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    Dedicated to Wang Quanzhang 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wang Quanzhang, lawyer - father - husband - friend, disappeared on 3 August 2015, and was held under Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location (RSDL), but even after exceeding the legally limited six months of secret detention under RSDL Wang was not released. Instead, he was held for another three and a half years in secret, solitary, incommunicado detention, before being subjected to a show trial in late 2018. 
 
    Throughout his lengthy and arbitrary incarceration, credible sources report that Wang was subjected to torture, including electrocution. For over three years, his wife Li Wenzu, and others tirelessly campaigned for his release. She too has become an inspiration for countless others, as she has braved the full force of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).  
 
    The day after Christmas 2018 (it is a CCP tactic to mask high profile trials around international holidays), Wang was subjected to a one-day, closed show trial. A month later, the court sentenced him to four and a half years on absurd charges of state subversion. And yet still, the Party tortured Wang and his family. Li was denied the right to see her husband until June 2019, nearly four years after his disappearance. When they finally met, Wang was a changed man, destroyed by the Party. Her account of meeting him brings tears to our eyes and as Wang languishes in prison we remember the countless other victims of the People’s Republic of the Disappeared. 
 
    Wang Quanzhang’s courage and devotion to human rights in the face of adversity is an inspiration to those of us who know him and should be a reminder that we all can and should stand against repression. 
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 Foreword | TENG BIAO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atrocity in the name of the law 
 
      
 
      
 
    Enforced disappearances have long gone unchecked in China. The Panchen Lama – who is the second highest spiritual leader for Tibetan Buddhists, after the Dalai Lama, – was taken by Chinese authorities as a six-year-old child in 1995. To this day, he has not been seen again, likely the world’s youngest victim of enforced disappearance.  
 
    The Chinese Communist Party has not hesitated to disappear people outside China’s borders, nor to target non-Chinese citizens. In 2015, authorities kidnapped author and publisher – and Swedish citizen – Gui Minhai from Thailand, as well as his business associate Lee Bo, a British citizen. In 2017, billionaire businessman and Canadian passport holder Xiao Jianhua vanished from his hotel room in Hong Kong.  
 
    But the Chinese government does not limit the use of disappearance to marginalised groups or to political dissidents and critics. In July 2018, Fan Bingbing – a world-famous Chinese actress – suddenly went silent. For more than three months, she was missing from public view. Even the CCP’s own are not immune: the then President of Interpol, the international police organisation, and a former Vice Minister of Public Security, Meng Hongwei, who presumably should have been untouchable, disappeared in October 2018, before authorities announced they had placed him into detention.  
 
    China has refused to ratify the UN Convention on Enforced Disappearances, and has even gone so far as to legalise enforced disappearances in recent amendments of its Criminal Procedure Law. 
 
    Tyranny is not only reflected in murder, evil laws, and crackdowns; it is reflected even more in the minor details. This book is a collection of details, vividly reflecting China’s cruelty. Much remains unknown about RSDL, and for that reason this book is an invaluable look into the rarely exposed systematic tyranny behind the euphemism of “Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location.” 
 
    During the 2011 “Jasmine Revolution,” the authorities kidnapped and secretly detained human rights defenders on a large scale, in a gangland act of criminality under the banner of “National Security.” Human rights lawyer Liu Shihui (Chapter 1) reflected on his secret detention. “I was beaten so badly that I needed stitches. My ribs were in extreme pain, which continued to interrupt my sleep for days. I wished that I would be transferred to a detention center.” 
 
    Similarly, [activist] Tang Jingling was not allowed to sleep for upwards of ten days. In the end, he felt “trembling, numbness of hands, and a bad feeling in his heart, that his life was in great danger, and only then did the police just allow him to sleep one or two hours a day.” 
 
    Writer Ye Du was held in a Guangzhou Police Training Center for 96 days, like lawyer Sui Muqing (Chapter 6). Ye recalled, “[I] didn’t see sunlight for over a month. I was subjected to 22 hours of interrogation every day. I was given one hour for eating, one hour for sleeping, until the seventh day when my stomach had massive bleeding.”  
 
    RSDL is classified as a non-custodial coercive measure, but in reality it has not only became a system for prolonged, pre-trial detention outside a formal, legal location, but has also become a more severe, more terrible, coercive measure than normal criminal detention. RSDL is not limited by detention center regulations, nor any real supervision at all. The chances of torture are greatly increased; in fact, torture has become rampant under RSDL. 
 
    It is little wonder that this was one of the most controversial articles during legislative reform, leading many commentators, myself included, to call it the “Jasmine Article.” This is because it appeared to legalize enforced disappearances, which had become more common during the Jasmine Revolution crackdown. 
 
    The CPL stipulates that RSDL “must not be enforced in a detention center or special case-handling area;” but in reality, all RSDL is enforced at special case-handling areas run by the Public or State Security Bureaus, or it is carried out at euphemistically named “training centers,” “prevention bases,” “anti-corruption education bases,” or sometimes even hotels that have been specially converted into secret detention facilities known as Black Jails. 
 
    The law permits for exceptions where family members don’t even need to be informed, and allows the state to deny access to a lawyer. These exceptions, which have now become the norm, have turned RSDL into a de facto enforced disappearance, exactly what the RSDL system seeks to achieve. 
 
    Torture during many disappearances is well documented in a number of high profile cases. The accounts have sometimes been too much for people to bear reading about. Many rights defenders related to the 709 Crackdown, such as Li Heping, Li Chunfu, Xie Yanyi, Li Shuyun, and Gou Hongguo, have explained how they were forcibly fed unidentified medicine, leading to different painful symptoms. 
 
    Until now, most of what we know about RSDL has come from scattered reports or open letters from family members. This book is the first to present a fuller picture of the suffering imposed under RSDL. 
 
    Several individuals in this book describe with previously undisclosed details the experiences of delivering a forced confession. Those who have stepped onto the road of human rights defense face enormous pressure, living with threats to their family and heavy prison sentences. Many have been forced to confess. The authorities have used these confession videos to broadcast propaganda on state television, to confuse public opinion, to crack down on the will of resistance and dehumanize those who resist, and to turn rights defender against rights defender. It is used to split supporters. This may be the hardest part for China’s many political prisoners. 
 
    The authorities don’t always achieve their purpose but they more or less always have an impact. Many people have suffered the pain of misunderstanding and have grown distant from others. Many have quit rights defense because they were ashamed of themselves.  
 
    Secondly, those detained in secret have almost all experienced the indescribable suffering of having their families threatened or persecuted. In general, those who have chosen to become rights defenders under this kind of dictatorship are already aware of the risks and are prepared. When we are “invited for tea” [a euphemism used to describe a police summons], placed under house arrest, detained or tortured, nothing can stop our fighting spirit. But for the authorities to achieve the greatest deterrence, all they need to do is apply the threat of pain to our family members. This has become a common tactic used by the authorities, and used with growing expertise. As with my own experience, the hardest thing for activists fighting for freedom is how to balance conflict between family and social responsibilities. 
 
    People compromise, yield, fall silent, or give up after their family has been threatened or attacked. The Chinese Communist Party understands this clearly. I have written about the Party’s assault against the family members of rights defenders before. 
 
    RSDL goes far beyond normal detention. Serious human rights violations are widespread. It goes against the rule of law. It should be abolished. But under the One Party Dictatorship, the lack of judicial independence or freedom of expression, the state has instead expanded its suppression of the human rights movement and hurriedly broadened the use of RSDL in the name of “stability maintenance.” 
 
    I myself have experienced the “atrocities in the name of the law.” Three separate times - in 2008, 2011 and 2012- I was among the political dissidents and human rights lawyers who were the victims of disappearances. I was held in secret, put in a black hood that blocked out all light, with no way of knowing where I was, subject to physical and mental torment. My family and friends were also victims; in the blink of an eye, I had evaporated, they didn’t know if I was alive or dead. This caused them immense suffering. 
 
    For those who remain free, enforced disappearance still has its consequences. It creates a climate of terror. If you know that the state is not bound by any laws, and can disappear you anytime, anywhere, how likely are you to speak out against that same state? 
 
    The Chinese state, which like all authoritarian regimes is motivated by an extreme fear of its own people, has perfected this tactic as a means of staying in power. It is more efficient than detention, trial and imprisonment, because it relies on one simple truth: that no one, no lawyer, celebrity, person of faith, or even government official, is safe.  
 
    And yet, there is another simple truth that I and others working for human rights believe: that when one of us is not free, none of us is free. People willing to trade their freedom for temporary security deserve neither and will lose both. The publication of this book has great importance and meaning: to reveal the truth, record the misery and provide evidence of guilt. It is an indispensable signpost on the road to justice. 
 
    The international community cannot stand idly by, nor believe that, in dealing with a high-tech totalitarian Chinese regime, they can assume it will be business as usual. They should not forget the lessons of appeasing the Third Reich in the twentieth century. In the face of so many disappearances in China, the spirit of defending freedom and the voice of resistance cannot also disappear.  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Dr Teng Biao is a human rights lawyer, formerly a lecturer at the China University of Politics and Law, and is a visiting scholar at the US-Asia Law Institute, New York University. He co-founded two human rights NGOs in Beijing—the Open Constitution Initiative and China Against the Death Penalty in 2003 and 2010, respectively. Because of his human rights work, he was abducted and detained by Chinese secret police in 2008 and 2011. 
 
  
 
  





 Introduction | MICHAEL CASTER  
 
      
 
      
 
    To dismantle an abusive system of repression, greater understanding is necessary and that is precisely why this book is a vital contribution to not only our understanding of China’s assault on human rights but also our broader understanding of authoritarian politics and state violence. 
 
      
 
    It was early in January 2016. I woke up to find several frantic Telegram notifications. Checking my encrypted email, the three messages at the top of my inbox, each with a more troublesome subject line, grew to confirm what several of us had been fearing for days: the disappearances had reached our network. This was the beginning of what has turned into an international campaign to raise awareness and put pressure on China to end its systems for arbitrary and secret detention. 
 
    Two years ago, the launch of the first edition of The People’s Republic of the Disappeared exposed a little-known mechanism for coercive custody within the 2013 Criminal Procedure Law known as Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location (RSDL). This book has provided the first of its kind comprehensive treatment of RSDL and a platform for some of its victims to share their stories.  
 
    While the impetus was the direct targeting of my friends and colleagues at the Chinese Urgent Action Working Group (China Action), the project to document and advocate against RSDL has grown into an international coalition. But it all started with a series of Telegram messages and a few emails in early 2016. 
 
    I was in northern England, and by the time I received the messages, several hours had already passed since they had been sent from Beijing. The last email, from a trusted human rights defender, confirmed that my colleague, Swedish citizen Peter Dahlin (Chapter 8), and his Chinese girlfriend Pan Jinling (Chapter 9) had been disappeared. With this, years of human rights defense in China came crashing to a head, as I was used to advocating for others but never for those so close, those whom I had known and worked with since 2008. We had had our close calls, impossible to evade in an authoritarian state like China, even as an underground group, but this would be the final blow that ended our old organization. 
 
    In early 2009, Peter and I, along with lawyer Wang Quanzhang, had co-founded China Action, a Beijing-based human rights organization. Over the years, we had provided legal training for hundreds of barefoot lawyers[1] around China, operated legal aid stations to provide pro bono support for victims of government abuse, and produced a number of manuals on rights defense. Nothing contentious surely, except in China where protecting citizens’ rights is treated as an assault on state supremacy. Peter was a foreseeable target within China’s authoritarian state logic, and we had been preparing for the worst. That they would extend the attack to include Jinling, his girlfriend, who had nothing to do with the human rights community, was however a surprise, and the epitome of arbitrariness. An increasingly widespread practice, as Teng Biao mentions in the Foreword to this book, is the punishment of partners, parents, children, and siblings for the supposed crimes of their human rights defender family members. 
 
    Throughout early January 2016, more people from our organization would be disappeared.  
 
    When someone is denied contact with family, lawyers, diplomats, or foreign media, the world is left guessing as to whether they are alive or dead. The rights defender who had emailed me also said that he himself was preparing to be taken and asked me to help his family get out of China if he disappeared. Just as he feared, he too was later seized.  
 
    A few days after they disappeared, while I was still trying to work behind the scenes with the diplomatic community, Peter and I having agreed before he was taken that quiet diplomatic pressure would be the first line of response, Jinling recounts her first few days inside Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location (RSDL): 
 
      
 
    I realized they were going to leave me there, strapped into the wooden chair all night. After some time, I was feeling exhausted but no sooner had I closed my eyes than the guard screamed into my face. I was shocked… Again I felt myself nodding, but as soon as my eyes were barely closed the guard was right there in my face screaming. This was how I passed the night, deprived of sleep. It was horrible.  
 
      
 
    Over the following weeks, quiet diplomatic pressure proved fruitless, illustrative of China’s escalating stature in the international community wherein quiet and behind the scenes diplomatic pressure has arguably lost all utility. I continued to focus my attention on coordinating international advocacy, still working behind the scenes with representatives of foreign governments, friends in the international human rights community, and later speaking publicly with foreign correspondents. I was growing frustrated by what seemed like a slow diplomatic response. Journalists did their best but also made mistakes. What was becoming apparent was that although by January 2016 many rights defenders had been disappeared across China under a criminal procedure that had existed since 2013, few people fully grasped the extent of RSDL.  
 
    This frustration remains with the second edition of this book, nearly four years later. As China continues to perfect its mechanisms for arbitrary and secret coercive detention, through RSDL or Liuzhi (Chapter 13), or the widespread abduction, disappearance and imprisonment of ethnic minorities across Xinjiang, the world fails to grasp the severity of China’s reliance on disappearances as a function of governance. But it is difficult to grasp the sophisticated and interconnected structure for disappearances without first understanding the model for these varied systems: RSDL.  
 
