Ministry. ‘We demand that Lithuania immediately correct its wrong decision.’48 The Party’s Global Times called Lithuania a ‘crazy, tiny country full of geopolitical fears’, and warned it ‘will eventually pay a price for its evil deed’.49

China withdrew its ambassador from Vilnius and threw out Lithuania’s top diplomat from Beijing. The Lithuanian embassy in China was bombarded with threatening calls, many targeting local Chinese staff.50 In December 2021, Lithuania pulled out all its remaining diplomats, fearing for their safety after Beijing demanded they hand back their diplomatic IDs.51 China suspended rail freight to the country, and imposed a de facto trade embargo.

Lithuania is a tiny country, Beijing was right on that front. Its population is a little under 3 million, compared with China’s 1.4 billion, and its economy is 1/270th the size of China’s, but it wasn’t about to go grovelling to Beijing for forgiveness in the manner of so many larger countries over the years. Not only did it double down, but it rather seemed to be enjoying itself. Lithuania’s Foreign Ministry said the country was interested in expanding economic and cultural cooperation with Taiwan. ‘Freedom-loving people should look after each other,’ said Minister of Foreign Affairs Gabrielius Landsbergis, announcing a donation of 20,000 doses of AstraZeneca Covid-19 vaccine to Taiwan after China sought to block the island’s access to global supplies.52 Beijing is especially wary of Landsbergis, who is the grandson of Vytautas Landsbergis, who led the country to independence in 1990, a move that hastened the demise of the Soviet Union.

Lithuania also left the ‘17+1 group’, a diplomatic forum through which China seeks to exert influence over eastern and central European countries, and which was widely seen as an attempt to split the EU.53 The Lithuanian government urged people to throw away their Chinese mobile phones and avoid buying new ones. A report by the country’s National Cyber Security Centre said a top-end phone made by Xiaomi had in-built tools able to censor 449 terms, including ‘Free Tibet’, ‘Long live Taiwan independence’ or ‘democracy movement’. The list, which could be updated remotely from China, was included in the phone’s internet browser. Although the capability had been switched off in European models, it could be remotely activated at any time. The report also found flaws in a Huawei phone that made it vulnerable to cyberattack.54 The government also blocked the use of Chinese baggage-screening technology at Lithuanian airports over national security fears.55 It banned Huawei from its telecoms infrastructure, and proposed Chinese investment in Klaipeda, Lithuania’s only seaport and a key transit point for NATO forces, was also put on hold after Lithuania’s president called it a national security risk.56

In a non-binding resolution supported by three-fifths of its members, the Lithuanian parliament described China’s treatment of its Uyghurs in Xinjiang as ‘genocide’, called for a UN investigation of detention camps and urged the European Commission to review relations with Beijing. It also called on China to abolish a national security law in Hong Kong, and to let observers into Tibet and begin talks with the Dalai Lama.57 Lithuania is one of the few countries in the world where Tibet’s spiritual leader remains a welcome guest.

Beijing’s heavy-handed interference was grating well before the spat over Taiwan’s diplomatic mission. In September 2019, the Lithuanian government lodged a formal complaint with China’s embassy in Vilnius, accusing diplomats of disrupting protests in the city in support of the Hong Kong democracy movement. The Lithuanian Foreign Ministry said Chinese diplomats acted ‘in violation of public order’ after protesters were jostled and attempts were made to rip away their megaphones.58 Later that year, Lithuanians were appalled when a Chinese visitor posted online a video of herself removing a cross supporting Hong Kong that had been planted on the Hill of Crosses, a national independence shrine. A photo, also uploaded, showed another cross defaced with the words, ‘Hope all cockroaches rest in peace’ – cockroaches being a derogatory term used against the protesters in Hong Kong.59 The Hill, located near the northern Lithuanian city of Šiauliai, is covered with tens of thousands of wooden crosses, effigies and rosaries and is regarded as a symbol of faith, hope and freedom. It is in many ways a narrative of war, uprising and struggles, and the tradition of planting crosses is believed to date back to an 1831 rebellion against the Russians. During the Soviet occupation, the authorities made several unsuccessful attempts to level the hill, but the crosses kept coming back. It is easy to understand why the vandals, likely Chinese tourists pumped up by the Communist Party’s nationalist propaganda, caused such outrage.

Arguably, Lithuania could afford to thumb its nose at Beijing, because direct China trade is small – China accounts for only 1 per cent of Lithuania’s total exports, according to Economy Minister Aušrine˙ Armonaite˙.60 Hardest hit were companies relying on China-made electronic components who reportedly received near identical letters claiming power shortages had made it difficult to fulfil orders.61 Beijing sought other, indirect ways to apply pressure, demanding that multinational companies sever ties with Lithuania or face being shut out of the China market.62 This represented a sharp escalation in Beijing’s use of economic coercion – in effect prescribing where companies operating in China could source their components. Foreign Minister Landsbergis appealed to the European Union for support. In a letter to the Commission, he wrote, ‘A strong reaction is necessary at the EU level in order to send a signal to China that politically motivated economic pressure is unacceptable and will not be tolerated.’63

***

Australia and Lithuania are on opposite sides of the globe. One a medium-size Pacific power, the other a small but plucky European state, a member of both the EU and NATO. They both have plenty of attitude, which is perhaps why the Chinese Communist Party wanted to make an example of them – to punish them both for having the audacity to cross China and to send a message to others to think twice before causing offence to Xi Jinping. At the time of writing, not only have both stood firm, but Beijing’s tactics are backfiring. ‘Sometimes it’s quite the opposite – the pressure increases resilience rather than breaks the country,’ Landsbergis said. He described his country as a ‘canary in the coal mine’ for how China pressures smaller countries that don’t bend to its will.64 The same expression was used by Heino Klinck, US deputy assistant secretary of defense for East Asia in the Trump administration, to describe Australia. ‘It’s not just about Australia. It’s just that the Chinese have decided if they can put the Aussies back into a box, that sends a message to everyone else,’ he said.65 In a February 2022 visit to Australia, US Secretary of State Antony Blinken said that Australia ‘set an incredibly powerful example’ for the world.66 Instead of striking fear into the hearts of other would-be transgressors, the treatment of Australia and Lithuania appeared to galvanise critics and inspire others to stand up to coercion from China.

Defiance spread across central and eastern Europe, partly because China’s promised investment in the region had not materialised, and partly because China’s bullying triggered memories of their own Cold War history as client states of the USSR. Taiwan’s Foreign Minister Joseph Wu was warmly welcomed in Slovakia and the Czech Republic. ‘Like Taiwan, countries in Central and Eastern Europe have gone through the shackles of authoritarian regimes and uphold the shared values of democracy, freedom, human rights, and the rule of law,’ he said in a statement that was opportunistic but captured the growing sentiment – a sentiment echoed by Miloš Vystrcˇil, the speaker of the Czech Senate, who said, ‘We know very well from our own history what it’s like to live with a big brother behind your back.’67 Slovenia’s Prime Minister Janez Janša described China’s treatment of Lithuania as ‘terrifying’ and ‘ridiculous’ and announced that his country was also looking to strengthen diplomatic ties with Taiwan.68 Even Greece, once one of Beijing’s staunchest defenders in Europe began to cool. Athens said that promised investment in Piraeus port, in which a Chinese state-owned company acquired a controlling stake in 2016, had not been forthcoming and the company had damaged the marine environment.69

China sought to apply pressure on Lithuania through the EU, which has traditionally been cautious about confronting Beijing. However, in Brussels too, the mood is changing. The European Parliament froze any consideration of a massive investment deal with Beijing over China’s repression in Xinjiang.70 The parliament also overwhelmingly backed a resolution urging the EU to upgrade its ties with Taiwan. ‘Strategic autonomy’ is becoming the latest foreign policy catchphrase in Brussels, which translates as less dependence on Chinese supply chains, more scrutiny of inbound investment and speaking out more robustly on human rights. The EU also proposed new ‘anti-coercion’ regulation designed to combat non-European Union countries wielding undue pressure on any of the bloc’s members, which would seem tailor-made for defending Lithuania.71 The regulation would empower the EU to impose trade or investment restrictions on China. That would be a big step for the cautious eurocrats, but the direction of travel in Brussels is clear enough.

