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By Li Yuan 

 

Good morning. Xi Jinping might look triumphant as 
the most powerful leader of China since Mao. But 
some Chinese people are daring to criticize his rule. 
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‘Standing mute’ 
 



As Xi Jinping prepared to take the helm of the Chinese Communist Party a 
decade ago, many Chinese people were hopeful that he would make their 
country more open, just and prosperous. 

Initially, he cultivated a humble image. At his first news conference as China’s 
leader, he started his speech with a timid smile and even offered a half apology 
for keeping journalists waiting. He was photographed waiting in line and 
paying for his steamed bun lunch at a cheap chain restaurant. Many Chinese 
people called him “Xi Dada,” or “Uncle Xi.” 

 
Today, Xi rules more like a stern authoritarian monarch. At a party congress 
that ended this past weekend, he secured a norm-breaking third term and 
stuffed the party’s leadership with loyalists. Some academics believe he has 
created a	totalitarian	state. 

Now some Chinese people call Xi “emperor” in private. In social media chat 
groups, where mentioning his name has become a dangerous thing to do, Xi is 
just “he.” 

 
I’ve been a journalist for nearly three decades, mostly covering China, where I 
was born and raised. As Xi is poised to extend his rule indefinitely, I will 
explain today what it means for Chinese people and how they are responding. 
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How Xi built power 
Xi likes to talk about how much he cares about Chinese citizens. In a long 
speech at the party congress, he mentioned “people” 177 times, possibly only 



second to the number of times he said “party.” But the people haven’t been 
faring well under his rule. 

 
Since taking office, Xi has taken control of China’s boisterous social media 
scene, silenced investigative journalists and sent his critics to jail. 

He used an anti-corruption campaign to purge hundreds of senior party 
officials. He cracked down on the private sector, sending many of China’s top 
entrepreneurs into early retirement or self-imposed exiles. He sent about a 
million members of Muslim and other minority groups to re-education camps 
because of their religious beliefs and waged a brutal crackdown on Hong 
Kong’s pro-democracy protesters. 

 
He built a surveillance state with the state-of-the-art artificial intelligence 
technologies and numerous cameras. This week, the Dutch authorities said 
they were investigating reports that Chinese law enforcement agencies 
illegally operate in the Netherlands to police Chinese citizens overseas. 

After Covid began to spread, Xi’s government applied	its	surveillance	
mechanisms to the lives of China’s 1.4 billion people in the name of protecting 
their health. 

 
Even as the threat from Covid has eased, Xi has insisted on the harsh policy 
known as zero Covid. Under it, the government still keeps tens of millions of 
people locked down, preventing travel and forcing the public to organize their 
lives around testing schedules. 

A business executive in Shenzhen to whom I spoke called day-to-day life the 
“Chinese roulette.” You never know when your residential compound will be 
locked down for one infection. You never know whether you will be allowed to 
order grocery delivery or left hungry. You never know whether you will be 
allowed to go to the hospital when you’re sick with illnesses other than Covid. 
You never know whether you will be sent to a quarantine camp. All in the 
name of protecting your health. 

 

Rising dissent 



Xi has all but silenced nearly all opposition. Some dissenters have been 
sentenced to long jail terms. Censorship has grown so harsh that people use a 
Chinese expression, “ten thousand horses standing mute,” to describe the fear 
of speaking out. 

 
So few dare to criticize Xi publicly that days before the party congress, when a 
protester unfurled two banners on a highway overpass in central Beijing that 
denounced Xi as a “despotic traitor,” some hailed him as a hero. 

To be sure, many people support Xi’s rule, and others are apathetic about 
politics, itself a consequence of censorship, indoctrination and terror. 

 
However, the zero Covid policy has prompted consistent, if mostly online, 
protests. During a two-month-long lockdown this year in Shanghai, a 
metropolis that is home to 25 million people, residents used social media to 
share protest texts, videos, songs and posters. 

Some young Chinese, who grew up under heavy party indoctrination, are 
experiencing a quiet political awakening. In the past two weeks, in response to 
the Beijing protester, they’ve begun using creative ways to spread anti-Xi 
messages. They graffitied slogans on public toilets. They posted slogans on 
university campuses all over the world. 

 
I wrote this week about	these	young	protesters, and I interviewed a college 
student in the southern port city of Guangzhou, who used Apple’s AirDrop 
feature to send photos of protest messages to fellow subway passengers’ 
iPhones. He’s so young that when he said his age, my heart ached. (He asked 
to keep his name and his age private for fear of punishment by the Chinese 
authorities.) I asked why he risked so much to protest. He said he wanted to 
end the rule of the Communist Party and make China a democratic country. 

I asked him why democracy was important. “In a dictatorship, the dictator 
doesn’t need to answer to anybody,” he said. “If the Chinese have the votes, 
the government will have to think twice before implementing the zero Covid 
policy.” 

 



 

For more 
• Why was the former Chinese leader Hu Jintao escorted out of the 

Communist Party congress? The Times broke	down	the	viral	video. 

• The writer Wang Xiaodong helped pioneer Chinese nationalism, but 
now he says it’s	gone	too	far. 

 