    RSDL didn’t come out of nowhere without concerns from the human rights community; lawyers Teng Biao and Tang Jitian among others had been outspoken critics. On his personal blog in February 2012, then Chinese University of Hong Kong legal scholar, Joshua Rosenzweig, echoed such concerns when he commented that the authorities’ habit of “operating in the blank spaces of the law and the hidden spaces of internal police regulations” would become entrenched if the then draft Criminal Procedure Law (CPL) went forward with its inclusion of RSDL.[2] Writing in the New York Times, also in February 2012, then Human Rights Watch China Researcher Nicholas Bequelin warned that under the guise of regulation, RSDL would “effectively legalize secret detentions and ‘disappearances’ of people viewed as political risks by the government.”[3] Still, it has taken a long time for people to realize the severity of RSDL. As sociologists Sida Liu and Terence Halliday recall in Criminal Defense in China, in 2012, while some activists reacted with alarm at the possible legalization of a cruel practice, a number of other Chinese lawyers and scholars dismissed the risks of RSDL, believing it would be used with caution.[4] 
 
    Even through 2015 to 2016, as hundreds of rights defenders were disappearing for varying periods of time, observers and family members at first often responded with mild relief at hearing that their colleagues and loved ones had been placed under RSDL. Many still believed RSDL would amount to being softer than criminal detention and, some might say naively, that because it was a formal criminal procedure it would be less secretive and open to abuse than had been the extralegal system of Black Jails into which so many petitioners and human rights defenders had been disappeared over the previous decade.[5] They couldn’t have been more wrong.  
 
    After Sui Muqing (Chapter 6) was first transferred to RSDL, some expressed relief. When Gou Hongguo’s wife was alerted that he had been placed under RSDL, she recounted feeling “ecstatic,” and only started to feel otherwise after having contacted the authorities to be told, “The case is under investigation. The whereabouts of the person is a secret.”[6] This has become a common refrain, such as with Wang Quanzhang’s wife, Li Wenzu, and his lawyers having been countlessly told on their attempts to contact Wang that no record for such a person exists.[7] In other cases, following six months of disappearance in RSDL, police have transferred individuals into criminal detention centers under false names in order to prolong the secrecy of their fate and whereabouts (these are tactics discussed in more detail in Chapter 13). When Chen Guiqiu found out that her husband, Xie Yang (Chapter 5), had been placed in RSDL, at first she didn’t know what to expect but as she learned more she felt increasingly powerless. “They just took him and there is nothing anyone can do, at all.”[8] 
 
    Much remains unknown, by definition, of this shadowy system that allows the police to detain anyone in total secret for up to six months, and potentially longer, without access to a lawyer or any legal recourse to challenge their incommunicado detention, an enforced disappearance. Torture is common. To dismantle such an abusive system of repression, greater understanding is necessary and that is precisely why this book is a vital contribution to not only our understanding of China’s assault on human rights but also our broader understanding of authoritarian politics and state violence.  
 
    What China does arguably concerns everyone. China has proven that it is more than happy to share its repressive tactics with its neighbors, or to simply impose its will over them. What’s more, the victims of RSDL have not just been Chinese citizens. Think of Taiwanese pro-democracy activist Lee Ming-che,[9] or Swedish citizen and Hong Kong bookseller Gui Minhai. In Gui’s case, Chinese authorities went so far as to abduct him in October 2015 from inside Thailand before kidnapping him to mainland China, and placing him under RSDL. Gui Minhai’s daughter, also a Swedish citizen, Angela Gui, didn’t find out about her father for weeks.  
 
      
 
    I was expecting a call from him that never came… Three weeks after we were supposed to speak, my dad’s colleague Lee Bo[10] emailed me saying my dad had been missing for over 20 days, and that he feared he’d been taken by ‘Chinese special agents for political reasons.’  He also told me that three of their other colleagues had gone missing… Because I still hadn’t had any direct communication from Chinese authorities regarding my dad’s detention, I didn’t learn of the term Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location until fairly late.[11] 
 
      
 
    And although international pressure has slowly mounted since the publication of the first edition, China has not refrained from reliance on RSDL as a tool of repression against its own citizens or foreigners. In December 2018, two Canadian citizens, Michael Kovrig, a former diplomat working with the NGO International Crisis Group, and Michael Spavor a North Korea expert were disappeared and placed under RSDL, for all intents and purposes as nothing more than bargaining chips as China negotiated for the release of Huawei executive Meng Wenzhou held in Canada on extradition charges to the United States. Not only has China wielded RSDL to silence regime opponents but it has also relied on this system for arbitrary and secret detention to lash out at other nations, the epitome of arbitrary detention. 
 
    Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location is admittedly cumbersome even for a Chinese Communist Party euphemism. It appears in the amended Criminal Procedure Law, which was adopted at the National People’s Congress in March 2012, and entered into force on 1 January 2013. In a symbolic gesture of openness, a draft version had been released in August 2011 and opened for one month of public consultation in September. Lawyer Tang Jitian wrote that when he first read about RSDL he feared it would be used to legalize secret detentions, as indeed it has been. In his chapter that was in the first of edition of this book, Tang wrote emotionally that, “It is an evil legislation. RSDL is worse than death for most of its victims.” 
 
    But it wasn’t really until 2015 that RSDL first came into widespread use, or that it was first subjected to nationwide testing as a tool of exercising total Party control.  
 
    Beginning in the pre-dawn hours of 9 July 2015, China launched a coordinated strike against hundreds of Chinese human rights lawyers, legal assistants, activists, and family members in what has come to be known as the 709 Crackdown. It was the worst assault on civil society since the bloody suppression of the 1989 Democracy Movement. The initial targets included human rights lawyer Wang Yu (Chapter 3), her husband, Bao Longjun, and partners at Beijing’s Fengrui Law Firm, including Wang Quanzhang. Wang Yu recalls the night they came for her:  
 
      
 
    Without warning, the lights in my house were cut… 
 
      
 
    …I tried to phone for help, but before anyone could answer, someone had already broken through the door, and was instantly upon me. The light from his headlamp flashed into my face as he spoke, ‘Don’t move! We’re from Beijing Public Security Bureau.’ 
 
      
 
    Within days, the disappearances had spread around China, and later even crossed its borders. In October 2015, a few months after the abduction of his parents Wang Yu and Bao Longjun, the then 16-year-old Bao Zhuoxuan made a brave attempt to flee from persecution in China, accompanied by barefoot lawyer Xing Qingxian and rights defender Tang Zhishun (Chapter 11). But, soon after having crossed the border into Myanmar from China’s Yunnan Province, they were apprehended by Chinese police in the tiny mountain town of Mongla. They were forced back into China and placed under RSDL.  
 
    I remember closely reading about this unfolding at the time because my organization, China Action, a year earlier had been supporting Xing Qingxian run a legal aid center in Sichuan. He had provided pro-bono legal support for victims of government abuse. And it was because of this past partnership that the police had accused Peter during his own period of RSDL of masterminding the attempt to smuggle Bao Zhuoxuan out of the country.  
 
    Tang Zhishun recalls with some irony the charges he was accused of soon after having been forced back from Myanmar and placed under RSDL:  
 
      
 
    They informed me that the charge against me had been changed from illegally crossing a national border to inciting subversion of state power. What a threat! They really overestimated me.  
 
      
 
    Disappearances under RSDL have been a common feature employed against those accused of subversion, lumping human rights defenders together with terror suspects. This much is known. But RSDL has also been used as a threat to coerce confessions or the denouncement of colleagues, proving the state employs it more as a tool of repression than by any stretch of the imagination as a legal procedure. China’s increasing use of forced confessions, and especially the manipulation of state media and broadcasting forced confessions as part of its foreign policy are issues that Safeguard Defenders has also campaigned on since the release of the first edition of this book. Jiang Xiaoyu (Chapter 10) tells how he was abducted, held in secret, tortured, and threatened with disappearance for years if he didn’t cooperate. 
 
    Not everyone knows how to prepare for being disappeared, and only more recently have human rights defenders in China begun making preemptive plans with family and lawyers in the event they lose their freedom. But even for those who know what to expect, it is no less traumatic. Chen Zhixiu (Chapter 7) recalls the mounting anxiety of preparing and expecting to be disappeared, so much so that he almost welcomed it when they finally came to take him:  
 
      
 
    Somehow, I felt relaxed when they arrived, standing there in my small rented apartment. I was surrounded by threatening security agents and yet I was kind of happy. I had been so nervous over the previous days, unable to really concentrate on anything other than remembering to always look over my shoulder... At least, when they burst into my apartment, I didn’t have to be nervous about it anymore.  
 
      
 
    I remember at one point in 2016, receiving a worried email from a rights defender who knew he was being monitored and feared the police would come for him. We agreed that I would periodically check on him over WhatsApp since I wasn’t living in China anymore. One Friday, I messaged him. He was at work and leaving soon. He would be home in an hour. I messaged again. He was on the subway, this time he said he would be home in 40 minutes. I messaged again. He was about to get off the subway, and said he would be home in 20 minutes. I messaged again 20 minutes later, no reply. And again 30 minutes later, still no reply. An hour later, the silence had become excruciating. I knew he had been taken.  
 
    A few days later, I received a distraught and tearful voice message, followed by an email: 
 
      
 
    I am so scared. I am writing this email with my tears. I was beaten and questioned by State Security. They put a black bag over my head. They threatened to destroy my life, my family, my parents, everything. I know they can. Sorry, I can't hold myself together. I can't sleep. I can't eat. I am totally crushed. I could be taken again anytime. I don't know what to do. Please find a way to try and save other people. I don't know if I dare to write to you again.[12] 
 
      
 
    Of course, even when you are expecting it, the act itself is violent and abrupt, whether you are disappeared for two nights, two months, or as in the case of Wang Quanzhang over three and a half years. At the time of writing, many others remain in secret prisons across the country, disappeared but never forgotten, from lawyers Yu Wensheng and Gao Zhisheng to the more than one million Uyghur and Kazakhs, although not directly victims of RSDL, who have likewise been taken from their families and placed in secret locations and held incommunicado across the People’s Republic of the Disappeared. 
 
    For everyone, an enforced disappearance is ongoing until the person’s fate or whereabouts are known, and there is no minimum time period for an enforced disappearance.  
 
    During an enforced disappearance, the risk of torture is heightened, and indeed nearly every story in this book recounts some form of ill-treatment, from sleep deprivation and psychological trauma to threats against family and a range of physical torture.  
 
    As Teng Biao writes in the Foreword, the torture of many of the disappeared victims of the 709 Crackdown is now well documented. Even for those accustomed to the depravities of China’s repression, the accounts of torture of human rights defenders, from Li Chunfu to Xie Yang (Chapter 5) are shocking.  
 
    Such brutal accounts of RSDL led a group of 11 countries in early 2017 (conspicuously absent were the United States and the European Union) to issue a joint statement demanding China investigate reports of torture and end the RSDL system.[13] And in 2018, following a May letter from Safeguard Defenders and a group of other Human Rights NGOs,[14] 18 United Nations Special Procedures issued a firm communication to the Government of China expressing their deepest concerns over the ongoing existence of RSDL.[15]  
 
    China, however, has responded to such condemnation by doubling down on the systematization of RSDL, and enforced disappearances. In its National Human Rights Action Plan (2016-2020), China stated: “Places of surveillance shall be regularized” and promised to “seriously [implement] the system of Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location.”[16] Such vocabulary points to China’s intention to expand RSDL. At the same time, cases such as Jiang Xiaoyu (Chapter 10), where RSDL was used purely as a coercive threat, are increasingly employed alongside its use beyond even the vaguely written parameters in the law, with the police even abandoning superficial accusations of national security crimes. This can lead to only one conclusion: We have only seen the beginning of RSDL and just as China has characteristically tested some policies and practices in select provinces before taking them nationwide, RSDL is arguably merely one test case in a growing system for secret detention, such as we have seen with several new measures being formalized since the release of the first edition (see Chapter 13). 
 
    This trajectory of repression is what makes the timing of this book so important. It not only seeks to unmask the systematic abuses of RSDL, it is also the first detailed depiction of RSDL as experienced directly by its victims. And it is exactly in its narrative richness that it offers new insights and understanding into the shadows of China’s assault on human rights.  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Michael Caster is a human rights advocate and researcher. He is a co-founder of, and senior advisor for, Safeguard Defenders, and its predecessor organization the Chinese Urgent Action Working Group (China Action), a Beijing-based human rights organization that ran from 2009 until 2016. He holds a Master’s in Conflict Studies and Human Rights from the University of Utrecht and a Masters of Law and Diplomacy from the Fletcher School at Tufts University.   
 
   
 
  

 
    The Testimonies 
 
      
 
    Detainees are moved from place to place with a black hood or plastic bag over their heads so that they cannot identify where they’ve been. And the scariest part of all is that after all the torture and suffering, there is nothing they can do to prove it ever happened.  
 
      
 
    -         Susan Blumberg-Kason, Los Angeles Review of Books China Channel. 
 
      
 
    For this second edition of The People’s Republic of the Disappeared, 11 victims have bravely offered their stories for publication with the addition of two new chapters by human rights activist Zhai Yanmin and professor of law Liu Sixin. 
 
    Their stories have been arranged into three groups. 
 
    The first is related to the Jasmine Revolution Crackdown of 2011, when police persecuted activists and lawyers for their voiced support of a pro-democracy movement in China that mirrored popular uprisings in northern Africa and the Middle East against authoritarian governments. Because this period was pre-RSDL (illegal black jails were commonly employed against victims), this section has only one story, lawyer Liu Shihui (Chapter 1). 
 
    The experiences of rights lawyers and activists dominate the second section, which concerns the 709 Crackdown of 2015 that aimed to crush the human rights legal community. This also marked the beginning of RSDL’s use as a mainstream tool against rights defenders. The stories of activist Zhai Yanmin (Chapter 2) and legal professionals Wang Yu (Chapter 3), Liu Sixin (Chapter 4), Xie Yang (Chapter 5), Sui Muqing (Chapter 6) and Chen Zhixiu (Chapter 7) are found in this section. 
 
    The final group records the testimonies of members of civil society, when RSDL began to be used in the months and years after the 709 Crackdown against right defenders at large. Here we can read the stories of Swedish rights activist Peter Dahlin (Chapter 8), his girlfriend Pan Jinling (Chapter 9), and activists Jiang Xiaoyu (Chapter 10) and Tang Zhishun (Chapter 11). 
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    Human rights lawyer Liu Shihui endured such brutal treatment when he was disappeared by Chinese police in 2011 that he still suffers from depression and anxiety today.  
 
    Image source: Liu Shihui 
 
    


 
   
 
  

Chapter 1
  
    
    
    Unknown
    
  




  



 
 
    In 2011, waves of “Jasmine Revolutions” had spread all over the world, subverting several dictatorships in their wake. It seemed unavoidable that it wouldn't reach China—the greatest dictatorship remaining in the world. By 20 February that year, the idea for a “China Jasmine Revolution Day” had spread on Twitter. The meeting points in different cities were shared inside and outside of “the wall” [China’s Great Firewall which blocks many popular overseas websites]. In Guangzhou, my city, the meeting point was set for Renmin Park.  
 