Germany has been especially careful not to upset Beijing, since the China market is particularly important for German manufacturers, especially its car makers. Continental, a German car parts giant was reportedly among the companies pressured to stop using components manufactured in Lithuania.72 German big business reportedly put pressure on Vilnius to back down, the German-Baltic Chamber of Commerce suggesting some companies might otherwise have to leave Lithuania.73 However, the German government backed an EU complaint against China at the World Trade Organization, alleging unfair trade practices – with UK, US and of course Australia joining the consultation process. The WTO complaints process can be agonisingly slow, but the fact it was launched at all was enormously symbolic. There is cautious optimism that Germany’s new government, which took office at the end of 2021, will be more robust on China than was the administration of Angela Merkel. The ‘traffic light’ coalition of Social Democrats, Greens and Free Democrats has as its foreign minister Annalena Baerbock, the co-leader of the Greens, who pledged to take greater account of human rights in Germany’s foreign affairs.

By most definitions, diplomacy is a two-way process of give and take. In the era of Xi Jinping, China’s diplomats don’t see it that way, rigidly glued to an ever-hardening Party line that sees no space for compromise. They see rules and agreements as tactical concessions that can be discarded as needs be. Diplomacy is reduced to what has been described as ‘displays of performative anger’. Peter Martin, in his study of ‘wolf warrior’ diplomacy, characterises Chinese diplomacy as a ‘combination of outrage with another common negotiating ploy: the insistence that responsibility for the health of diplomatic relations belongs entirely to the other side.’74

Lithuania and Australia illustrate Communist Party bullying at its most stark. Over the years, most countries (and companies and politicians and celebrities) have fallen meekly into line in the face of coercion. China bullies because it can, and because it works – or at least it has in the past. Lithuania and Australia are the vanguard of a new assertiveness. In January 2022, Lithuania’s Foreign Minister Gabrielius Landsbergis stood side by side with his Australian counterpart Marise Payne at Government House in Canberra and joked that they were members of an ‘exclusive club’. They warned that more nations would be targeted if like-minded countries did not challenge Beijing’s coercive practices. Landsbergis was visiting to open his country’s first embassy in Australia.75 Their willingness to face down Beijing’s tantrums could well be turning points in the global pushback against China. In both cases, the actions of the Communist Party have been counterproductive, further damaging China’s international standing. Both countries in their own way provide warnings about Beijing’s coercion as well as object lessons in how to deal with it.

In an August 2021 debate hosted by La Trobe University in Melbourne, former Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull said Beijing had tried to make an example of Australia, ‘to come down hard on us to make us more compliant’. He said that the strategy had ‘completely and utterly backfired’, and he warned those still advocating engagement: ‘You engage, you start getting into one bit of sucking up, and then more sucking up, and then sycophancy will be required.’76 For its part, Lithuania described its experience as a ‘wake-up call’ for fellow Europeans. ‘If you want to defend democracy you have to stand up for it,’ said Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Arnoldas Pranckevicˇius.77

The Communist Party is quick to accuse Western countries, the US in particular, of seeking to contain China’s rise, to prevent it taking up its rightful place in the world. Lithuania and Australia illustrate that it is not China’s rise that is the issue, but the nature of that rise, and the way Beijing chooses to exercise its new power. The global pushback is not being guided by some dark conspiratorial hand of the type the Party tends to see behind all its setbacks, but is the result of its own behaviour. It has overplayed its own repressive hand. The court of Xi Jinping is an arrogant and deeply insecure place, which may well have reached the peak of its power. The Party could well be facing precisely the sort of decay and decline that it routinely wishes on the West, though in the short term could be all the more dangerous for it.




CHAPTER 15

Peak China: The Future of the Chinese Communist Party

‘We have to step up combat readiness exercises, joint exercises and confrontational exercises to enhance servicemen’s capabilities and preparation for war.’

Xi Jinping, October 2018

When world leaders gathered in Glasgow in autumn 2021 for COP26, the UN’s ‘make or break’ climate change summit, the most notable absence was Xi Jinping. He stayed in China, where his urgent priority was massively ramping up the production and import of coal to solve a severe energy crunch, described as the worst in a decade.1 Half of the country’s provinces were rationing electricity, factories had closed, and there were regular blackouts. Old coal mines were rapidly brought back into production and output ramped up at existing ones. China scoured the globe for supplies, which included the sanctions-busting purchases from North Korea. There were a number of reasons for the crisis, including flooding in coal producing regions, but most can be traced to policy missteps. These ranged from an economic bounce-back after Covid that relied (as always) on energy-hungry construction and heavy industry, to self-defeating energy subsidies.2 Coal prices in China reached an all-time high in October 2021, up 260 per cent since the beginning of the year, before falling back on government intervention.3

China is the world’s biggest polluter, responsible for 27 per cent of global emissions of greenhouse gases at the time, burning more coal than the rest of the world combined.4 It was opening new coal-fired power stations and increasing emissions at an annual rate that was greater than the savings each year of the rest of the world put together.5 As of autumn 2021, it was building new coal plants at more than sixty locations across the country. Beijing pledged that its greenhouse gas emissions would peak before 2030 and the country would reach carbon neutrality before 2060, but these ‘peak carbon’ pledges were light on detail and heavy on caveats.

In the run-up to the Glasgow summit, Xi said China would no longer finance coal-powered plants internationally. This was presented as a concession and eagerly embraced as such by the West, desperate for signs of Beijing’s cooperation.6 It was no such thing. Construction had already dried up because of the soaring price of coal and the fall in price of renewables, as well as concern over debt among the recipients of Beijing’s largesse. China is a world leader in renewables, generating more energy from solar power than any other country, and claims to have bold ambitions to ramp this up. It is also seeking to corner the global market in many green technologies, but the fact remains that it is addicted to coal.7 In 2021, fossil fuels accounted for 85 per cent of energy used, and coal represents 57 per cent of that. It has given few details of how it intends to kick the coal habit – rendering its climate pledges largely meaningless.

Beijing made it clear that it sees climate change as a geopolitical tool. John Kerry, the US climate envoy, hoped it could be a stand-alone issue of global concern, divorced from prickly bilateral tensions. Wang Yi, China’s foreign minister, told him to forget it, that climate cooperation could not be separated and the US should ‘cease containing and supressing China in the world’.8 China has long used its cooperation on climate change (and on North Korea) as leverage, bargaining chips to get concessions elsewhere, or to blunt criticism of its human rights abuses or other aspects of its international behaviour, but rarely has this been stated so bluntly.