    At noon that day, I posted my last Twitter message. “I have a date with Miss Jasmine. The location is Guangzhou Renmin Park. The time is 2pm on 20 February. I’m not seeking privacy. You are welcome to come and have a look.” After posting that, I left my house with my camera. 
 
    I was walking down the road when suddenly a hand as hard as iron pliers grabbed hold of my throat and pushed me to the side of the road, while at the same time, someone tried to place a white bag over my head, a garbage bag of some kind. I tried to push them away, only to see another four to five men, all clad in black, all very strong looking, with clubs in their hands, coming out from a beige-colored minivan next to me.  
 
    I had been attacked before by men in plainclothes, and instinctively knew these were Domestic Security officers. They attacked me. I was pushed onto and over a pile of bricks on the side of the road, high enough that it blocked the view of most passersby. The group kicked, punched, and attacked me with their clubs. They must have hit every part of my body. I was screaming: “Help!” and trying to protect myself with my hands, but to little avail. It went on for a few minutes before they stopped. A dirty hand reached down to grab my newly purchased Nikon camera flung around my back, and as soon as they had it, they ran off. I felt like I was half in a coma, unable to move. I tried to get back on my feet and chase after them, but didn't stand a chance. They all jumped into a minivan and sped off.  
 
    I scoured the site of the attack, picking up anything they had left for possible evidence: a 1m bamboo club and the white bag they tried to use as a hood over my head. I called 110—the police—right away. I knew filing a report was ridiculous, like reporting the right hand’s offense to the left, but I wanted to file anyway. Then, I went to hospital.  
 
    At the time, the weather in Guangzhou was even colder than the political climate. I wore three layers of pants. Most of the bleeding was from my left leg, a cut 3cm long, 1cm deep, like an open mouth, blood flowing continuously, soaking everything. If it hadn’t been winter, if I hadn’t worn so many layers, I can’t image how bad it would have been. After the checkup, besides violent pain and bruising on many parts of my body, they also said I had muscle damage in one shoulder, blood in my urine, and a damaged spleen. I had stiches for the wound in my left leg; to this day you can clearly see the scar. They said they didn't find any fractures, but I had my doubts. I’ll get back to this later. 
 
    Soon after, my friend arrived at the hospital, and took photos of the injuries I had sustained. By then, information on the attack had already started spreading over the internet. Friend after friend came to seem me at the hospital. I told the police about the incident. They took notes, and then they asked me who I thought was responsible.  
 
    “Guangzhou Domestic Security Police,” I said. Their faces, their expressions, changed as if they had heard something unbelievable. It was obvious that they later tried to avoid handling my case. After midnight, they came to my house, loudly knocking on my door, apparently to “investigate the situation.” I had already given them the evidence I had collected; the club and the plastic bag. I wrote down a request for them to check the security cameras in the area. It all happened near an intersection and there were plenty of cameras. They ignored it. I felt both angry and helpless at the same time. It was like dealing with a cat that is colluding with the mouse in a chase. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    On the afternoon of the 24 February, I was at the Guangdong Provincial Hospital; my medical records had “disappeared.” I could sense something was going to happen, but could do nothing but return home. I prepared and updated my computer and placed the evidence and relevant information in a safe place, after which I went to bed. The next day the United States Consul was coming to my house, as had been arranged by the Consulate in Guangzhou earlier that day.  
 
    About 2am, not long after I had managed to fall asleep, I was woken up by violent and loud smashing noises; someone was trying to break down the front door. Then I heard a loud voice cry out: “Liu Shihui, we are the Guangzhou Domestic Security Police. Open the door!”  
 
    I knew this spelled disaster, but I had no way out and nowhere to hide. I had no choice; I had to face whatever was coming. I turned on the light and put on some clothes. They continued hammering at the door; they were so loud it sounded as if they were tearing down the whole building. The room filled with dust, making it hard to breathe. I stayed near the bed, holding my wife, who I had just married. Having seen me beaten, she was already scared and was crying, doing all she could to help me. Fortunately, she was already clothed or I couldn’t imagine how she would have felt when those monsters came through the door; I couldn’t imagine how she could have faced those brutes if she had been naked in bed.  
 
    More than a dozen uniformed police rushed in as soon as the door came off. “We are the Guangzhou Domestic Security Police,” they said, adding they were investigating me and my wife on suspicion of inciting subversion of state power. I explained over and over that my wife is not even Chinese, that she is from Vietnam, and doesn’t speak a word of Chinese. There was no point involving her. They didn’t listen, and didn't even go through any legal formalities when they took her.  
 
    She ended up spending 17 days in detention, before being forcibly deported from China.  
 
    The search lasted about two hours. They turned the whole place upside down. They didn’t miss a thing, not a single piece of paper. They took all my paperwork, my laptop, the phones, USBs, books, case files, and more, even my electronic stock tracker. I had a copy of a poetry collection on the Tiananmen Massacre laid out and arranged as beautifully as I could. They grabbed it all and messed it up, perhaps the most heartbreaking moment of when they took my belongings.  
 
    I was taken to a nearby police station. The police announced: “You are being placed under Residential Surveillance on suspicion of inciting subversion of state power.” I refused to sign their forms. At around 4 or 5 in the early morning I was pushed into a police car and handcuffed. As the car drove along, I tried to notice the road signs, to try to identify where they were taking me. They ended up taking me to a building called “Guangzhou Baiyun Police Training Center.”  
 
    As I was taken into the building, I saw many sentries and guards around the gates.  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    They took me to the third floor, to a room that looked like a standard hotel room. There were two beds inside, one for me, and another for whichever guard whose turn it was to sleep. This room would be my cell and my interrogation chamber. There was one camera set at the front, recording 24 hours a day. The curtain over the window was thick and always closed; there would be no sunlight. Two fluorescent lights on the ceiling were kept on day and night. There were two to three guards in the room at all times, working in two and three shifts per day.  
 
    At 7am the next day, the interrogations began. I refused to answer their questions, saying: “You [Domestic Security Police] are the ones who attacked me.” I requested to be allowed to go back to the hospital. I had one more checkup and test already paid for. Not surprisingly, they said no. To this day, the symptom I was supposed to have checked still remains; a numbness in my forefinger and thumb. It gets worse in cold weather.  
 
    “If you cooperate, there won’t be any problems. If you don’t, even if your hand is broken, you’ll deserve what you get! In fact, not just your hand, your life can be broken.”  
 
    This was what “Smiling Tiger,” the leader of the Guangzhou Public Security Counterterrorism Section, told me. Throughout my time in interrogation and Residential Surveillance, I met many Domestic Security Police, but none of them told me their names. I remember them by the nicknames I gave them. 
 
    Smiling Tiger was similar in age to me. He was often abrasive and threatening. The others claimed he was their boss, so his manner matched his position. It seemed the authorities equated a “Jasmine Revolution” with terrorism.  
 
    “Chief Li” might have been six or seven years younger than me. He was from Guangdong and spoke Cantonese. He was maybe 170cm tall. He said he was the leader of the Domestic Security Police unit here. I heard a guard outside my room addressing him as Chief Li, so I assume Li was his real name. He too, as a leader, was tough and ruthless. 
 
    “Mr. Tall, Rich, and Handsome” was probably less than 30 years old, tall, with fair skin and good-looking. He spoke Cantonese and claimed to have studied at the Beijing Police College. With his gentle demeanor and many jokes, he often played the role of the “good cop”.  
 
    “Pre-trial Liang” was a few years older than me and he led pre-trial investigations for cases handled by the Guangzhou Public Security Bureau. He claimed he had graduated from Southwest University of Political Science and Law. He was violent, and was the only one to tell me his family name; all the others treated their identities as if they were state secrets.  
 
    Besides these, there were “Dumpy” from Guangzhou, who also spoke Cantonese, a low-ranking police officer from Xinjiang, and a bespectacled 30-something year old from Ningxia. He spoke with a heavy accent. The Ningxia man had a bad temper and often spoke in profanities.  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    In the beginning, I remained silent when the police interrogated and reprimanded me. 
 
    Smiling Tiger said: “You only have a few people with you who dare to subvert the state. My regime [the Communist Party of China] was built on the lives of three million.” 
 
    They wanted me to confess to a crime. “I didn’t commit any crime, and I didn’t subvert the Communist Party regime.” When he saw that I would not open my mouth, Chief Li started shouting at me.  
 
    “Why didn’t we take any of the others? Why did we just take you? You should understand your position. You are now a criminal, or why would the Domestic Security Police take you? We are here to protect the regime, to deal with the kind of hostile force you represent. Why couldn't you just be happy being a lawyer? You had to place yourself in our way. Don’t blame us for being cruel. You think we can’t get evidence? How about we hold you for the next 10 years?” 
 
    I said I had committed no crime. At worst, I was just a suspect. “I wanted to be happy being a lawyer, but you already illegally deprived me of my license back in 2010.”  
 
    Chief Li admonished me. “Do you think you can decide if you have committed a crime or not? Do you want to be tough like Yang Maodong? [Another human rights lawyer better known by his pen name Guo Feixiong]. Yang will be released soon. I’m telling you, we will make him suffer until he dies!” They were well aware of our close relationship, and how I tried to help him when he was sentenced to prison. 
 
    Even though it’s been six years since that afternoon, I can still vividly remember the ruthlessness of his face when Chief Li said they would make Yang Maodong “suffer until he dies.”  
 
    I had posted more than a dozen Twitter messages. That was their first evidence of me inciting subversion. I had organized Jasmine Revolution activities. Later, they accused me of being the first to forward messages about it. Second, I had participated in discussions about a Jasmine Revolution. Third, I had participated in an activity to put slogans on T-shirts. The slogan on my T-shirt read: “One Party dictatorship anywhere, disaster everywhere.” Fourth, I had participated in a commemoration for the Tiananmen Massacre. Fifth, I had accepted interviews with foreign media more than 20 times. Sixth, they said I had written several articles, amounting to inciting subversion of state power.  
 
    They printed out more than a dozen Twitter posts, and showed me several photos taken at meetings in Guangzhou. Based on this, they wanted me to admit to organizing a Jasmine Revolution. I laughed at their choice of word, “organize.” All the information came from social media and foreign media, and all I had done was forward the information.  
 
    A fat officer interjected: “Why did you sell your stocks before the date of the Jasmine Revolution? Wasn’t it so you could use the money to wage revolution?”  
 
    “I did it because I thought they would fall in value,” I answered. “Why would I use my own money to start a revolution? I’m not that stupid.” They had printed out my financial records. 
 
    When they couldn’t find any evidence to prove I had organized any Jasmine Revolution activities, they returned to accusing me of being the first person to start forwarding information about it. No matter what I did, I couldn't get out of this.  
 
    While I was being beaten, and later detained and taken into Residential Surveillance, around 100 people had been targeted across the country, but it seemed I was the only one to be beaten to a bloody pulp. This, combined with them alleging that I had been organizing a revolution, meant they really thought I had played a key role. They just beat me whenever they felt like it.  
 
    They kept on admonishing and screaming at me. Evening finally arrived, but the interrogation continued. They took turns, two interrogators at a time, changing teams every few hours. After midnight, I requested to be allowed to rest.  
 
    “Do you think this is a hotel? You should understand your place!”  
 
    When I mentioned my wound as the reason for needing a rest, they simply said it was nothing compared to losing my life.  
 
    Even if I was a suspect, I had rights. The police should follow the law. Smiling Tiger said: “Do you think the US follows the law for those held in Guantanamo?” 
 
    “Do you think the Nationalists [the party that fought and lost to the Communist Party in the Chinese Civil War, 1927-1949] talked about following the law when fighting the Communists? How can we talk about the law with you?” 
 
    I wasn't allowed to sleep the first night, or the second, or the third. If they weren’t interrogating me, they would force me to sit on a chair, and even that was exhausting after a long time. Whenever I nodded off, the police would slam the table next to me and yell at me. My leg kept swelling, and the pain in my chest grew. I didn't know how long I could take it.  
 
    “Exhausting an eagle” is an expression that is used to describe extended sleep deprivation. I knew about this torture technique. Since it was usually reserved for serious crimes under Chinese law, I didn’t come across it much. It was from an older time. I had rarely seen or heard of any client who had suffered it, and in the rare cases they had, it was usually for a day or, at most, two.  
 
    I realized I was in a place where the law does not exist, a black hole, a camp controlled by monsters. 
 
    I knew it was useless but I still said I wanted to hire a lawyer. Chief Li said, “No suspects in this case are allowed to have a lawyer; it’s been decided by the higher ups, so you better quit thinking about it.”  
 
    I continued: “The procuratorate should supervise this investigation.” Having said it I felt funny, having mentioned the prosecutor’s oversight when I was inside a Black Jail with no connection to the outside world. Even if the prosecutor’s office knew about me, it was useless, since both branches are controlled by the Party.  
 
    Smiling Tiger often said: “What's wrong with having a few people die to protect our regime? Your injury is nothing compared with losing your life. There’s only a few of you that want to subvert state power.”  
 
    I can never forget his cruel expression when he said that. I believed that what Smiling Tiger said was not just a threat but if necessary, if the order came, he would have happily killed me. These professional lackeys lost their humanity long ago.  
 
    I was nearly falling apart. I had spent several days without sleep, being constantly threatened, told off, and shouted at. A fourth and fifth night came and went, and I still wasn’t allowed to sleep. I started getting dizzy; I developed tinnitus and a splitting headache. The pain was hard to describe. It was worse than just physical pain. I had physical trouble before, plus with the injuries from the attack, it was just unbearable and getting worse day by day. I knew they wanted to torture me as badly as they could, to gain complete power and control over me. I didn’t know where the limit lay; how much more could I take or how far would they push me. Five days of this torture passed but I hadn’t broken; at least I had kept my conscience clean.  
 
    After the sixth day, and more interrogations, my energy gave out. It was over. I collapsed; the police were finally forced to call in a doctor. After the doctor had checked me over, he whispered something to Chief Li, and they let me sleep. I was too weak to take off my clothes, and only with help could I remove my pants. I was always skinny, but now I was extremely thin, and my left leg had swollen tremendously.  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    The police accused me of being the first one to forward information about the Jasmine Revolution, and of actively inciting others to take to the streets. I explained that Twitter is blocked by the government and very few people know how to climb the wall [a term used to describe the use of a VPN or proxy to cross China’s Great Firewall], and therefore no real danger could come from me forwarding information on Twitter.  
 
    The police asked how did I know that people inside China couldn’t see the content? “Our technical department provides us data. There are some 500,000 people ‘climbing the wall’ every day.” Although I knew that more and more people had started “climbing the wall,” when I heard that number I was really surprised. If Guangzhou had 500,000 people using a VPN or proxies, how about Beijing, Shanghai, or Shenzhen? How many were there from all over the country? The police unintentionally leaked such an important state secret to me. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    To make me confess, the police used various tactics besides sleep deprivation.  
 
    For example, in the beginning they would try to trick me. They said, “You are not a murderer; your crime is minor in comparison. If you can tell us about it, you will be fine.” I wasn’t fooled that easily, and didn't take the bait. In response, they switched tactics completely. Now they said that even though I hadn’t murdered anyone, my situation was far more serious. “If your anti-Party activity had succeeded, millions would have died.” The way they spoke sounded like something from the Cultural Revolution. When I pointed out that my “activities” had been perfectly legal, their response was, “How dare you! If your activities were successful, wouldn't you be in my position, and I would be in yours?”  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    While I was suffering those days and nights of sleep deprivation, the officers would often taunt me: “You should be satisfied. The food is good here. You have a bed by yourself, much better than any detention center.” I felt more and more of my body and mind being consumed with fighting tiredness so that I was falling apart. I told Chief Li I’d like to be arrested and sent to a real detention center.  
 
    Detention centers could be cruel places for sure, but at least there were some institutional constraints, some safeguards, legal obligations that couldn't be so easily ignored. At least this kind of sleep deprivation would be hard if not impossible in a detention center.  
 
    “You deserve to stay here, there is no way you can go to a detention center. A detention center is too good for you,” Chief Li shouted hoarsely. 
 
    Between 2009 and 2017, I have been in Residential Surveillance, administrative detention, criminal detention, and a Black Jail. Even though some of those treatments were harsh, my time in Residential Surveillance stands out as the worst, a system designed for prisoners of conscience, a place designed for torture.   
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    After my newlywed wife was taken with me in the same raid, she was also placed in Residential Surveillance on suspicion of inciting subversion of state power. The police interrogated me: “Why did you travel to Vietnam? Who did you meet with? Did she come here with you to subvert Communist Party rule?” I couldn't help but laugh at such ridiculous allegations. I explained, again and again, that my wife didn’t know about my work and that she didn’t even speak Chinese. After seven or eight days, they must have known my wife knew nothing about these allegations. They should have released her, to keep her solely as a hostage was utterly illegal. They ignored my request [to release her] of course. 
 
    I was so angry that they had kidnapped her. I demanded to know how the police could be so cruel as to destroy a marriage. They answered perfunctorily: “We hope you can stay married with her. But whether you can get out of here or not depends on you, not us.” 
 
    I wanted to pay for her to stay in my home, where my sister, who spoke good English could help her. Her visa would expire in two months, and my family could help her while I was away. Of course, Chief Li refused. 
 
    On the 18th day inside Residential Surveillance, the fat policeman came and told me, “Your wife has already been deported back to Vietnam.” When I heard this news, I was overcome with uncontrollable anger. Behind the anger was more sadness. I choked with tears. 
 
    When I was not being interrogated or forced to sit on the chair, I tried pacing around the cell to relieve the stress and dispel my anger and sadness. I thought of [famous 19th Century author] Lu Xun who spoke of writing a poem to express these kinds of feelings. I walked back and forth, back and forth, over and over, drafting and editing a poem in my mind. I have no talent for poetry, but it felt like the only way to record my sorrow. In the end, I faced the camera in my cell and wrote out the characters in the air for it to record my seven-line poem. Each time I wrote it out in front of the camera, I could feel a sense of revenge. I was sure they were watching and could see what I was writing.  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    After some three weeks or so I was taken from my cell and transferred from the Baiyun District Police Training Center to the Guangzhou Public Security Police Training Center. The new prison, despite its name, was not a training center. It was a Black Jail, transformed from an abandoned older police training center. The new training center, which was actually used as one, was nearby. During the latter part of my Residential Surveillance, while at this new facility, they would open the curtains sometimes, so I could see policemen filling up the facility and courtyards.  
 
    A stainless-steel gate guarded the compound, with armed officers standing by. Not even a bird could fly in unnoticed. Surveillance cameras covered both the outside and inside. Other people taken in Guangzhou during the Jasmine Revolution crackdown speak of being held here as well. My cell was slightly bigger, with steel bars as thick as fingers outside the window. This cell had two cameras. There were also two beds for the guards, instead of one. As before, the guards would work in shifts. At least two guards [watched over me] at the same time, sometimes up to four. Observing their routines, I quickly realized how difficult it would be to escape a Black Jail.  
 
    After a month of torture and maltreatment, I lost faith in the idea of the law in China. Earlier, I had often thought of the law as a life-saving straw; later, the very mention of the law mocked me. Political suppression is political suppression. It has no relationship with the law, a vacuum where all laws, all rights, are rejected.  
 
    The police had tried to make me write a statement to relinquish my rights to hire a lawyer, but I had refused. Later on, the police started “taking care” of my family. They would mention them in a threatening way. I felt so sorry for causing my family to be threatened because of my situation. I didn’t want them to have to suffer or get into trouble.  
 
    In the end, I wrote the statement. And just as the police had said earlier, no lawyers would be allowed to get involved in my case at all. [Rights defense lawyer] Tang Jingling had been taken, and lawyer Liu Zhengqing had tried to become his lawyer. In the end, lawyer Liu was taken too, and both ended up facing charges of inciting subversion of state power. 
 
    [Dissident artist] Ai Weiwei had been taken, the police told me. It had been a month or more when police suddenly told me. I had met with Ai in Beijing, and had once been out to dinner with him and lawyer Li Heping. I answered calmly, “How is this related to me?” They said they didn’t say there was any relationship, they just wanted to let me know and that I should give up dreaming. “No matter who you are, if you go against the Party, you can be taken.” 
 
    There were new rules now. By this time, Pre-Trial Liang had taken over my case, and the guards were stricter. I had to ask for permission for everything: to use the toilet, drink water, etc. Without permission, I couldn't leave my seat or walk around. If there was no interrogation going on, I had to sit on a hard stool and reflect on my faults the whole morning, afternoon, and evening. Pre-Trial Liang told me the Domestic Security Police had been too “easy” on me. The stool I had to sit on all day and evening was a wooden square stool, very thin. I started getting blisters on my butt, which started to bleed. It would hurt even more when I was allowed to shower. I tried to sit on the bed a little but the guards would start shouting and force me back to the wooden stool.  
 
    The combination of physical pain and mental anguish kept intensifying. My heart would pound and it was very uncomfortable. Some nights I needed to get out of bed and pace around because I felt so bad, but I was not allowed, and they forced me to lie back down.  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    During the first few months, I would scribble down some notes on paper when the police weren’t there or were busy with something, and put them in an empty drawer next to the bed. Even the faintest ink was better than just a memory; I needed to prepare for my defense in court. I wrote in shorthand so that other people would not be able to understand. After two months, the paper I had was completely filled. 
 
    One day, an assistant of Pre-Trial Liang’s suddenly rushed into the room and asked me what I was writing. He took out the paper filled with my shorthand notes from the drawer. I told him that they were my personal belongings and he had no right to confiscate them. He took them and left.  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    One morning, after more than two months had passed, I was sitting on the square wooden stool, when suddenly I heard someone speaking with a Hunan accent. “Is this Tang Jingling’s room? I’m the lawyer his family appointed for him. I’ve come here to meet him.” I recognized the voice of lawyer Liu Zhengqing. The door of my cell was pushed open and lawyer Liu came in. I thought, the guards were so strict, how could he possibly get in? He started talking right away. “I’m here to meet Tang Jingling. I thought this was his room. You should sign a power of attorney right now. I can provide you with one.” I didn’t care about the prohibition about not hiring a lawyer. I immediately signed my name on the piece of paper he gave me.  As soon as I had signed, Liu hurriedly left the room to look for Tang Jingling. I was very worried about whether he would be able to get out of this place. He might not know just how ruthless they were.  
 
    A few minutes later Chief Li came into my cell, brimming with rage, “What did Liu Zhengqing talk with you about? Didn’t you say wouldn’t appoint a lawyer?” I responded that, “I didn’t say anything. And you forced me not to appoint a lawyer, right?”  
 
    The police told me later that Liu was stupid enough to get in their way, so they had to keep him there. Just like that, Liu too became another inmate in this “prison.” Liu would be stuck here for a month before being released on “bail.”  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    One day, I was being interrogated by Mr. Tall, Rich, and Handsome when I suddenly felt waves in my stomach. I had to go to the toilet immediately, or else I would soil myself. Those days I often got diarrhea. I intentionally made it sound as bad as possible, and complained afterwards. “The meat is stinky. The fish is stinky. The tofu is stinky. The vegetables are stinky. How is it possible that I don’t get diarrhea?” Mr. Tall, Rich and Handsome said he would report the problem. The food quality did improve after that.  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    After two months of harsh treatment, my case moved into a gentler period. Chief Li would come in for “chats.” Obviously, this was fake kindness, bestowed after the previous suffering. He wanted to explain how I could move on. If I cooperated, I could restart my legal career, or start a new business. Nothing was a problem, only my attitude. I wanted to restart my legal career, but would never do so if I had to agree on some prerequisites.  
 
    If I had to go against my conscience, I’d rather not be a lawyer anymore. He listened to my answer then left looking resentful.  
 
    About three months into my Residential Surveillance, the Ningxia officer asked, “What are you going to do after you get out? Won’t you continue your anti-Party work?” I knew that if I told them I would run a small business they would think I wouldn’t have any time to worry about whether the Party was autocratic or not. I told him I wanted to continue as a lawyer but they wouldn't let me, so I would to start some kind of business. “What kind of business?” he asked. A buckwheat noodle restaurant, I answered. That wasn’t enough; I had to write down a detailed business plan. Where was I going to open it? How much money would I invest in it? How would I attract customers? “We will only let you out if we believe that you really will do this,” he said. So, I wrote a “business plan.”  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    During my last period in Residential Surveillance, Pre-Trial Liang asked me, “Do you know what the spirit of Chinese law is? How would you summarize it in three words?” I answered, “Based on fact.” No, he said.  
 
    “Law as criteria,” I said. No, he said and shook his head.  
 
    I continued to look for three word expressions. “Rule under law?” A disdainful stare followed.  
 
    “Communist Party dictatorship,” he said.  
 
    After hearing his answer, I felt like I had had an epiphany. He was absolutely right. The Constitution even talks about “the dictatorship of the Communist Party.” All the “national security” crimes under the law are about protecting the one-Party dictatorship, nothing else. The law even prescribes that lawyers who are deemed to have gone against the Community Party’s leadership and “socialist system” should be prohibited from practicing law. Even under civil and commercial law, the least political aspect of the law still has some element related to the one-Party dictatorship, even company law!  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Inside Residential Surveillance, I wrote letters in which I made promises. I wrote apologies. I wrote what they wanted after all the torture I’d endured. But one thing I never gave up on was my complaint that the Domestic Security Police had attacked me on the street. It was what had started this whole thing. I refused to give up this claim. 
 
    A group of Domestic Security officers berated me and quibbled about it. They tried to make me change my mind, but I refused. One day, Smiling Tiger said; “I asked around about you being beaten. Nobody did it. After the Sun Zhigang incident [a migrant worker found beaten to death in police custody in 2003], Guangzhou police haven’t beaten anyone. It might have been done by some other Domestic Security Police not under the Guangzhou police force.” 
 
    So, he meant that I was beaten by police from a department lower down than the Guangzhou Public Security Bureau. Although I didn’t completely believe him, at least he admitted, indirectly, one very important point: I had been beaten following an official order. 
 
    One day, while Mr. Tall, Rich and Handsome was joking around with me, he leaked a secret too. One day I mentioned that I had lots of personal data on my computer, things that were private. He asked what kinds of things and I told him photos and videos of me with my wife. “Then I definitely want to have a look,” he said with an exaggerated smile. I changed my mind, “Oh! I remembered wrong. It’s not on the laptop.” “Then where?” he asked, “The USB? The MP3?” No, I told him. “Then it must be in your camera, I’m going to check it”. 
 
    The camera, unlike all the other things, had not been taken in the raid on my home, but during the attack on the street! And they had it.   
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    After my release, the pain in my left ribcage lasted for nearly six months. I could only sleep on the other side. While I was inside, the stiches on my leg had healed, but my ribs were still bad. Every time I spoke out loud or coughed, I’d feel pain. Towards the end, during a doctor’s visit, I pointed this out, but before I had even finished my words, he had hurriedly turned around and left the cell. 
 
    Before they would release me, I had to forgo any claims to my house, which was technically owned by a collective. I also had to leave Guangzhou, and my release would be a “release on bail.” At first, I didn't agree. I had bought that home in 2010, after losing my lawyer’s license. I had had to sell my lawyer’s office then, which I also used as a home, and this is what I had bought instead. But the police maintained a tough stance; telling me to not think I could be released without losing my home. They obviously wanted me out of the city. My desire for freedom won. It wasn't worth ending up in prison over a house. I accepted the humiliating condition.  
 
    After being inside Residential Surveillance for over 100 days, I returned home to pack. The door had been replaced; inside it was filled with spider webs, the place messy. More than anything, I looked around and realized my wife wasn’t there anymore. I lost control of the tears that flowed from my eyes. The officer from Xinjiang saw my tears and stepped out of the room.  
 
    I had lived in Guangzhou for 11 years. All my possessions and memories of my life were in this house. [The officers I named] Dumpy and Xinjiang gave me two hours to pack what I needed. I had to abandon most of my stuff, amongst them case files covering 10 years of work.  
 
    On 12 June, I was released on bail. A total of four officers took me back to my hometown, in faraway Inner Mongolia. Once I arrived, I opened my laptop, and found all my personal data and information, spanning 10 years, had all been deleted. They had even swapped my hard drive to a smaller one! That data was priceless to me, and now it was all gone.  
 
    I tried to contact the number they left me, but the number was always switched off.  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Although the Jasmine Revolution and my Residential Surveillance experience is already more than six years old, thinking back on my time inside and the torture still fills me with a lingering fear.  
 