It was further evidence that China is not a serious partner. Not only is the Communist Party a serial breaker of rules and agreements, it approaches issues from a perspective of narrow self-interest. Concessions are tactical, to be discarded as needs be. As the Party’s Global Times put it, ‘China has already announced its own climate road map and will stick to its own pace.’9 At the end of the Glasgow meeting, China’s representative was instrumental in watering down the final pact that agreed to accelerate efforts to ‘phase down’ instead of ‘phase out’ coal use.10

It is true that the world will only achieve its climate goals if China acts to reduce its greenhouse-gas emissions, but Beijing will do so in its own way and at its own speed, prioritising its economy. China is very susceptible to the impact of climate change and climate-related disasters, such as the catastrophic flooding that hit Henan province in summer 2021, and these are more likely to force its hand than Western pressure or any desire to be a good global citizen.11 In the meantime, the broader message Xi Jinping was sending to Glasgow was that cooperation with the United States and its allies would be on Xi’s terms or not at all.12

There was a growing bunker mentality in the Zhongnanhai leadership compound in Beijing as the Party followed a ‘zero-Covid’ policy just as the most of the rest of the world was learning to live with the virus. Xi had not left China since before the pandemic and played an increasingly desperate game of Whac-A-Mole with the virus. The approach was about politics as much as health, with ‘victory’ over the virus a key plank of the cult of Xi. Entire cities were locked down following the detection of just a handful of cases.13 More than 30,000 visitors were locked inside Shanghai’s Disneyland theme park after a single customer tested positive, with everyone required to undergo a test before being allowed to leave.14 Armed police paraded shackled and hooded rule-breakers through the streets of one city, placards around their necks in a public shaming reminiscent of the Cultural Revolution.15 The enforcement of the rules were so zealous that in the city of Xian, a man complaining of chest pains was refused entry to hospital because he lived in a medium risk district. He died of a heart attack. An eight-month pregnant woman lost her baby after being refused treatment because her Covid test was invalid.16

With its borders sealed, Xi sought to further insulate China against the infiltration of dangerous foreign ideas and values, as if they were as infectious as any virus.17 In November 2021, this insularity, as well as sabre-rattling over Taiwan, combined to trigger a bizarre online panic. The Chinese internet was gripped with rumours of war after a seemingly innocuous instruction to households to stock up on necessities for winter. The notice was likely related to Covid-19 outbreaks and ongoing power shortages, but in the febrile world of China’s social media the PLA was on the march.18

The self-isolation came at a time when the Party faced a raft of economic problems that raised the intriguing possibility that while we may not be seeing ‘peak carbon’ any time soon, we could be witnessing peak China. The Communist Party may be facing the sort of decline it so frequently wishes on the West, and as with the climate, the impact could be dangerous and unpredictable. China faces multiple and growing problems linked to an unsustainable economic model.

In September 2021, the country’s property bubble began to burst. A Shenzhen-based property developer called Evergrande was no longer able to pay debts of more than $300 billion, and the meltdown quickly spread to other property firms.19 By one estimate Evergrande, the world’s most indebted developer, had taken deposits for more than 1.6 million apartments, bought off-plan, and riot police were deployed outside the company’s Shenzhen headquarters to keep buyers at bay. ‘Evergrande, give back my money I earned with blood and sweat!’ yelled one who managed to force his way into the lobby.20 Foreign bond holders, fearful they would not be repaid, began to circle the personal assets of Hui Ka Yan, Evergrande’s billionaire chairman. Pictures of his $45 million superyacht, ‘Event’, dwarfing everything else in Hong Kong’s Gold Coast yacht club, featured prominently in the financial press.21 Investigators sought to unravel the complex web of companies through which he managed assets that included at least three private jets worth $236 million and two mansions on Hong Kong’s Peak worth an estimated $204 million combined.22

Hui was well connected, rubbing shoulders with tycoons in Hong Kong and Communist Party leaders in Beijing, with whom he celebrated the Party’s 100th anniversary in July 2021. Two decades of frenzied construction saw entire new cities sprouting across the country, built on rampant speculation – vast and empty ‘ghost cities’, metropolises with all the trappings of urban life, but without the people. By one estimate, China has 65 million empty apartments, almost enough to give one each to the entire population of Britain.23 While many buyers over the years were genuine owner-occupiers, demand was driven by speculators who believed prices would just keep on rising. Now the speculators were fading away and there were simply not enough young people to buy all those apartments, and the millions more under construction.24

Banks fell over themselves to lend to the developers and to the buyers, and by late 2020, property-related lending accounted for an astonishing 39 per cent of bank loans, according to Guo Shuqing, chairman of the China Banking and Insurance Regulatory Commission, and the Party chief at the central bank. He described the property market as a ‘grey rhino’ – a very obvious, but ignored threat.25 Soon after his comments, the regulator tightened lending rules, which precipitated Evergrande’s problems. Guo hoped he could slowly let the air out of the bubble, but an awful lot is riding on that hope. Property is the main driver of the economy, with property and related goods and services accounting for almost a third of GDP.26 A large proportion of local government income comes from selling land to the property developers. There was already concern about hidden local government debts because of the widespread use of opaque financing vehicles. By one estimate, outstanding local government debt is worth 44 per cent of GDP, but nobody knows for sure, since the financial system is so lacking in transparency.27

A crash would hit the Chinese economy hard. The Party was terrified of the instability that might result, and hoped it could muddle through, bailing out firms and shuffling distressed assets onto state-owned banks and other pliable entities. But even if it manages the pace at which the air leaves the bubble, the economy could still face years of relative economic stagnation. The property sector is in many ways a microcosm of the wider economy – a scary combination of eye-watering debt, lack of transparency and diminishing returns on wasteful investment.

The property crisis came as the Party was targeting some of the country’s biggest tech companies, curbing the power and activities of firms including e-commerce giants Alibaba and Pinduoduo, ByteDance (the company behind TikTok), TenCent and ride-hailing platform Didi Chuxing. Leading entrepreneurs abandoned formal management roles at the head of the companies they founded.28 In some ways the assault was puzzling, since the Communist Party already exerts tight control over nominally private tech companies, which play a key role in censorship and surveillance on the Party’s behalf. New data protection and competition rules were cited, as were amorphous new Party slogans about the ‘disorderly expansion of capital’ and nurturing ‘common prosperity’ – the latter generally understood to refer to efforts to reduce China’s yawning wealth gap.29 The crackdown was typically arbitrary and without due process and essentially boiled down to the Party asserting greater control, particularly over technology and data, and a further centralisation of power around Xi Jinping. The former Party boss of Hangzhou, a hub for e-commerce, was expelled from the Party and faced corruption charges, accused of colluding with private companies to support their ‘disorderly expansion’.30 Xi wants China to become the world centre for innovation. However, neutering China’s most dynamic firms hardly seems the best way of achieving this – especially with China increasingly cut off from the Western know-how it has so easily been able to steal, copy or otherwise acquire in the past. A 2021 assessment from Peking University, which was subsequently censored, spelt out the challenges the country faces. China is ‘following [the United States] in most fields, running side by side in a few, and leading in very few,’ it stated.31 As we have seem, in chip production China is years behind its rivals, and while it has made great strides in artificial intelligence, the only real field it leads in is surveillance. No great surprise there.

The crackdown wiped hundreds of billions of dollars off the value of the companies and rattled foreign investors asked whether China was now ‘uninvestable’.32 In October 2021, LinkedIn, the only major Western social media network still operating in China, announced that it was pulling out, leaving behind a jobs-only version of the site. The company, which had previously been willing to censor on the Party’s behalf, announced: ‘We’re facing a significantly more challenging operating environment and greater compliance requirements in China.’33 Two weeks later, Yahoo said that it too was heading for the exit, citing an ‘increasingly challenging business and legal environment’.34

It has sometimes seemed that Western companies were willing to endure any indignity for a slice of the mythical China market, and Beijing has extracted a high price for market access. Now they were having to navigate increasingly tense geopolitics, sanctions and counter-sanctions, and a Communist Party armed with a rash of new security, data and cyber laws empowering it to take out through the front door what it used to steal from the back. Supply chains, already under strain from Covid-19 lockdowns, were coming under closer scrutiny amid accusations of forced labour in Xinjiang. The number of foreigners employed in China’s two largest cities declined sharply. Over the decade to 2021, the number of expatriates in Shanghai, China’s financial centre, fell by 20 per cent to around 163,000. The decline in Beijing was even steeper, falling by 40 per cent to about 63,000.35 There were a number of reasons for this, and anecdotal evidence suggests it has accelerated since the Covid-19 pandemic closed China’s borders. However, the broader reason is that China was becoming a far more hostile place for Western business and foreigners in general.