    The system of Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location (RSDL) is actually a system of purgatory, created for prisoners of conscience. The purpose is simply to destroy you; to break you using any form of torture they want or feel is needed. Even more, it is used to make people in the community doubt each other, to make you incriminate not only yourself, but also others, to break the community. Even murderers don’t have to go through RSDL! 
 
    During the Jasmine Revolution back in 2011, the authorities tested Residential Surveillance on a larger scale for the first time. They must have found it to be really valuable, and institutionalized it as RSDL in the revised Criminal Procedure Law the very next year. The new system was put into full effect starting in 2015 with the “709 Crackdown,” or “war on lawyers.” They expanded its use again in 2016. By now, police are familiar and comfortable with using this new and powerful tool. 
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    Rights activist Zhai Yanmin endured many forms of torture while he was in RSDL, including being beaten by electric batons and deprived of food, water and sleep for extended periods.  
 
    Image source: Zhai Yanmin 
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    I was waiting for my lunch, a bowl of cold noodles, when I was kidnapped.  
 
    It was noon, 15 June 2015. I was in Beijing’s Chaoyang District and after meeting with a friend, I’d felt hungry so had slipped into a fast food restaurant. As I waited for my order, all of a sudden, a group of people charged over and pushed me to the ground. They kneed me in my back and in an instant had covered my head with a black hood before I had a chance to say anything. I remember seeing several people filming everything before I was slammed to the floor.  
 
    They quickly dragged me into the back of a car, pushing me onto the floor. Feet were placed on my back; it felt like there were two people on the rear seats. I heard one, it sounded like he was on his phone. “We got him!” he said. With two others in the front, there must have been four of them in the car. I asked them to loosen the hood because I was having trouble breathing, but they didn’t care. When I asked them who they were and why were they taking me, someone in the front of the car told me they were from the Beijing Criminal Investigation Team and I was a terrorist suspect! 
 
    They took me to a place that looked like a police station. Later, I learned that it was Yuegezhuang Police Station in Fengtai [a district the other side of the capital city]. I was renting a place nearby at the time so maybe that’s why they took me there. They handcuffed and locked me into an iron chair, leaving me like that for several hours with the hood covering my head. I was still having trouble breathing because it was made from thick fabric. I kept asking them to remove it, but I got no response.  
 
    I was left like that for almost five hours until an officer from the national security police arrived. I knew him because he’d been in charge of me previously. All his questions were about banner protests outside a court in Weifang [a city in the eastern province of Shandong][17] I told him I hadn’t even gone to Weifang, but he said: “You’re in big trouble now.” I requested to speak to my family so I could tell them what was going on. He said they’d already been informed but I kept insisting. He told me to ask the “police who had grabbed me” and that he didn’t have the power to help and then left. I found out later that he had lied to me; they hadn’t informed my wife. 
 
    In the evening, police officers from Weifang arrived and moved me to Fengtai Detention Center. I kept asking to speak to my family, but I was ignored. Then I started shouting, so an officer, who looked quite senior, came in and said: “Go ahead. Call your family.” I was still in handcuffs so I asked him to unlock me. “How can I call them with my hands cuffed?” He said: “I didn’t put them on you so I don’t have power to take them off you.” I asked who did then. He said he didn’t know and refused to lend me his phone to call my family. “You’re breaking the law,” I yelled at him.  
 
      
 
    Interrogated to exhaustion 
 
      
 
    The following day, they handcuffed my hands behind my back, shoved me into a car, and drove me to another detention center in Weifang. We were on the road for nearly 10 hours. Throughout the whole time my hands were locked behind my back; they didn’t give me anything to eat or drink or even let me go to the toilet.  
 
    After we arrived it was evening. I had barely eaten the scraps of food they’d prepared for me – two buns and some pickled vegetables – when they started the interrogations. I knew what was coming up, it’s what they always do – fatigue interrogation [prolonged interrogation with sleep deprivation]. They questioned me the entire night. In the morning, we stopped for just a moment so I could eat a small breakfast and then they started again. I was exhausted and so I tried to reason with them. “I spent the whole day yesterday in a car with my hands cuffed behind my back and I’ve sat through interrogations all night. Could you let me sleep just for a while?” They refused and said they were following orders from above. 
 
    This went on for three days with no break. At that point I was so tired that I started to pretend to faint. They were afraid to make me ill so they carried me off to my cell and I could finally sleep. But the next day the interrogations would start up again and whenever I felt I couldn’t take it anymore I would pretend to faint and they would let me sleep. Finally, [July 1] they transferred me back to Beijing.  
 
    Four or five guards accompanied me by high-speed train. They placed a hat low over my head and made me wear sunglasses. They took me to a military base in Beijing where it turned out I would stay for the next three months. The facility had five or six floors. Initially, they put me in a single room. After eight days, they black-hooded me again and pushed me into a car. But I sensed that we didn’t leave the compound; we just seemed to circle the yard a few times, and they moved me to another building in the same military base.  
 
    When they removed my black hood, I saw they’d put me in a room with padded walls. There was a single bed, an armchair and a padded table. The window was fully closed, you could only see out through a tiny crack where the heavy curtains met in the middle. I saw trucks speeding past; I guessed it was a highway. Two other times when I was being moved and they’d put a black hood over my head, I’d caught a glimpse of a road sign that read Cigezhuang Exit. Two guards watched me 24-7. They sat 1m away from me, one on the left and one on the right. Their shift changed every two hours.  
 
      
 
    No right to ask questions in RSDL 
 
      
 
    A man walked in and announced that I was being placed under Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location (RSDL) from that day [9 July]. I learned later that his family name was Han when he showed me an interrogation document with his signature at the bottom. He told me I could be kept for a maximum of six months in RSDL and if I didn’t cooperate they could simply release me and take me in again for another six months of RSDL. I asked: “So what procedures were you holding me under for the first eight days of my detention [in Beijing]?” He replied: “No procedures,” and then added: “You don’t have the right to ask questions. If you want to get out, your only choice is to cooperate with us.” I asked him to show me my written notice that I was being held under RSDL, but he ignored me  
 
    I didn’t cooperate in the beginning. My interrogations weren’t held in a special room; they would hold them in my cell instead[18]. Everyday. They didn’t use the word “interrogation,” they described it as谈心　(a heart-to-heart talk). They talked about how I had organized petitioners and said that I would get a harsh sentence for my role in such “cases”. Because I was the “mastermind” I would get anything from 10 years up in jail; I might even get life. They also threatened to detain my son if I didn’t cooperate with them. 
 
    One day, because I wasn’t “cooperating,” Han, who was by then the chief interrogator yelled out an order to an officer, to go and detain my son. I panicked. “My son has nothing to do with this,” I pleaded. So I agreed to their demands, which was to read out a script they had prepared for me to say in front of a camera. I insisted, though, that I only talk about myself; I wouldn’t [incriminate] others. When they wanted me to “cooperate” it was usually about making these forced confessions, which they would later put on TV.[19]  
 
    During my time inside, from RSDL to pre-trial detention, I was tortured in so many ways. They cuffed my hands behind my back, they locked me to iron railings, they would use five or six electric batons to beat me. For a long time, they didn't let me eat, drink water or go to the bathroom. They subjected me to so many kinds of torture. Yet, it was nothing compared with their threats that they would detain my son. 
 
    I’m not a lawyer, and RSDL was still little known back then, so I didn’t know how long they could hold me like this. This feeling of not knowing made time go past so slowly. One day could feel like a year. I was close to having a breakdown, with two guards watching me constantly and never talking to me. I thought about killing myself, but there was no way to do it. The walls were padded so I couldn’t bash my head in and the guards watched me closely. If I’d made any attempt, they would have stopped me right away.  
 
      
 
    Mind-altering medication 
 
      
 
    [At the military base], I was taken into a room with medical equipment.  A man in a white coat gave me a physical check and told me I had a number of diseases, including heart and stomach problems. Prior to this, the only issue I’d had was slightly high blood pressure. I told him this, but his response was: “We’re professionals, and we’ve diagnosed you with these problems, so you have them. You have to take medicine. Think yourself lucky, other people aren’t getting such good medical attention as you.” 
 
    They gave me three or four different kinds of medicine. I refused to take them in the beginning, but the guards forced me. They’d check underneath my tongue to make sure I swallowed them.[20]  
 
    When I got out and checked with a doctor, they said there was nothing wrong with my heart. I never knew what the medicine really was. The so-called heart medicine they gave me made me feel excited; it make me want to talk uncontrollably. But, at other times, the medicine made me sleepy.  
 
    The strange thing was that one of the pills stopped me worrying about my family. When they didn't give it to me, I’d start thinking about so many things: my family, my car – I’d left it at the garage to be fixed the day they grabbed me. I didn’t even know if my family was aware of what had happened to me. I’d wonder about the car and about my father who was ill and bedridden. I missed my wife and my son. I worried that I’d never see them again. When I realized that the medicine stopped me thinking and gave me some relief, I began to crave it. If I didn’t cooperate they’d withhold the medicine. But in the end, they’d always give it to me whether I cooperated or not because if they didn’t, I’d go really crazy late at night. But after a while, my body built up a tolerance to it, so I needed more and more for the same effect. Later on, when I was transferred to the detention center, I was taking 2.5 pills a day [up from 1/day initially]. 
 
      
 
    Singing to the soldiers 
 
      
 
    The guards controlled everything I did. I wasn’t allowed just to walk around my room, but I had to walk in an area they had marked out for me. I had to get their approval to take a shower or go to the toilet. If they agreed, they would stand and watch me in the bathroom until I was finished.  
 
    In those six months of RSDL, the window was never opened and the ceiling light remained on all night, even when I was asleep. I tried to reason with the guards but they just said they were complying with orders from above.  
 
    Not all the guards were the same though. The nicer ones would talk to me sometimes. We all knew that we were being monitored, so we would talk very quietly and it would only ever be harmless chatter, maybe some jokes. We never discussed anything serious. I couldn’t ask them their names, for example. I love singing and sometimes I would sing for them. I would sing the kinds of songs I’d sing at home like 酒干倘卖无　[“Any empty wine bottles for sale,” a famous Taiwanese song by Su Rui] and 未了情　[Endless love]. Of course, I would sing quietly. Time passed more quickly that way.  
 
    The guards followed irregular shifts, so I never knew when the nice guards would be there. During my Beijing RSDL, there were two guards that used to be volunteer soldiers and they were used to obeying orders. They didn’t know who I really was or why I was there. They thought I was an official under “Shuanggui”.[21] These guys never let me go to the toilet or drink water. If I pleaded with them, saying I’d soil my clothes if I couldn’t go, they just told me to soil them. This happened several times, and when it did I had to ask for permission from the guards before I could clean myself up.  
 
    [After three months in the Beijing facility, Zhai was moved to Tianjin to serve the remaining three months of RSDL there]. 
 
      
 
    Compared to RSDL, detention centers are heaven 
 
      
 
    My treatment in Tianjin was much worse. They said that to punish me for not cooperating with them before, my new room would be darker. I hadn’t seen sunshine in three months. Weeks would go by before they would let me shower and even then I was only allowed a quick wash. Sometimes it was so fast that I didn't even have enough time to rinse off the shower gel. Sometimes they’d only provide cold water. It was so cold I would tremble. Most of my interrogations took place in Beijing. In Tianjin, they happened rarely. 
 
    In Beijing, my guards were from the military. In Tianjin they were from the armed police. I was angry at [how cruelly they treated me] but I knew that they were just following orders.  
 
    It’s not easy to be an RSDL guard. One time a guard told me that one of his colleagues had asked for leave so he could go back home because he was suffering from depression. I said to him: “You only have to be here two hours every day and you get depressed. What about us? We’re here for half a year. Perhaps we don’t get depression, we just go crazy!” Nobody talked to me. There are two people watching you constantly without speaking. It made me wish for death.  Sitting alone in solitary confinement every minute could feel like an eternity. 
 
    I knew I could be kept for six months in RSDL and I had already prepared myself for a long prison sentence, so I was just hoping to be transferred to a detention center as soon as possible. Compared to RSDL, detention center is heaven. In RSDL, my interrogator once said to me: “If you die here, no one would ever know.” It’s true. In RSDL, you’re being detained in secret. No one knew where I was. No one knew who had taken me. No one would know if I died in RSDL. At least in a detention center, if something happened to me, someone would have to take responsibility. People would know. I’d also be able to have people around me, I wouldn’t be held in solitary confinement. Even if we couldn’t talk to each other, I’d feel much better. So I was counting down the days until my RSDL was over. 
 
    Then, on 8 January 2016 [more than 200 days after he was first kidnapped from the noodle restaurant in Beijing] they officially arrested me and began the process to transfer me to detention. I was so relieved. 
 
      
 
    The show trial  
 
      
 
    It was two weeks before my trial when my interrogators gave me a few pieces of paper on which they had printed answers for me. They told me to memorize them. It was like the television confessions all over again, except this was for my trial. There would be no retakes. I had to memorize every single word. I was told not to hesitate and I had to speak smoothly. I was also told to remember the questions that the judge was going to ask so that I knew which answer went with which question.  
 
    If I cooperated and performed well at the trial, I’d be treated leniently, they said. In the 10 days leading up to the trial date, the prosecutor, Mr. Gong, visited me in the detention center many times to check how well I had memorized the answers and how well I could deliver them with the correct tone.  About a week before the trial, personnel from the prosecutor’s office and the court visited me and we staged a rehearsal for the trial. When the real trial happened, the judge asked exactly the same questions as we’d practiced and I gave exactly the same answers.  
 
    [After his release] I got sick, and pretty badly too. Ever since the beginning of [2018], I haven’t been able to work, I live off whatever friends can offer in help and support. Even though it has been a long time, it upsets and scares me to think back to my time in RSDL. I still suffer from both anxiety and memory loss. I often have nightmares of my time in RSDL.  
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    Award-winning human rights lawyer Wang Yu spent a year in secret detention, but what terrified her the most were police threats to hurt her teenage son if she didn’t cooperate.  
 
    Image source: Wang Yu 
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    “Hurting others is a kind of pleasure.” – Victor Hugo, The Man who Laughs 
 
      
 
    I will always treat 709 as my nightmare. In fact, it still haunts me. Many nights, even when I wake up from the nightmare, in reality I still feel trapped in it. I never imagined that human nature could be so evil, especially when I think of the young girls assigned to monitor me. I absolutely don’t understand how these girls can face their lives in the future. I always felt that during my experience, those who suffered the most were not actually the detainees like me, but the girls assigned to monitor us. 
 
    It was 8 July 2015, shortly after 11pm. I had just said goodbye to my son [Bao Zhuoxuan], who was heading to Australia to go to school, and my husband [Bao Longjun], who was accompanying him. Initially I had planned to go with them to the airport, but since the flight was at midnight my husband worried about me returning home alone. We decided I would say goodbye at the house. After they had left, I called to ask them to phone again after they had passed immigration. I couldn’t control my sadness and cried on the phone. Even though I was trying to comfort my 16-year-old son, I was the one choking. My husband couldn’t bear to hear our parting words and so he hung up. After the brief call, I went upstairs to prepare for a trial the following day. Later, after having changed into my pajamas and gotten into bed, I still couldn’t stop thinking about Bao Zhuoxuan. I couldn’t fall asleep. 
 
    It was after 1am and I still hadn’t received a call saying that they had passed immigration. I tried calling them but neither of their phones connected. At first, I thought it was because they didn’t have a signal, but I had called many times, up to and after their scheduled takeoff time, and it was the same. I was growing worried. I sent some messages to friends in WeChat and Telegram groups, hoping they could help with some ideas. I called the airline, but couldn’t get through. 
 
    Without warning, the lights in my house were cut, along with the internet, and immediately I heard the sound of someone trying to force open the door. Frantically, I sent out a message on social media, and everyone expressed their deep concern. One person replied asking if my lock was strong. I said it was, that Bao Longjun had changed it recently, and selected the strongest available lock, worrying that I wasn’t safe alone at home. Another person replied suggesting that I put an obstacle in front of the door but I thought this wasn’t necessary. If they could get through the door, then any obstacle would be useless. However, thinking back, if I could have put an obstacle between them and me, then it might have delayed them entering the room, and given me more time to spread the information of my abduction on social media, or to contact trusted friends and alert them directly.  
 
    I walked to the door and demanded to know who was there. The sound of forced entry stopped as suddenly as it had begun. There were no more noises for a while. I sent another message to the groups, telling them that whoever it was must have left. Maybe they had just wanted to scare me. This type of situation had happened to a friend of mine before; they had just come to harass and intimidate him. I told the people in the chat group to just go to sleep. It was already 3am. I was still worried that I hadn’t heard anything from my son and husband, and couldn't sleep, so I continued trying to reach the airline, but nobody answered. 
 
    An hour later, at around 4am, I was shocked by a piercing noise. It sounded like they were trying to force open the door with an electric drill. I shared this message to the Telegram group immediately, and jumped out of bed. I tried to phone for help, but before anyone could answer, someone had already broken through the door, and was instantly upon me. The light from his headlamp flashed into my face as he spoke, “Don’t move! We’re from Beijing Public Security Bureau.” 
 
    It had only taken a few seconds from the moment I heard the drill before they were inside.  
 
    “Who are you? How dare you break in? Show me your identification,” I demanded. 
 
    I hadn’t even finished speaking before more than a dozen people were inside, pushing me onto the bed, handcuffing me with my hands behind my back. In almost the same movement, someone was forcing a black hood over my head. He had a Tianjin accent. 
 
    Since I had already been illegally detained several times in the past by Public Security or court police during certain cases—you can imagine how much risk a lawyer with legal professional ethics faces in China—I wasn’t immediately too scared. I tried to struggle, but it was impossible to make any difference as a woman against such a large number of attackers.  
 
    Two women in the group dragged me out. I tried getting the neighbor’s attention, shouting loudly: “Don’t drag me. I can walk by myself!” After they had dragged me into the elevator, I started crying. I asked them to release my handcuffs, saying they hurt my elbows. I knew there was a camera in the elevator, and hoped my lawyer might later be able to get the video record of that day. 
 
    They dragged me downstairs and threw me into a van. From what I could see from under the hood, there was a person in the seat in front of me. He looked like the leader. I sat behind the driver; there were two women on either side of me. Another three or four sat behind me. 
 
    Soon, I heard the vehicle in front of us starting to move; we pulled out of the housing unit, and I heard a few more cars following behind.  
 
    I cried the whole way, repeating what I had said in the elevator. The handcuffs were too tight. I kept on saying that they were supposed to show me their identification. A woman behind me, growing irritated, told me to shut up. But as she spoke, I detected a sense of fear in her voice, as if she was even more nervous than I was. I replied that if she were bound in tight handcuffs, then she would also feel pain. She had a bad temper. Suddenly, she reached from behind me, pressed down on my head, and tried putting a gag in my mouth. But I shut my mouth tightly. Maybe because the car was moving and she didn’t have a good enough position to push me from behind, she gave up.  
 
    Afterward, I could feel that my hood was even tighter. I shouted: “I’m suffocating. Someone give me some air!” A woman beside me adjusted my hood a little, and I could see a sliver of sky out of the side. The sky was just getting light.  
 
    I could see from the side of the hood that the van was entering Beijing No. 1 Detention Center, a familiar gate as I had often met clients there. I assumed this was where they were going to hold me. Not long after we entered, the car stopped. They told me to get out and stand beside the car. One man undid my handcuffs and changed me into another pair that was not as tight. About 10 minutes later, they put me back inside the car. I realized that they weren’t going to hold me at the detention center, but then where were we going? 
 
    We drove for about another hour. I could see from the gap in the hood that we were entering another gate, this one with armed soldiers outside. They even wore army helmets. They must have realized something was wrong, as they adjusted my hood again and I was plunged back into darkness. 
 
    After I was out of the car, they handed me over to two girls who dragged me by my arms. They led me up some steps: up, left, right, lift your feet etc. They seemed well trained.  
 
    After we arrived in a room, they took off my black hood and handcuffs. The two girls who had led me upstairs were wearing white T-shirts and black sweatpants. They were very young, about 20 years old. I observed the room. It was quite big. I assumed maybe 100sqm, like a small conference room. There were three big windows, but they were covered with heavy curtains so that you couldn’t see if it was day or night outside. 
 
    There was a single bed on the opposite corner from the door, with folded bed sheets and a pillow. There was a desk, 4-5m from the bed, a red padded armchair, and four or five cameras on each section of the wall. Other than this, the room appeared empty. 
 
    I walked directly to the chair and sat down, leaning my head back. I told them I was too tired, that I hadn’t slept the whole night and needed to rest. The two young girls told me this wasn’t allowed. “Why?” I asked. “According to what regulation?”  
 
    At that moment, a short man in his 40s came into the room along with another two girls dressed the same. He ordered them to remove me from the chair, and then threw it across the room harshly. Foul-mouthed, he told them to change it for a square wooden stool, saying that was all I deserved. He promptly left the room.  
 
    Another girl came in. Pointing to the clothes on the table, she instructed me to change. I was still wearing my pajamas. My situation did not look good.  
 
    I requested to change in the privacy of the restroom, but they refused. I changed by half hiding behind the table and stool. It was very embarrassing. They made me wear a grey T-shirt and sweatpants. 
 
    As soon as I had changed my clothes, two men came in. The one in front looked about 40 years old, short, kind of fat, light skinned; he looked arrogant. The one behind him was older and taller. Wickedness emanated from his soul. 
 
    Once they were inside, the short guy said loudly with a strong Beijing accent, “Lawyer Wang, how is it going? Let’s have a talk.” I glanced at them contemptuously: “Who are you? What could I say to you? Let me go home!”  
 
    There was a camera on the wall pointed at me. 
 
    After I had sat down, the short guy asked me to continue but I responded that he still hadn’t told me who he was. He said his family name is Wang. “You can call me Chief Wang.” I responded that my family name is also Wang. “Why are you Chief Wang?” The other man reprimanded me, “This is our Chief!” Turning to him, I asked which bureau he was from, and what was his name. Things went on like this. I kept asking them to show me their identification and to tell me their names, positions, bureaus, but I never knew their identities. I only learnt that one of them was called Chief Wang, and that they were from Beijing Public Security Criminal Investigation Unit Second Bureau. 
 
    Someone knocked on the door and came in with four boxes of food and a glass of water. Chief Wang made a sign to leave the food and let me eat. I hadn’t slept all night, and didn’t feel like eating, but I wondered what kind of food it was. I opened the box: there were rice porridge, four buns and an egg inside, and four other kinds of dishes. I only ate one egg and some porridge. I drank some water, with a label marked “302” on the cup. This must have been my room number. 
 
    I asked Chief Wang what I could possibly speak with them about. As a lawyer, I respect and follow the law. “I have nothing to talk about with your kind of people, who casually kidnap others from their houses, without even showing a detention notice. Don’t you feel ashamed to be police?” He lied to my face and said that they had given me the notice but that I had torn it up, when in fact I had never seen any such paper from them and nobody had identified themselves.  
 
    Chief Wang asked me to talk about how I entered this circle [the human rights lawyer community]. I told them that I was a lawyer. My work was independent, and I wasn’t part of any so-called circle.  
 
    I was exhausted. I told them I needed to rest. I tried putting my head down on the table, but Chief Wang slammed it to keep me awake. I couldn’t sleep. 
 
    During the whole morning, I refused to answer any of their questions. Even when they just asked my name, I didn’t say anything.  
 
    At around noon, a girl came in with lunch. Chief Wang didn’t see much progress and left. He handed me a notice before leaving. I was accused of “disturbing public order.”  
 
    The food was not good.  
 
    After the meal, the man who had thrown the chair across the room when I had first arrived returned. He explained I would have to ask for permission to do anything. I demanded, “Which law says that?” 
 
    “Once you are here, you will follow the rules here.”  
 
    I told him that I was exhausted, and needed to rest. He pointed to the bed. “Rest there,” he said and left angrily. I fell asleep immediately. When someone woke me up, the room was filled with what looked like doctors and nurses in white coats. They measured my height, weight, blood pressure, body temperature, and asked about my medical history. I told them that my wrist was swollen from the handcuffs, and asked if they could give me some medicine. But they just looked at it and coldly turned away.  
 
    After the exam, another two girls came in, put me in handcuffs and a black hood, and took me downstairs into a car. I didn’t know where they were going to take me. 
 
    The car stopped after only two minutes. We hadn’t even gotten out of the yard. They took me to a room. Someone said they were going to take X-rays. I was still in the black hood and wearing handcuffs. 
 
    We went back to the car, this time it moved for less than a minute before they took me out. Again, I was transferred into the custody of another two girls. We turned several times before entering a room. It was like an isolated monster’s den, inside a small room on the gloomy side of the severely guarded courtyard.  
 
    This hidden location was where I would stay for the next month. Besides the roughly 20 girls who took turns monitoring me, and a few interrogators, I never saw another person.  
 
    They removed my black hood and handcuffs. I could see that we were in a cell built according to standard detention center layout. There was a long corridor, on the other side, a door, outside of which was the so-called exercise yard. Inside the room, on the right side, there were ten single beds close to each other, with a table beside the first bed. Bed sheets and pillows were stacked on several of the mattresses. There were two small plastic stools by one side. On the floor, a 40x40cm square was painted in red, and beside it another line painted in yellow; squares and lines presumably for controlling movement. A large sheet of glass separated the corridor from the bathroom, with a gap between for coming and going, but everything inside was clearly visible. There was a toilet, a sink, and a pipe with no nozzle for the shower. Three cameras lined the wall, with another camera in the bathroom. Later, I saw the label “207” written on a cup. I assumed that was my room number. 
 
    I asked if we were in a detention center and was there anyone else here. The room was so big for just one person, such a waste. They replied that I was the only one.  
 
    I was only allowed to sit in the square framed line they had painted on the floor. I wasn’t allowed to make any movement outside the red and yellow lines; otherwise the armed police had the right to take any action against me. Again, I was told I needed to ask for permission before doing anything. 
 
    Another girl came in and told me to remove all my clothes. She claimed it was a routine inspection. I pointed out that that morning they had provided the clothes I was now wearing, I had just arrived, and had been surrounded by their people the whole time. “What could you possibly want to check?” Looking at the mounted cameras in the room, I said we should at least go into the bathroom; otherwise it was just intentionally insulting me.  
 
    She said no.  
 
    I was told to take off all my clothes, stand in the middle of the room for inspection, and to turn my body three times. I strongly objected to this insulting order. But these young girls didn’t care. 
 
    They rushed forward, pushed me against the floor, and stripped me. I was crying, and pleading with them at the same time. Why would they insult me like this? Why didn’t they have any compassion? Why were they so violent to a weak woman like me?  
 
    Perhaps I am a very traditional woman. I think the violent stripping off of my clothes was the biggest insult and torture I endured.  
 
    I demanded to speak with their superiors, to address this violent insult. At first, I was ignored completely. Later on, a man came in; he looked brutal and tough. He introduced himself as the team leader in charge of the facility. I told him what I had just gone through, that the action they had taken was illegal, that there were rules about it in detention center regulations, that it clearly violated my rights, and that I wanted to issue a complaint with the procuratorate. As I spoke, he was observably angry. He left without saying anything or letting me finish what I had to say.  
 
    Moments later, he returned with an even meaner looking man following behind him. He looked like a monster, with big eyes that shined with a brutal and evil light, a dark face, and crew cut hair. He was holding shackles in his hand.  
 
    The team leader gave the order, “Put them on her!” That monster grabbed my hands and feet, and handcuffed and shackled me. The handcuffs were not the normal type, but designed specifically for torture, made of pure pig iron, with tough 1cm thick rings.  
 
    My wrists became swollen after wearing them for a day, and even more than one year later my wrists still look a little black. 
 
    The shackles were also made from pure pig iron, the two rings even thicker, and in between them was a long chain with more than a dozen flat round links.  
 
    After putting me in handcuffs and shackles, the team leader left with these harsh parting words: “Didn’t you want to meet the procuratorate? Don’t you want to follow the law? This is it! If you don’t behave well, we have something worse than this.”  
 
    The shackles were very heavy. I almost couldn't walk as I was thin and weak. The two guards appeared shocked. It seemed that they had never seen anything like this before. It was hard to accept the reality of my situation. I had acted calmly; reasonably pointing out their illegal behavior, and in exchange, I got this kind of torture. 
 
    Besides thinking about the heavy handcuffs and shackles, I was still reflecting on the moment that they had stripped me, and I still hadn’t slept properly. I felt dizzy; my stomach was brewing up a storm. I was going to vomit. I wanted to go to the bathroom, but I couldn’t move. The two girls helped me. These two were the most compassionate of the many who took turns guarding me, but unfortunately, and perhaps because of their compassion, I never saw them again after that day. 
 