Hong Kong used to be a bolthole, a place with the rule of law and free expression, an island of sanctuary from the harder edges of doing business in the mainland. Now ‘one country two systems’ is dead, and the Party is rounding up critics as enthusiastically in Hong Kong as elsewhere in China. Here too an expat exodus was underway – an American Chamber of Commerce survey in May 2021 found that 42 per cent of those questioned were considering leaving the city.36

Longer-term challenges are also mounting. The country is aging rapidly, and there is no sign that the Party has grasped the challenges of a looming demographic crisis that is more acute than anywhere else in the world – and largely of its own making. The number of births to Chinese women under thirty fell by half between 2015 and 2020, to reach its lowest level in more than 60 years.37 There were fewer births in 2021 than in 1961, when the Great Leap Forward resulted in widespread famine and death. China’s population was expected to start shrinking from 2022. The number of marriages in China halved in the seven years to 2022, which also indicates extremely low birth rates ahead. Much of this is a legacy of its brutal family planning policies, which have also left the balance of the sexes skewed heavily towards men. The one-child policy has now been scrapped, but that has done nothing to raise the birth rate, with women now choosing to have fewer children. By some estimates, by mid-century as many as a third of Chinese will be more than 65 years old.38 The Communist Party insists it can innovate its way through the crises, and move away from a labour-intensive economy. Others see extreme stains ahead, on growth and also on the country’s overwhelmed hospitals and underfunded pension system.

The Party’s legitimacy in the eyes of many Chinese people lies in its ability to deliver economic progress and stability. If this is the case, then life could become more perilous for Xi Jinping. He has made many enemies, purging rivals in his ruthless accumulation of power, much of it under the guise of curbing corruption. In 2021, ahead of key Party meetings expected to rubber-stamp his bid for power for life, he targeted the country’s domestic security apparatus. Among those swept up were senior officials, including a former deputy minister, who had acted as Xi’s enforcers in the early part of his rule.39

Xi has squandered China’s soft power globally. A survey by the Pew Research Center in early summer 2021 found negative views of China and Xi at, or close to, all-time highs in nearly every one of the seventeen advanced economies it surveyed.40 The mood is also darkening in many nations which have received Chinese investment under the Belt and Road Initiative. In truth, China has never been much loved, the relationship was primarily transactional. The apparent generosity of ‘no-strings’ finance is turning out to be no such thing.

For several weeks in late 2021 protesters filled the streets of Pakistan’s port city of Gwadar, chanting ‘Gwadar ko haq do!’ (‘Give Gwadar Rights!’). They blocked roads into the city and burned tyres. They threatened to blockade the Chinese-owned port, which increasingly resembled a fortified compound. They demanded the end of illegal trawling that was devastating the local fishing industry and claimed they had no access to water, electricity and other basic necessities that had been promised by Beijing. They also demanded an end to the heavy security, including numerous checkpoints, that was disrupting everyday life.41 The militarisation of the city followed a series of terrorist attacks on Chinese staff and assets in Pakistan, including a bomb attack on a bus that killed nine Chinese engineers working on a dam project, and a blast at a hotel in which China’s ambassador was staying.42 Baluchistan, where Gwadar is located, has a long-simmering and often violent separatist movement, which seized on the growing Chinese presence as a threat to Baloch identity.

Gwadar port, on which state-owned China Overseas Port Holding Company was handed a forty-year lease, was touted as the next Singapore – ‘Pakistan’s largest infrastructural project since independence’, as the Port Authority described it.43 It occupies a strategic position on the Arabian Sea, opposite Oman, near the mouth of the Persian Gulf, and is the hub for Chinese investment in Pakistan, dubbed the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEO), into which China is sinking billions of dollars. The CPEO is part of Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative, and its pipes, roads and railways across Pakistan will give China another outlet to the sea. In early 2022, China pushed Pakistan to fence off the entire area and turn it into a high-security zone, a demand Islamabad has so far resisted, fearing it will further inflame Baloch anger.

Gwadar is only the latest of China’s BRI projects to face difficulties. As we have seen, the economic ‘corridor’ to the sea in Myanmar is overshadowed by an intensifying civil war, and Beijing’s lithium mining interests in Congo have been targeted by violent protesters. Wariness is fuelled by the Communist Party’s deeply ingrained habit of smothering, intimidating and bullying. It is intensified by the whiff of corruption. There is a growing realisation that the primary purpose of the BRI’s opaque projects is to benefit Chinese companies and workers, and to further Beijing’s geopolitical interests. In many cases, such as in eastern Europe and Greece, the anger is down to Beijing’s failure to deliver on promises. As one frustrated union leader in Piraeus, who had previously supported China’s purchase of the Greek port, put it: ‘They haven’t spent a dime here; even when they need to change a lamp, they bring it from China.’44

The BRI could never live up to the original hype, and what was once hailed as an ambitious tool for geopolitical engineering and influence-building is looking like an exercise in hubris and over-reach. The Party’s march down its new silk roads has created a complex web of interests and assets in volatile regions it may struggle to defend. Although Beijing has tried to spread the boundaries of its largesse far and wide, it has always felt more comfortable in the company of the most dictatorial and rapacious of regimes. Yet there is a danger in coddling thugs and thieves, especially when it comes to getting your money back. Some twenty-three BRI countries are ‘significantly or highly vulnerable to debt distress’, according to a study by the Center for Global Development.45 In late 2021, Xi Jinping announced that funding for Africa was to be cut by a third over the next three years.46 China’s lending worldwide was already declining, as the debt strain on its clients was exacerbated by the economic fallout from the Covid-19 pandemic.47

Calculating the precise level of Chinese international lending and grant giving is difficult because it is shrouded in secrecy. Official figures need to be treated with caution. In September 2021 AidData, a research group, identified 13,427 projects worth $843 billion across 165 countries in every major world region over an eighteen-year period.48 Chinese lending has frequently been analysed from the perspective of ‘debt-trap diplomacy’, the ability of Beijing to leverage the debt for influence and control. However, debt is double-edged, and the sums involved so vast, that it could be as big a problem for China and its over-stretched banks as for the borrowing countries. Beijing has no experience of managing an international debt crisis, which could not only severely damage its lenders but could further undermine China’s standing if it seeks to impose arduous terms or seize assets pledged as collateral.

China also holds around $1.06 trillion of US debt in the form of Treasury bonds, which is around 15 per cent of the total owned by foreign countries. There have been suggestions that this could be used as a weapon if tensions with Washington escalated further. If Beijing started to sharply sell off the debt, it would likely lead to a steep fall in the value of the US dollar and push up American borrowing costs. However, this would destabilise the international financial system, which would also cause severe damage to China – not least in those massive loans to BRI countries. All of which highlights a bigger issue for Beijing: as much as China might resent it, the dollar remains the lynchpin of the international financial system, and Beijing is integrated into (and highly dependent on) that system.

There is another paradox here – one that affects China’s territorial ambitions. Over three decades China has massively expanded and modernised its military, a prime purpose being the taking of Taiwan and deterring American intervention. However, over that same time, China has become the world’s largest creditor, fully integrated into the world economy. Beijing is especially exposed to the massive jolt to the global financial system that would surely follow any conflict over Taiwan – and that is before any punitive financial sanctions from the West in response to Chinese aggression have been applied.

The Chinese Communist Party has become an instrument of belligerent ethnic nationalism, built around the cult of Xi Jinping. Xi’s much-vaunted ‘Chinese Dream’ is a chauvinistic vision of recovering stolen greatness, underpinned by grievance and victimhood. It harks back to a largely mythical age when China’s dominance was the natural order of things. It is an ideology of expansion and obedience by destiny, and it is complemented by a dark and paranoid world view that sees enemies and conspiracies at every turn – where every criticism is regarded as an affront to national dignity. This underpins the many examples we have explored in this book.

There are many echoes of Hitler’s Germany in Xi Jinping’s China – not least the chilling ‘re-education camps’ of Xinjiang, which are the largest mass incarceration of an ethnic group since the Nazis. Yet a more accurate comparison may be with pre-World War I Germany of Kaiser Wilhelm II.49 Wilhelm oversaw a meteoric rise in his country’s economic and military power, which he sought to turn into global political clout through the acquisition of colonies and the expansion of the German empire. ‘No one can dispute with us the place in the sun that is our due,’ he said in a speech in Hamburg in 1911, three years before the outbreak of war in Europe.50 This vision harked back to the days of supposed national greatness, and was complemented by an acute paranoia and resentment that Germany’s rightful rise was being held back by foreign powers. He was frustrated that the world would not simply bend to his will, and was convinced that Germany was being encircled by hostile powers determined to thwart his ambitions. However, as with contemporary China, encirclement was of Wilhelm’s own making. His military build-up, imperial ambitions and growing economic strength alienated and alarmed his neighbours, who took countervailing measures.

The precise causes of the First World War have been much pored over by historians, but Wilhelm was under pressure to use his modernised military to launch a pre-emptive war while Germany was comparatively strong. He feared that the balance of power in Europe could shift away from Berlin by the 1920s. Much the same arguments have been made by strategists in Beijing, where the paranoia of encirclement is at its most acute along its sea border, notably around the South China Sea. The most obvious ‘break-out’ point for China is Taiwan, which Beijing regards as its own territory by historic right, but is also of enormous strategic importance for access to the oceans and controlling trade routes. China’s military build-up and modernisation has been at its most relentless in this region, but Western powers are responding by stepping up their presence, bolstering and reinvigorating regional alliances and strengthening Taiwan’s defences.

China’s relative power advantages will not last, and Xi Jinping, like Kaiser Wilhelm, is under pressure to use his military edge before it is countered. He is also aware that with each year he delays, the island is slipping further from him. It has long been assumed that Beijing would be patient, with 2049, the century of the Party’s seizure of power, often cited as a target date for ‘unification’. Xi Jinping has given it greater urgency, making the ‘recovery’ of Taiwan central to his ‘Chinese Dream’ of national rejuvenation. ‘It’s necessary to strengthen the mission . . . and concentrate preparations for fighting a war,’ Xi said on a visit to the PLA’s Southern Theatre Command, which monitors the South China Sea. ‘We have to step up combat readiness exercises, joint exercises and confrontational exercises to enhance servicemen’s capabilities and preparation for war.’51 Many around Xi argue that a declining America does not have the will to fight, and now is the time to humiliate the US and cement China’s position as the pre-eminent regional power. Though more sober minds in Beijing will be aware that to try and to fail in a project so central to the Party’s identity would spell the end of Xi and possibly of the Party itself. Like Kaiser Wilhelm before him, an increasingly isolated Xi may be over-estimating his capacity for wise political judgement.

It is inconceivable that Western democracies would abandon Taiwan in the face of a Chinese invasion – or even a blockade. The issue of Taiwan’s defence has become a key concern of America’s foreign policy establishment. There is a growing view that ‘strategic ambiguity’ and even the ‘One China Policy’ itself are obsolete, and that a more explicit security guarantee might have a better deterrence effect than leaving Beijing guessing. It is accepted that to allow Taiwan to be swallowed by China would not only be a blow to democratic values, but would irreversibly alter the global balance of power.

The US is building more flexibility into its evolving strategy. The public disclosure in October 2021 of a small number of US military trainers on the island is one sign of this.52 As we have seen, much thought is also going into hardening Taiwan’s defences, not by trying to match China weapon by weapon, but through asymmetrical warfare – small, low cost but lethal kit from armed drones to mobile coastal cruise missiles and smart mines that would dramatically raise the cost of attack. This has been dubbed the ‘porcupine strategy’.53

The revitalised alliances focused on countering China include the Quad, the grouping that brings together Japan, Australia, India and the United States, and the Five Eyes intelligence gathering network that comprises the UK, US, Australia, Canada and New Zealand. The new AUKUS pact will not only transfer US and UK nuclear submarine technology to Australia, but commits the three countries to work together on strategic technologies, including quantum computers and artificial intelligence.54 The NATO alliance, which for decades countered the Soviet Union and then Russia, is also shifting its focus towards China.55 The Quad may become the core of a loose and shifting coalition, with others participating as needs arise and interests dictate. The AUKUS pact, which was broadly welcomed in the Indo-Pacific region, could also be expanded. This more flexible structure may be a more effective way of countering China and encouraging the involvement of more Asian countries, who are wary of large and rigidly structured alliances.56 Western patrols in the region have become more regular and the US was reportedly restructuring and dispersing some of its forces in the area to reduce response times.57

In early 2022, the Biden administration was preparing a broad new economic strategy for the Indo-Pacific region, with the aim of working more closely with friendly nations on issues including digital trade, supply chains and green technology. The G7 forum of advanced democratic countries launched a multi-billion dollar international investment fund aimed at countering Beijing’s economic influence in lower-income countries.58 The EU and UK announced separate funds with similar aims. British Foreign Secretary Liz Truss said it would operate to high standards over transparency, property rights and personal freedoms: ‘That will help those countries get the infrastructure and other finance they need to develop in a way that doesn’t have the strings attached or the opacity of other finance offers,’ she said in a thinly veiled swipe at China’s BRI.59 It is too early to judge what this means in practice, how much money will be forthcoming and how effective it will be. However, it is recognition that pushing back against China requires more than beefed up military alliances – and, as we have seen, Japan has been an exemplar in this.

In late 2021, the Women’s Tennis Association suspended its lucrative tournaments in China after accusations of sexual assault were made by Chinese tennis star Peng Shuai against a retired Communist Party leader and her subsequent disappearance. ‘This is bigger than business. Women need to be respected and not censored,’ said WTA chairman Steve Simon.60 Serena Williams, Novak Djokovic, Andy Murray and Naomi Osaka were among tennis stars expressing support for Peng. In a November 2021 post to her Weibo social media account, Peng alleged that Zhang Gaoli, a former vice-premier and member of the seven-strong Standing Committee of the Party’s Politburo, the country’s highest ruling group, had assaulted her. The post was removed by censors within twenty minutes, and Peng’s account was blocked. In a desperate effort to close down the conversation, the censors added ‘tennis’ to a list of banned words.

For more than two weeks, nothing was seen or heard of Peng. Then state media released a screenshot of an email (the cursor could still be seen), supposedly from her to Simon, in which she said she was safe and her earlier abuse allegations were untrue. Simon said it only raised more concerns. ‘I have a hard time believing that Peng Shuai actually wrote the email we received or believes what is being attributed to her,’ he said.61 He also questioned the credibility of a subsequent series of staged photos and videos of Peng. During the 2022 Winter Olympics, in a tightly controlled interview with the French sports magazine L’Équipe, she said it had all been an ‘enormous misunderstanding’. She also met the Olympic Committee President Thomas Bach, who was accused of being a prop for Communist Party propaganda. It is highly unlikely that Peng will be allowed to communicate freely while she remains in China.

In standing up to the Communist Party, the tennis fraternity demonstrated something altogether too rare in dealings with China – a backbone, a willingness to put concern for human rights ahead of the lucrative Chinese market. It was a remarkable moment. For its part, the Party had grown so used to bullying those who do business in China, that it seemed to be genuinely taken aback, and struggled for a response. The staged videos were clunky and amateur – on one a voice could be heard giving cues. It made the Communist Party look thuggish and absurd in equal measure.

School teachers will tell you that bullies behave the way they do because they think they can get away with it. Their targets are usually those they believe to be weaker, and appeasement only encourages them. Sometimes they are seeking attention, trying to make themselves feel more important. Bullying can also be a symptom of insecurity. Strategies for dealing with a bully include standing up for yourself, recognising your own self-worth, avoiding the bully where you can and joining forces with friends as a means of deterrence. For educators, these are some of the basic rules of the playground – and they are not a bad place to start for policy makers grappling with China.