    While I was in the bathroom, vomiting, the two girls who had helped me were already being replaced with a new pair. 
 
    I was unaccustomed to the shackles. The new girls didn’t help me. I returned to my place, inside the square frame painted on the floor. I sat there, with my stomach still in turmoil. I wanted to lie down, to rest a little, but this was not allowed. I was very thirsty. I tried to take the water bottle in front of me, but one of girls quickly snatched it away, and put it on another table far from me. I told them that I wanted to have some water, but they ignored me. I tried to get up and get the water, but they blocked me, telling me that I couldn’t move out of the square. I wasn’t allowed beyond the red line.  
 
    Dinner came. I barely ate. 
 
    At 8 or 9 in the evening, two girls carried in an interrogation chair. The chair was covered in white painted steel, with a steel strap across the midsection. They placed the chair in between my square and the table and told me the interrogator was coming.  
 
    Chief Wang appeared with an interrogator. I call them interrogators, but they never officially told me that’s what they were. I might otherwise call them police, but I never saw them wear a uniform, and they never showed me any identification. For now, allow me to call them interrogators. 
 
    When the interrogator saw my handcuffs and shackles, he gloated, and said happily, “Wow, wearing a bracelet, ha!” 
 
    Chief Wang pointed to the interrogation chair and said, “Lawyer Wang, take a seat.” I glanced at the chair, replying, “I won’t sit there. I am not a criminal. Why would I sit in an interrogation chair?” 
 
    Chief Wang looked at the two young girls and then at me, “Sit down. Don’t embarrass me.” 
 
    “I am telling you, I am not a criminal, and I won’t sit,” I persisted. 
 
    He rushed at me and, grabbing my right arm, threw me onto the chair and told the two girls to restrain me.  
 
    My right arm was in extreme pain. I almost teared up. I could see that my right arm was red and swollen. I held my tears and said nothing. 
 
    Chief Wang told me that I was being held on suspicion of “disturbing public order and inciting subversion of state power.” Again, he asked me to address the charges. I looked at him, “I will never speak with someone who uses violence against me.” I turned my face away and refused to talk.  
 
    A young man, not in uniform, walked in. He addressed me formally, “I am a police officer from Tianjin Public Security. My family name is Han.” I didn’t even look at him, which made him angry. He started attacking me, saying I was anti-socialist, anti-Communist Party, that I was a shrew [a common derogatory term for a nagging woman] etc. I didn’t react; I just kept my eyes closed. They thought I was sleeping, so they shouted harshly and banged on the table and chair. Chief Wang forcefully smacked the back of my chair. It made me tremble from shock. But I remained silent and avoided eye contact. 
 
    I sat like this until the morning. They had been “educating” me, reprimanding me, but I never spoke a single word; I didn’t even glance at them once. They were helpless. Finally, they called in the girls who were waiting outside, and left bitterly. 
 
    Once they had left, the two girls released me from the chair. I immediately fell onto the mattress, and was just about to sleep when they told me that I had to leave both hands outside of the covers when I slept. No sooner had I removed my hands from under the covers as per their instructions then they told me it was time to get up. I was so exhausted but I was helpless. I had no choice but to get up.  
 
    I understood clearly that they were intentionally making me suffer. I knew I couldn’t do anything about it. I could only be strong, but I didn’t know how many days I could hold out. I would just have to try, and when the time came when I couldn’t, I would figure out a way. 
 
    It went on like that. I was forced to stay inside the small painted square during the day, suffering at the hands of these young girls. If my leg or a foot were out of the square, even by just a tiny bit, they would warn me or slap me. Sometimes they didn’t allow me to drink anything at all, even if there was water in the room. I never had enough water. And after it got dark, the three interrogators would return, and initiate another kind of suffering. 
 
    After three days passed like this, the interrogators changed their attitude. They no longer insulted or admonished me; instead they poured me a bottle of warm water as soon as they arrived.  
 
    Then, during breakfast and lunch on the fourth day, after having just had a few bites of food, the two young guards told me that mealtime was over. I tried explaining that I had just started eating. They repeated that mealtime was over. I quietly put down my chopsticks. I am not allowed to eat, I thought. Okay then! I won’t eat. I would see what new tricks they were up to.  
 
    I was also considering another problem. Although they were all working together to hurt me, I was too weak to take them all on. I didn’t have enough energy to argue with them about their illegal behavior. This place was absolutely isolated: any law, report, accusation, procuratorate supervision were all so far away.  
 
    That evening, I couldn’t stand it anymore. While they were still trying to persuade me to speak with them, I slowly felt my heart constrict, my breath became short, and I felt dizzy. My body couldn’t hold out any more. It was so painful. I felt like I was going to die. My consciousness was slowly slipping away. My body fell from the chair. Even while I was weak and lying limply on the floor, they didn’t plan to stop the torture. The interrogator dragged me back onto the chair. To prevent me from slipping out again, he restrained my chin and shackled my legs. They called in a woman who looked like a doctor. She opened my eyes, said I was okay, and then walked out. 
 
    At that point, Chief Wang said: “If you die here, you will just become another Cao Shunli.”[22] 
 
    Indeed, I felt that I was dying. I had entered an empty state; a pain that is hard to describe. It was a feeling of exhaustion and depression. I couldn’t breathe. I felt pain in every part of my body. I felt that my soul had already drifted away. That day, I thought, I really was like a dead person. I spent another sleepless night strapped in the chair. 
 
    On the fifth night, three interrogators came to speak with me again. They were still trying to persuade me to speak with them. They mentioned my son, but in a way that they were obviously holding back some information. I asked them harshly, “What have you done to my son? He is just a kid. It is too shameless of you to threaten me by using my son!” 
 
    “We didn’t do anything to your son. He is good, just under our control. He didn’t make it abroad, but that’s okay. Once you get back, he can still go.” Maybe because I am so close to him, I couldn’t conceal my concern. This divulged a weakness for them to exploit. From that moment on, over the following year, they would often mention my son. When I did finally get back home after a year, I learned he had been under house arrest; that he had been prohibited from studying abroad; and had been monitored by more than a dozen guards every day.  
 
    He was so young. At just 16 years old, he had also become a victim of the regime. My heart was devastated. A regime that uses a mother’s son to threaten her is shameless to the extreme.  
 
    It was around 4 or 5 in the morning, nearly dawn, when I fell unconsciousness again. I fell very unwell. There were countless golden sparks flashing in front of my eyes, every time I opened them. I saw the vague outline of three deformed interrogators. I felt that my life was fading away little by little. I couldn’t stand it anymore.  
 
    I told them, I would talk, but I needed to have a rest first, otherwise I wouldn’t be able to stay alive.  
 
    I would only talk about myself. I would not answer any questions about other people. 
 
    At that, they finally left, and allowed me to sleep. 
 
    On the morning of the sixth day, the three interrogators came back. They didn’t wait until evening this time. Chief Wang looked very happy and smug. He told me, “I will ask them to undo your handcuffs so that you can have a good shower.”  
 
    After that my daily schedule started to improve a little. I was almost permitted enough sleep. But since I hadn’t slept at all for five days and nights, my sunken eyes and dark bags never got better. Even now my heart has problems. 
 
      
 
    [In his RSDL testimony, Wang’s husband Bao Longjun described hearing the sounds of a weeping woman while he was detained. He imagined it was his wife. 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes I would hear strange sounds. I heard a woman continuously crying for a few days. The sound was intermittent. It didn’t sound real, but it made me very anxious. It sounded like Wang Yu’s voice. I asked the interrogator who was crying. Was it Wang Yu? They told me that nobody was crying; that I must be hearing things. Then I heard them whispering about the sound insulation not being good enough.”]  
 
      
 
    Chief Wang went out for a while and then came back with the team leader and the “monster” to remove my handcuffs. The team leader pretended to look very sorry for me, like he was doing me such a big favor.  
 
    “Normally, in here, once we put handcuffs and shackles on someone, we keep them on for at least 15 days. Today Chief Wang asked us to remove them for you, so we will remove your handcuffs first, and only keep the shackles on you for two more days.”  
 
    They took my handcuffs away. My wrists had become seriously swollen from the friction. If they hadn’t taken them off, my hands would have been ruined. 
 
    When they removed my shackles on the seventh or eighth day, all of a sudden I felt my body was much lighter, just like the Chinese idiom, as light as a swallow. 
 
    Afterwards, when I reflect back on those days, I think perhaps God was protecting me. Somehow, I didn’t get sick. Normally, I easily catch cold and have a weak body, but at that time my vitality and resistance were so strong. I must give thanks for the protection of God. When I reflect on Chief Wang’s words, “If you die here, you will just become another Cao Shunli,” it makes me reflect on sister Cao’s death. 
 
    During those days, Chief Wang also ridiculed me. “You worked so desperately for your clients before, but now, when you are in trouble, nobody cares about you.”  
 
    I fought back with contempt. “Don’t try to sow discord. It doesn’t work with me.” 
 
    Over the following 10 days, they interrogated me three times a day. The sessions would end only when the meal arrived, but the night interrogations lasted longer and got later and later.  
 
    They began by asking about the cases I had represented; six in particular. They asked who had requested me to take on the cases; how they had found me; who had introduced me; about the signing of the powers of attorney; and who had paid my lawyer’s fees; etc. I replied that the cases they were asking about were definitely the more important cases I had done but that I had posted all the details on my Weibo and Wechat, and that they could get the information they wanted from those platforms. I explained that because my Weibo had been blocked, they would need special access. I pointed out that there was nothing illegal about those cases because I had already made them public. 
 
    They asked about my few trips abroad. They asked who had invited me; how they had contacted me; how I had traveled; who had bought my tickets; how many days I had been away; who had gone with me; and what kinds of activities I had done there; etc. 
 
    They also asked about the workshops and gatherings I had attended a few times inside China. I told them that normally I was busy with my cases, although I participated a few times in a workshop or rights defense gathering, but not often. I was always busy, so I didn’t have the brain capacity to remember these kinds of things. 
 
    Later on, they asked me to talk about my impressions of many people, such as [lawyers and activists] Zhou Shifeng, Wang Quanzhang, Liu Sixin, Wu Gan, Huang Liqun, Xie Yuandong, Li Heping, Xie Yanyi, Zhang Junjie, and Hu Guiyun. I told them I was a very typical feminist and didn’t have much contact with these male lawyers, explaining that I didn’t know them well and so I had no comment. In an attempt to sow discord, they often told me things such as: “Zhou Shifeng already said others use you like a gun. There is someone behind you. Zhou also said that you are stupid and will do any case.”  
 
    They sometimes brought notes from Zhou Shifeng to show me, but I was not sure if they were real or not. Each time I told them he had the freedom to say what he wanted, but I only knew that I was a lawyer, so I would not allow others to tell me what to do. No one else has the right to tell me what to do. I take full responsibility for my own actions. 
 
    Toward the end of July, they tried persuading me to write a so-called confession letter and to deliver it on television. I refused without a second’s thought. I would not write anything and would never go on their TV to confess. 
 
    After a few days, on maybe 4 or 5 August, Chief Wang came back. He took me into a room like one in a hotel, but obviously we hadn’t left the yard. The room was decorated like a standard hotel room. There was a bathroom with a normal door. Towards the back was a table, in front of which was a blue armchair. There was a single bed. The room was not big, about 10sqm. 
 
    Chief Wang brought a camera with him this time. He still wanted me to reflect on my situation. I glared at him, saying nothing. I sat there the whole morning.  
 
    At around noon, Chief Wang, looking disappointed, sent me back to the detention area. 
 
    On the morning of 7 August, the team leader took me to the so-called “Beijing Tongda Guesthouse.” We could hear the sound of airplanes in the sky every day. In the beginning, I thought we were near one of the airports, but afterwards I learned from a base manager that it was the same location as my previous detention facility, on the edge of Beijing, inside a military base, in a small town in Hebei Province. 
 
    That day, Chief Wang came to tell me that the crime I was officially now suspected of was “inciting subversion of state power” and so they had changed my coercive measure to Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location.  
 
    I was speechless.  
 
    Later, one morning, Chief Wang showed up without any warning. He said that he had seen a post from my Weibo account that I had sent on the evening of 4 June 2013, to commemorate 6/4 [June 4, the Tiananmen Square Massacre]. He asked me what my purpose was. I said I had had no purpose. It was just a commemoration. We went back and forth a few times. It was clear he really wanted to pin me down for saying something about 6/4. 
 
    Another time, they asked me about a dinner I had attended. Zhou Shifeng had invited some friends for a meal after the lawyers from the Jiansanjiang[23] case had returned to Beijing. They asked me if I had joined the meal. I explained that I went for meals so many times, how could I remember every single one? “What is the problem with eating together?” They wanted to know what Zhou Shifeng had said during the meal. I didn’t remember. They said he had spoken against the Communist Party. I said I didn’t hear any of that. I always went home early. I am a woman with a child; I would not take up too much time to go eating out. 
 
    This is what I had told them but when I checked the notes they had taken I could see they had written the opposite of what I had said. I pointed this out and requested that they change it. At first they refused, and, even worse, tried making me sign their libelous notes. If they didn’t change it to what I had really said, I would not sign.   
 
    The Beijing interrogator started denouncing me angrily, saying, “We are treating you well these days. We changed your room. You have a place to walk around. We’ve been less strict with you. Now you are taking advantage of us!” I stared at him and spoke coldly, “No problem. You can send me back immediately.” I turned my face away. The interrogator became anxious. He left the room. The interrogator from Tianjin stayed, saying, “He didn’t mean anything bad. It was for your own good.”  
 
    “If you are doing this for my own good, why not send me home?” 
 
    He said he would fix the notes. 
 
    The next day they took their revenge. After dinner, I was just about to shower, when the team leader came in with the “monster.” The team leader spoke aggressively. “She didn’t follow the rules. Change her chair!” The monster took the armchair away and swapped it for another iron stool. This one would be very painful to sit on. 
 
    I decided I would try to sit less, and do more activities on the floor. The iron stool needed to be moved several times a day to different places depending on whether I was sleeping, eating, resting or being interrogated. I considered it my exercise. 
 
    The interrogators were now playing “good cop.” Every time they came, they would let me put a thick pad on top of the stool. 
 
    In September, they almost didn’t come at all any more. Before, there were five teams of guards, with two-hour shifts. Now I had three teams per day, with three hours per shift. Those girls worked constantly. Their faces looked sallow.  
 