Like all bullies, dictatorships are good at showing off their perceived strengths and hiding their weaknesses. James Schlesinger, who served as US secretary of defense at the height of the Cold War with the USSR, cautioned against what he called ‘ten-foot-tall syndrome’ – the proclivity to exaggerate the strength and intellect of their Soviet counterparts, without accounting sufficiently for its vulnerabilities.62 China is a serious global threat, perhaps more so than the Soviet Union ever was, but the Communist Party has weaknesses. It is not ten feet tall, far from it, and is facing mounting challenges – largely of its own making.

For decades Western democracies showed considerable forbearance, as well as gullibility and greed, as they clung almost desperately to a belief that China’s rise was benign when mounting evidence suggested the opposite. Xi Jinping has long accused the West, and Washington in particular, of seeking to ‘contain’ China. Until recently that was an absurd accusation; the West aided and abetted China’s rise. It is the Communist Party by its own behaviour that has made an enemy – or at least an adversary – of the West. Containment, an old Cold War term, is coming back into vogue, as Western strategists explore ways of blunting China’s expansion and influence. As we have seen, China’s over-reach has created multiple vulnerabilities, which in turn should provide opportunities to push back – if liberal democracies and those who share those values are willing and confident enough to assert their interests. It wasn’t long ago that Xi Jinping was boasting of creating a new China-centric world order. The irony is that by his repression and aggression he is breathing new life into the old one, forcing Western allies together and spurring the creation of other alliances and initiatives to counter Beijing.

China’s vulnerabilities are not lost on some of Xi Jinping’s more perceptive colleagues. In a December 2021 speech to a Beijing symposium, Cui Tiankai, a former ambassador to the US, took a swipe at ‘wolf warrior’ diplomacy. ‘In principle, we should not fight a war we are not prepared for, a war we are not sure of winning, a war of anger and attrition,’ he said. ‘Every ounce of our people’s gains has been hard-won, and we must not allow them to be plundered by anyone or suffer losses due to our own carelessness, laziness and incompetence.’63 It was remarkable as much for the fact he was able to make it, as it was for the content.

Kaiser Wilhelm II’s ambitions culminated in the First World War, and some scholars have argued that historically there is always a high risk of war between an established and an emerging power. That is too fatalistic. As we have seen, it is not the fact of China’s rise, but the nature of that rise, and the way Beijing is exercising its new power that is the issue. There are dangers ahead in the Taiwan Strait, but taking on China does not come down to military deterrence alone. For more than three decades, Beijing eroded Western power by multiple means short of warfare. In many ways, the roles are now reversed. China is now an established power – an overstretched and overbearing power, vulnerable to the very ‘war by other means’ in which it so excelled as underdog.

One of the key documents of the last Cold War was the ‘long telegram’, written by George Kennan, an American diplomat, who also formulated the policy of containment. Kennan was number two at the US embassy in Moscow in 1946 when he sent the telegram to Washington explaining why there could be no normal peacetime relationship with the Soviet Union. Many in Washington were still struggling to understand the motives and behaviour of Joseph Stalin, their wartime ally. There has been a similar sense of confusion in Western capitals about the behaviour of Xi Jinping, and in re-reading Kennan’s telegram, it is remarkable how so many of his observations about Stalin’s USSR can be applied to Xi Jinping’s China today. He writes of the Kremlin’s ‘neurotic view of the world’, its sense of insecurity and its view of the West as ‘evil, hostile and menacing’. He describes an atmosphere of secretiveness and conspiracy, the disrespect for objective truth, and he warns, ‘Our first step must be to apprehend, and recognise for what it is, the nature of the movement with which we are dealing.’ That is as fundamental in dealing with China today as it was when Kennan formulated the policy for dealing with the USSR.




EPILOGUE

The Long Shadow of the Ukraine War

‘We are both on the front line against authoritarianism . . . The reaction here is very strong because it is a mirror image of what might happen to Taiwan in the future.’

Joseph Wu, Taiwan’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, in an interview with the author, May 2022

Nowhere watched the Russian invasion of Ukraine more closely than Taiwan. It might be half a world away, but in the early months of 2022 it seemed chillingly close. A resentful and aggressive dictator seeking to crush his democratic neighbour was a wake-up call for Taipei – and the resilience and courage of the Ukrainian people was an inspiration. When Russian tanks rolled into Ukraine, Taiwan immediately put its own forces on heightened alert. It rushed out a handbook on civil defence detailing how to find bomb shelters and water and food supplies via smartphone apps, as well as tips for preparing emergency first aid kits. ‘We are both on the front line against authoritarianism,’ said Foreign Minister Joseph Wu when I met him in the Taiwanese capital in May 2022. ‘The reaction here is very strong because it is a mirror image of what might happen to Taiwan in the future.’ Buildings, including the iconic Taipei 101 skyscraper, were lit-up in the blue and yellow of the Ukrainian flag and angry protesters gathered outside Russia’s representative office in Taipei. Taiwan joined sanctions against Moscow and US$33 million was quickly raised to help Ukrainian refugees. Taiwan’s president, Tsai Ing-wen, gifted one month of her salary.

My meeting with Wu coincided with China carrying out large-scale military exercises off the east coast of Taiwan, involving the aircraft carrier Liaoning. ‘They keep circling in that area,’ Wu said. ‘Non-stop for two weeks, and it is very threatening.’ For many Taiwanese, China’s grey-zone tactics – its toolkit of military intimidation, economic pressure, disinformation and cyber-attacks – had become background noise, something they’d got used to. Surely Xi Jinping would never actually invade. Yet much the same had been said about Putin. ‘The way decisions are made in an authoritarian system, especially in highly authoritarian China, can become very dangerous,’ Wu said. Ukraine was a stark warning that autocracies have their own dynamic, especially when they are driven by an almost messianic vision of restoring national greatness.

The Ukraine war accelerated Taiwan’s efforts to re-think its own defence and adopt the ‘porcupine strategy’ – the doctrine of asymmetric warfare, designed to frustrate a much bigger and seemingly more powerful adversary. As we have seen, the tools of the porcupine are small, mobile and highly resilient weapon systems, from drones to smart mines and precision missiles. To Foreign Minister Wu, Ukraine’s repelling of Russia’s attempt to take Kyiv, and the sinking of the Moskva, the flagship of the Black Sea Fleet, were examples of this doctrine in action. He cautioned that it was early days in the Ukraine war, but Kyiv’s tactics were right out of the porcupine playbook. ‘We can learn from them about how to defend ourselves against a major military power.’ He was also surprised and encouraged by Ukraine’s ability to rally a global alliance of support – and the alliance’s unity of purpose and unprecedented sanctions. ‘This is good for Taiwan in the sense that if China wants to attack Taiwan, we hope the democracies can also unite together in reacting to the Chinese aggression,’ he said. ‘The international community is paying attention to Taiwan.’

The man most closely associated with the ‘porcupine strategy’ in Taiwan is Admiral Lee Hsi-min, although that’s not the way he describes it. ‘I don’t like the term. I never use it,’ he told me as a torrential rainstorm drummed against tall windows behind us. It created a backdrop of smudgy neon and flickering headlights that resembled a scene from the movie Blade Runner. He called his strategy the Overall Defense Concept (ODC), and he developed it when he was head of the armed forces between 2017 and 2019. ‘You know, the concept is almost the same as Ukraine is doing now,’ he told me. ‘You should re-define winning of the war. Don’t try to destroy the enemy totally in the battlefield, you just make the enemy fail to accomplish their mission. If you are very robust, and make your enemies believe it is impossible to take over Taiwan, then you are safe.’

Lee realised that Taiwan could never match China’s vast military spending or the PLA’s numerical advantage in big weapon systems, a gap that was growing. In 2022, Taiwan’s defence budget was US$16.8 billion, while Beijing was spending an estimated US$287.8 billion.1 Taiwan had to be smarter. Admiral Lee sought to combine the island’s natural geographic advantages with small, lethal and highly mobile weapons, including fleets of micro missile assault boats equipped with stinger missiles based in small fishing ports, easily hidden and immune from long-range missile systems. ‘You have to establish highly survivable systems, so you need a large number of small precision, mobile weapons,’ he said. The ODC was an exercise in deterrence by denial, with a simple message: ‘You cannot conquer me, take over Taiwan . . . you cannot swallow me.’ The aim was to make the island ‘indigestible’ by massively raising the cost to China of any attempt to invade. However, it was initially a hard sell to the military. ‘All officers want to have big toys,’ he said, ‘because they are symbols of military power.’ Now he felt vindicated. ‘When people ask who has benefited from Ukraine war, I make a joke, I say “me”, because I was criticised years ago.’ Initially, Lee did not think Russia would invade Ukraine, ‘because it is an irrational decision. It would not benefit Russia . . . but I was wrong’. Like Wu, he sees this as a warning. ‘It doesn’t matter if it makes sense or not . . . So the lesson for Taiwan is don’t think it’s impossible for war to happen here.’

Three months after the Russian invasion, the ODC was the talk of Taiwan’s defence establishment. The Ukraine war was far from over and Russia appeared to have re-focused its grinding assault on the more limited objective of capturing the eastern Donbas region, but Taiwanese strategists still saw parallels and opportunities. ‘The Taiwan Strait is actually the highway for the Chinese army, where they are most vulnerable,’ according to Su Tzu-yun, a research fellow at the Institute for National Defense and Security Research in Taipei, a military-linked research group. To Su, it was the equivalent of the highway into Kyiv along which the Russians were repulsed, though potentially even more treacherous for the vast invasion force of up to 2 million Chinese soldiers that would be required for an invasion of Taiwan. ‘That’s our opportunity,’ Su told me. ‘First there are anti-ship missiles, second naval minefields, then tiny UAVs [unmanned aerial vehicles – drones], micro UAVs, kamikaze UAVs.’

In the early weeks of the Ukraine war, there was an assumption among Western strategists that the Russian invasion of Ukraine might give China pause for thought over Taiwan – that it had made the island safer in the short term. Beijing was shocked by the tough Western sanctions on Russia and the unified and re-invigorated Western alliance, having regularly derided liberal democracies as a spent force. The early incompetence of the Russian military also stung, because tactically and organizationally it has many similarities to the PLA. In Taipei they were cautious. ‘We might have a breathing space,’ Joseph Wu said, ‘but they are learning [from Ukraine] so they can improve their military activities, and if they think they have overcome the difficulties of the Russian military, they might be tempted to use force.’

The Russian invasion coincided with a severe downturn in the Chinese economy, resulting from Xi Jinping’s zero-Covid policy, his fanatical attempt to completely eliminate the virus, even as most of the world was learning to live with the less severe but more infectious Omicron variant. By May 2022, an estimated 327.9 million people in 40 cities in China faced some degree of restriction.2 Shanghai, home to 26 million and China’s business capital, was strictly locked down for two months, strangling business activity. The authorities imposed a de-facto international travel ban forbidding Chinese citizens from going abroad for ‘non-essential’ reasons.3 Foreign investors were turning their backs. The often brutal enforcement of lockdowns triggered online anger the likes of which had not been seen since the first outbreak in Wuhan at the end of 2019. Xi was boxed in because of low vaccination rates among the elderly and the lower effectiveness of Chinese vaccines. As the economy slumped, rumours swirled about his future. In Taiwan, which was opening up and learning to live with Omicron, this was seen as a potentially dangerous time. Perhaps Xi needed a distraction, so the thinking went, and what better distraction than Taiwan, maybe the seizure of an offshore island, such as Kinmen. ‘Authoritarianism always tries to create an external crisis when there are domestic issues,’ said Wu.

Beijing ordered a comprehensive ‘stress test’ to study the ability of the Chinese economy to withstand Russian-style sanctions. Banks and regulators were told to come up with a plan to make the economy more resilient.4 The sanctions imposed on Moscow amounted to the most comprehensive set of coordinated punitive measures ever seen. The barring of Russian lenders from the SWIFT international payments system and the blocking of half of Moscow’s $630 billion of foreign exchange and gold reserves held abroad particularly rattled Beijing. A party directive ordered senior officials to shed property or other assets abroad to prevent them being seized should there be a conflict.5

Beijing doubled down on its backing for Moscow, voting against the (successful) suspension of Russia from the UN Human Rights Council and later opposing an investigation by the council into possible war crimes by Russian troops.6 Beijing blamed NATO and America for provoking Russia. ‘U.S. has inescapable responsibilities for Ukraine crisis,’ thundered the People’s Daily,7 while the military newspaper, the PLA Daily, ran a series on the ‘despicable role by the United States and the West in the Ukrainian crisis’.8 Communist Party members across the country were summoned to screenings of a Party-produced documentary on the collapse of the Soviet Union, which was depicted as a tragedy, with Putin portrayed as a hero for restoring Russian pride.9 The two countries reiterated their pledge to build a ‘just, democratic world order’ – a euphemism for displacing the US-led global system with one more favourable to them.10 In late May 2022, Russian and Chinese strategic bombers carried out a joint exercise over the Sea of Japan to coincide with a visit to Tokyo by US President Joe Biden.11

Initially, at least, Xi’s public support for Putin did not extend to openly breaking Western sanctions, which Chinese tech and energy companies largely observed out of fear of attracting secondary penalties. Xi seethed in resentment at the sanctions, which he seemed to regard as a greater evil than Russian aggression. He was calculating that they would soon fray, along with Western unity, and to this end put considerable effort into trying to drive a wedge between Europe and America, and between European nations, a strategy that has worked well enough in the past. He publicly called on Europe to act more independently of the US over Ukraine.12 Xi craved stability in a year when a crucial Communist Party congress was expected to extend his rule for another five years and open the way for him to remain leader for life. However, he wasn’t about to abandon his good friend Putin. The two men had too much in common, and in any case if Russia was weakened by war and sanctions, that would increase its dependence on China and reinforce Beijing’s position as the senior partner – even at the cost of being seen globally as an accessory to Russia’s barbarity.

The Communist Party angrily dismissed comparisons between Taiwan and Ukraine, repeating its dubious claim that Taiwan is just a renegade province and already part of China, as if aggression in this context would be somehow different. Nevertheless, Beijing was watching Ukraine closely. ‘From a technical point of view, the Ukraine issue can indeed be seen as a rehearsal for a Taiwan Strait crisis,’ said Jin Canrong of Renmin University in Beijing and a Party adviser. ‘This is a very good learning opportunity. China can learn a lot from it, such as how to fight militarily, what pressure may be encountered politically, how to relieve that pressure, and so on.’13 Military strategists noted that Washington avoided direct military conflict with Russia out of fear of nuclear escalation and pressed for a faster build-up of China’s nuclear arsenal. Ukraine was also seen in Beijing as a useful ‘strategic distraction’, drawing Washington’s attention away from the Indo-Pacific region and back to Europe.

The American Institute in Taipei sits fortress-like on a hillside in Neihu, a suburb in the north-east of the capital. It is a solid, sprawling and imposing slab of concrete, surrounded by tall walls – an embassy in all but name. It cannot be called that because of the ‘One China policy’, which prohibits formal diplomatic relations. In practice, relations are thriving, and in the early months of 2022, the Institute was busy with a stream of visits from members of Congress and retired (and semi-retired) officials, as Washington re-calibrated its policy towards China and Taiwan. The US is Taiwan’s principal arms supplier, and although US arms companies benefit from the sale of big-ticket items to Taipei, the Biden administration strongly supported the ‘porcupine strategy’. During a visit to Japan, President Biden also said that the US would be willing to use force to defend Taiwan against China.14 It was the third time he had made such comments. The White House denied that it represented a change in policy, though to outsiders the long-standing policy of ‘strategic ambiguity’ towards Taiwan’s defence was starting to look a good deal less ambiguous. That was welcomed by the Taiwanese government, though Foreign Minister Wu insisted that the island was not relying on it. ‘We want to show to the international community that we are willing, and we are determined to defend ourselves,’ he said. While Admiral Lee says: ‘The only thing you can rely on is yourself.’

As a result of Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, liberal democracies found their voice. It reinvigorated security structures and political alliances that had seemed to be struggling for direction and relevance. There was a new confidence, unity and sense of purpose that belied the image of a divided and decaying West in terminal decline, so central to the world view of Xi Jinping (and Putin). When Xi sought to lecture the EU about distancing itself from America, he was told bluntly that China’s reputation too was now at stake.15 Biden’s five-day visit to Asia in late May 2022 marked another step towards redrawing geopolitics, moving beyond terms like ‘the West’ and towards a broader notion of ‘autocracy vs democracy’. By this definition, the Ukraine war is an opening salvo. And while Russia should not be underestimated, CIA director Bill Burns warned that Xi’s China was the ‘biggest geopolitical challenge we face over the long term as a country’.16

No country has welcomed this re-definition of world affairs more than Japan, whose transformation in security terms has been remarkable. It was now explicitly linking its own security to that of Taiwan. During a visit to London, the Japanese prime minister, Fumio Kishida, stressed the importance of a strong international response to Russia’s aggression in deterring possible Chinese action against Taiwan. ‘Ukraine may be east Asia tomorrow,’ he warned.17 Kishida signed a defence partnership with the UK, which will see the two militaries exercising and operating together.18 On the eve of his UK visit, Kishida also confirmed plans to double Japan’s defence budget to around £86 billion, breaking restrictions imposed after the Second World War.19 Change was also afoot in South Korea, under a new more hawkish president, Yoon Suk-yeol. He angered China by joining a NATO cyber defence group, becoming its first Asian member. ‘If South Korea takes a path of turning hostile against its neighbours, the end of this path could be a Ukraine,’ growled Hu Xijin, one of China’s more prominent and pugnacious commentators.20 Washington moved to involve its allies more closely in contingency planning over Taiwan. It explored with the UK and EU more ways to engage diplomatically with Taipei, and more generally draw the island closer as a fellow democracy.21 In a major foreign policy speech, British Foreign Secretary Liz Truss said, ‘We must ensure that democracies like Taiwan are able to defend themselves.’22 Taiwan’s Foreign Minister Wu described these comments as ‘probably the strongest we can find in Europe when it comes to Taiwan’.

Even Hollywood seemed to take notice. When the movie Top Gun: Maverick opened in Taipei, audiences erupted in cheers and applause – not at the daredevil stunts of Tom Cruise, but at his iconic leather jacket on which the Taiwanese flag had been reinstated. As we saw in chapter 8, when a trailer for the movie, a remake of the 1968 classic, was first released, the jacket had been altered. The moviemakers removed the flag, which had been among several patches on the back of the original jacket – apparently to appease Chinese censors. Tencent, a Chinese tech company, was one of the original financial backers of the movie, which had high hopes for the China market. However, Tencent reportedly pulled out, fearing that supporting a film about the US military would anger the Communist Party. Hopes for the China market were much reduced and the flag came back. It’s probably too early to say Hollywood is developing a backbone – Top Gun: Maverick was careful to keep its adversary anonymous – but in Taipei in late May 2022 the symbolism was powerful.

Putin’s unprovoked aggression generated soul-searching in Western democracies about how they had allowed themselves to become so dependent on Russian hydrocarbons. The EU estimated it will cost nearly €200 billion over five years to secure energy independence from Russia.23 Western companies scrambled to disengage – a messy and expensive process. It raised broader questions about the danger of dependency – particularly on China, which is far more central to the world economy than Russia. Possibly with this in mind (and after considerable dithering), the UK announced it was using its new National Security and Investment Act to examine the takeover of Newport Wafer Fab, the country’s largest semiconductor plant by a Chinese company – a case examined earlier in this book.24 The government also introduced a new national security law aimed at closing gaping holes in current legislation covering cyber-spying and foreign influence operations. At the time of writing, it is unclear how attempts to identify foreign agents of influence will work in practice. Universities pressed to have their financial tie-ups with China exempted.25 They argued that simply taking money does not turn them into lobbyists for a foreign state. As this book has sought to demonstrate, there is often a fine line, and transparency is the essential starting point. If there is one overriding lesson from the Ukraine war it must surely be that over-dependency on tyrants is foolhardy in the extreme – whether that tyrant is in Moscow or Beijing.

The Touat bookstore and café sits in a narrow alleyway in Taipei’s government district, rows of the city’s ubiquitous scooters lined up outside. ‘Stand with Ukraine’ is written in large letters across the front window. A Ukrainian flag flutters nearby and a notice board is plastered with Post-it notes in Chinese and English – ‘Justice will prevail’, Go Ukraine! We are with you’, ‘Stop Putin’s imperialism’, ‘Putin – arsehole’. The bookstore is a hub for Taipei’s non-governmental organisations (NGOs), the thriving civil society movement we met earlier in this book, and its shelves strain with books ranging from indigenous rights to the battle for freedom in Tibet, Xinjiang and Hong Kong. This is where I met Lin Hsinyi, a veteran of many of these battles. It was the third anniversary of the legalisation of same-sex marriage, and she showed me photographs on her phone of protesters gathered outside the nearby parliament building to mark the occasion. ‘It was a long fight and we passed it. But it wasn’t easy.’ She was now campaigning to have the death penalty abolished, which still sits on Taiwan’s statue book, a hangover from a more oppressive past. She was also on the board of the bookshop, which occupies part of a block that under military rule was a detention centre. ‘It’s an ideal location. There are many ghosts,’ she told me.

Like many Taiwanese, Lin Hsinyi was shocked by Russia’s aggression and moved by the courage of young Ukrainians. ‘Before, I really didn’t think about it. But it made me think, if there was a war, what would I do?’ She signed up for a civil defence training course – one of many designed to teach basic first aid and survival skills which have been filled rapidly since the start of the Ukraine conflict. ‘I want to be trained. I want to be able to help myself and to help others,’ she said, telling me she was particularly taken by the leadership of Ukraine’s president Volodymyr Zelensky. ‘What he said was really inspiring. I would not run away from China. I would fight for my country.’ It is a widely held sentiment. Opinion polls since the Ukraine invasion show a sharp increase in the number of people willing to fight for their country in the event of a Chinese invasion – more than one in seven according to one survey.26

The invasion of Ukraine was extensively covered in the lively Taiwanese media. Wang Jui-ti, a 35-year-old Taiwanese citizen, became an instant celebrity when he signed up for Ukraine’s foreign legion, the International Legion of Territorial Defense of Ukraine, and began posting from the front line. ‘I want to do my part to defend basic human values,’ he said. The broad mood change was noticed by Audrey Tang, the digital minister we met earlier in this book, who is a former activist. ‘A lot of people are now saying, “what can we do during an escalation of tension? We don’t need to wait for the ministry of defence or really anyone to tell us what to do. We should be just preparing ourselves”.’ Nor is it lost on Admiral Lee, the architect of the ‘porcupine strategy’, who sees in this enthusiasm the makings of a revamped territorial defence body. ‘We should attract a lot of youngsters who are patriotic, who love their country, love their city, love their community, but are reluctant to join the military,’ he told me. ‘They would come together twice a year, no uniform, but would receive basic training with light weapons such as grenade guns, javelin, stinger, micro UAVs [drones] – mobile survivals skills, hit and run.’

Russia’s aggression provided a stark warning. ‘We should thank Ukraine. It’s good for Taiwan,’ my taxi driver said to me during our drive back to the airport. Then he asked if I thought China would still invade. I said I wasn’t sure. It was a question I heard frequently in Taipei – and after Ukraine they realised they cannot afford to wait for an answer. They have to be prepared.

Taipei, June 2022
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