    On the afternoon of 8 September, Chief Wang appeared out of nowhere. He hadn’t come for a long time. The Tianjin interrogator was with him. He said that there was good news. He would not be in charge of my case anymore. The Tianjin interrogator was taking over. He told me to get ready. They would come back to pick me up and take me to Tianjin. I thought, how is this good news? 
 
    After I had had dinner, the team leader came in and told me to be ready to go once he came back. He took out his gun and waved it around. I didn’t know what he meant. 
 
    They put a black hood over my head and two girls took me away from this so-called “Beijing Tongda Hostel” where I had lived for the past month. They handed me over to some Tianjin girls, who took me into a vehicle. We waited in the car for more than an hour. Then I heard many cars leaving one after another. After more than two hours, we arrived at the “Tianjin Jinan Hostel.” What fate awaited me there? 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Since being “released on bail,” I have often wanted to write about my experiences. But so often, after picking up my pen, I found myself just putting it down again. I always felt that they were memories hard to look back upon, but that if I didn’t record them in time, eventually they would fade away. So I forced myself to write this time.  
 
    I became stuck many times in the process and couldn’t continue. I often had to stop and take a few deep breaths; otherwise I would become very depressed. It is a scar that has not healed for my family and I, even today.  
 
    After I finished writing the story above, my spirits almost collapsed. Reliving these episodes was even harder than the moments I was actually there. I don’t know why. While I was experiencing it, I didn’t feel scared. Sometimes I had even adopted a “play” attitude in order to face it. It was almost fun to engage in a “battle of wits” with my captors and interrogators. But when I reflect back on these experiences now, it’s hard, and I can’t imagine how I was able to handle it. Sometimes, if I think about if it were to happen a second time, I ask myself would I be able to handle it again? Perhaps this is what is meant by “secondary trauma.” 
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    Despite the harsh conditions Professor Liu Sixin endured during his year of being disappeared in RSDL and detention, he found signs of humanity in some of his guards.  
 
    Image source: Liu Sixin 
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    It was the 10 July 2015, a Friday morning. I was in my home in Xiaocun village in the east of Beijing. As usual, my alarm woke up me up at 6:20am. I got up, started preparing some rice porridge, and exercised for half an hour. I planned to eat the porridge after I’d finished checking messages on my phone.  
 
    But I never got the chance to eat it.  
 
      
 
    More than a year later, on 21 October 2016, when I returned to home, that pot of porridge was still there, sitting in the rice cooker. It had turned into a round cake that was dry and hard.  
 
      
 
    [From his phone messages], I learned that the director of Fengrui Law Firm, Zhou Shifeng, had been captured that very morning. I called around my colleagues and found out they were in trouble too. Zhou and I had speculated that the authorities were after the law firm ever since [activist] Wu Gan was detained in the middle of May and they suddenly started sensationalizing [lawyer] Wang Yu’s old case at the beginning of June. However, we were thinking like lawyers and because we believed Fengrui had not acted illegally nor was it unlawful to give media interviews, we completely overlooked the possibility that they themselves would act outside the law and launch a reckless “Cultural Revolution” style attack on the law firm. 
 
    I started to think that I should run off and hide somewhere. Then, I thought that I should head to the office first and get rid of the computers and hard drives. But then, I decided that there was no point in doing that and that there was nowhere for me to hide so I completely gave up the idea of escaping.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until December 2018, when I met up with a colleague from the law firm that I found out the police didn’t conduct their illegal search of the offices until after noon [on 10 July 2015]. I regretted how I had hesitated over whether to run over to the office. If I had left as soon as I had heard about [how the police had taken Zhou and the others] and run over to the office, it was very likely that I could have safely hidden the equipment.  
 
      
 
    But even if I had escaped that day I might well have ended up the same as Wang Quanzhang.[24] 
 
      
 
    The raid 
 
      
 
    Not long after I had made some calls, my phone rang. It was lawyer Liu Xiaoyuan. He asked me if I’d heard about Zhou and said he was worried about me. As we were talking, I heard the sound of people running around just outside. It sounded like two or three people getting into position. Then I heard someone banging on the courtyard door. It sounded just like my landlord. I thought I heard him coughing nervously. Someone tried to open the gate with a key but I’d locked it from the inside. I knew they had come for me but I carried on talking to Liu. 
 
    Sound travelled easily in that place, plus I tend to speak loudly. The police must have heard me talking on the phone. Again, I heard the sound of people running about and muttering. I could hear that someone was climbing on top of the toilet building next to the gate. I instinctively walked closer and said to Liu, who was still on the phone: “They’re here! They’re here!” Liu asked nervously: “Who are they? The police?” As I told Liu yes, I saw a tall man wearing a cadet police uniform jump into my yard from the roof of the toilet building. Another skinny tall guy was getting ready to jump too.  
 
    They asked me if I was Liu Sixin and when I told them I was they handcuffed my hands behind my back. They pushed me to the ground and someone covered my head with a black hood. The hood was well used and hadn’t been washed for a long time. It reeked; it smelt of sweat and dust. It was made of a thick gauze-like material. I could faintly make out the light but couldn’t make out people or objects. I heard the gate being opened and many footsteps going to and fro non-stop. It felt like there were many people. I heard them walking about and searching my place. Sitting on the floor, I started thinking frantically. I was worried they would find a manual on peaceful reform by lawyer Xie Yanyi that was lying on my bedside table. If they saw it they would punish Xie. Indeed, the police later interrogated me about that book.  
 
    After about half an hour, they took off the hood and asked me where my computer was. I said I didn’t have one. I knew that they regularly and illegally confiscate and search citizens’ computers. In 2014, national security police grabbed me in Beijing’s Changping District and put me in administrative detention for five days. During this time, they illegally broke into my home and messed with my computer. I knew because I always leave some mark on my computer when I leave my house that would show up if someone touched it.  
 
    They weren’t happy that they couldn’t find a computer because they were sure I had one. When they called in to their superiors that they hadn’t found it I heard the other end ordering them to head to the Fengrui offices to find it.  
 
     A man who looked like he was in his 50s (after I was released, I learned that his name was Liu Kun) told me they were from Tianjin Public Security Bureau [police] and asked me to sign my name on a detention warrant. He set my right hand free. I saw that the stamp on the notice was indeed Tianjin Public Security Police, but the custody location was the Beijing No. 1 Detention Center. It said I was accused of picking quarrels and inciting state subversion. Liu Kun also asked me to sign a list of my belongings they were confiscating. I saw that they had taken my doctoral diploma. I barely own anything; the most valuable things I had were my diplomas and certificates, so I tried to check exactly which ones they had taken but they wouldn’t let me. I knew how brutal they could be and I despised it. But I didn’t even bother to argue with them and I just signed my name. 
 
      
 
    It was no surprise that when I finally got to go home in October 2016, all my paperwork such as lawyer’s qualifications and professional certificates had disappeared. I tried to get them back by contacting police from different departments, such as my local station as well as from Tianjin. Some said they didn’t know; others said they’d give them back once the ‘709’ case was finished. But nothing was ever returned to me, including all those things they took from my home and the office.  
 
      
 
    After I signed the paper, they handcuffed my hands behind my back again and covered my head with the black hood. Flanked either side by two people, they walked me to a car and I got in. As we set off, I could hear other cars coming with us. I felt a kind of relief. Because Tianjin police were involved and I had been treated brutally and in an unorthodox way – like the use of the black hood – it was clear their intention was to make this into a political case[25]. None of us were going to be processed as a regular criminal. Although they had written Beijing No. 1 Detention Center on the warrant, I knew it was probably a cover. There’d be a fake registration of me at that place, but they were going to hold me illegally at a secret location.  
 
    My mind was racing with thoughts. I remembered that between March and May that year I had bumped into police officers and security three times on the way out or going home. I didn’t think anything of it because I hadn’t done anything. I realized that the police had been following me for a while now.[26]  
 
    I knew the area really well so I could sense that after about 40 minutes of driving we turned off the East Sixth Ring Road. A few minutes later, the car stopped. I was told to get out and wait. I wondered if this was the No.1 Detention Center, but they didn’t take me into any building. Instead, after a while they put me into another car. I was right, they had just lodged a fake registration; they weren’t going to keep me there at all.  
 
    I heard the driver asking if he should take the Jingjintang Expressway [a highway that links Beijing and Tianjin]. Someone answered yes. I felt the car return to the East Sixth Road and head south and then we got onto the expressway. We stopped after about 40 minutes. I could the sound of an electric gate opening, we drove for a short while and then stopped. A voice said: “We’re here.” 
 
      
 
    He threatened to turn me into dust 
 
      
 
    Flanked by men either side, both gripping my elbows, I was marched into a building and up three or four flights of stairs. I sensed a glass door opening; we walked through and turned right. I caught a glimpse through a gap in my hood that we were in a corridor. We stopped when we reached a metal door. Someone opened it and they pulled me inside.  
 
    They took off my black hood and unlocked the cuffs. The sudden bright lights made me blink. I saw that the walls were covered with yellow plastic with a layer of sponge in between [to prevent inmates from committing suicide]. Sure enough, I had arrived at the legendary “Shuanggui” facility.[27] 
 
    I looked around me and saw three or four young men, all in uniform. One of them looked like he was 30 something, so I thought he must be the more senior officer. The others looked like they were in their 20s. The senior guy told me to take off all my clothes. I quickly undressed; I was only wearing a vest and a pair of shorts. They made me stick my ass in the air to see if I’d smuggled in anything dangerous in my crotch. They brought me some cotton sweatpants and a couple of T-shirts to change into. They were all second-hand, who knew how many corrupt officials had been told to put them on when they were subjected to Shuanggui. They also gave me two pairs of underpants, both new. 
 
    The more senior officer read out the rules: I had to raise my hand first to ask permission to do anything; I was forbidden from opening the curtains; I had to keep my arms on top of the blanket when sleeping; all clean clothes must be put under the pillow, even if they were wet, and so on. They needed us to keep our arms on top of the blanket to stop us from killing or harming ourselves under the covers.  
 
    They told me to sit in an armchair that had been placed in the middle of the room. Two young men in uniform came in and stood either side of me. I guessed they were armed soldiers. Another soldier brought in a little cardboard box and put it on the ground, saying they were my toiletries. I felt totally calm. My instinct told me that [my detention was part of] a big move the authorities were making. 
 
    I was starving, so I guessed it was about 10pm. Two new people came in, one of them, a woman around 40 years old, was wearing a white coat; the other was around 20 years old and in a uniform too. I figured they were a doctor and nurse. They checked some things like my temperature and blood pressure. They also asked me about my medical history. After that, these two came to my room to give me a basic health check every day after breakfast. Whenever they made me take medicine, the guards would come over and they would make sure that I swallowed the pills. They didn’t want me to hide them and then take them all in one go in a suicide attempt.  
 
    About 20 minutes later, I heard someone say the word “interrogation’ outside the room. Two men in uniform (they looked like armed soldiers as well) came in carrying three chairs. They moved a table into the middle of the room and put the chairs around it. After they left, three people came in. The older one, around 50 years old, was quite tall and carried some paperwork. Liu Kun followed; he was empty handed. And there was a younger man, maybe in his mid-thirties; he was also holding some documents. These must be my interrogators. The two guards standing either side of me left the room.  
 
    They sat down with the older man in the middle. The younger man opened a laptop and pointed the webcam in my direction. The older man said: “We’re from the Central Government Special Case Handling Team[28] and we’ll be in charge of interrogating you. We hope you understand your situation, and we’ll try to deal with you leniently. You must not talk to the guards and you are absolutely forbidden to tell them who you are and anything about your case.” Then he added: “People like us who work in a Special Case Handling Team, are at a high level. We are considered politically reliable. President Xi [Jinping] said that our team is an exceptional measure and once everything goes back to normal, we will go back to handling cases like yours with the regular procedures. You must have realized by now where you are. I’ve worked here for many years and met many ‘Big Tigers[29].’ I’ve never seen anyone not surrender here.”  
 
    He would keep repeating this over the next few days and even though, according to the Criminal Procedure Law, police must reveal their identities, he never told me his name or position. If I asked, he’d say he wasn’t allowed to tell me according to the rules.  
 
    About half a month later, he finally told me his family name was Wang, although he still wouldn’t tell me his full name. Interrogator Wang told me again and again that I had to “fully surrender. You must tell us everything. We’ve captured hundreds of lawyers and it won’t be possible to punish every one of you. It will all depend on your attitude.” I kept repeating that I had not violated any laws so I didn’t know what to tell him. He said that I should speak about my Weibo and WeChat posts and all my interviews with foreign media. After all these years fighting for human rights I had completely lost hope for the Chinese justice system and public rights. I decided that I wouldn’t bother trying to explain or argue with them.  
 
    Liu Kun spoke up. “Liu Sixin, you understand the law so you know we wouldn’t have taken you without any evidence.” I kept silent. I knew in my heart that they didn’t have any evidence because we’d done nothing that constituted a crime or violated the law. They were manipulating the situation, exaggerating and twisting things as if we were in Cultural Revolution times.  
 
    Interrogator Wang said: “Central government have had enough of you guys. It’s time to reel you all in. There are hundreds of you lawyers that we caught this time, but you’re all just like little ants. Our national machine will trample all of you. Our leader said that people like Hu Shigen, Li Heping and Zhou Shifeng must be crushed. But the others, like you, well, how we deal with you depends on your attitude.” 
 
    He didn’t seem to be speaking logically. Instead of interrogating me he carried on: “We started setting out the nets to capture you all seven or eight months ago. We used lots of tactics including using an infiltrator.” He looked upwards to avoid making eye contact with me.  
 
    When I heard that word, “infiltrator” I had a sudden memory of something that had happened seven or eight months ago. Zhou and I suspected a new member of our [human rights lawyer’s] community was a spy. It was the end of November 2014 and the weather had just started to get colder when he first appeared. Although I had seen him before, I asked why had he [started hanging out with us]. He retorted: “Why can’t I be here?” I felt that it was strange, illogical. He seemed too mature, experienced and calm for someone that looked so young. Although him being there confused me, I didn’t think that he was a police spy. They were only beginning to start monitoring me then. I didn’t know much about what kind of measures they took against rights defenders and lawyers. Later on, Zhou said he thought that man was a spy, and that was when I started to think so too. But, Zhou and I are just academics, we are good at law but not good at politics. We never imagined that the authorities would set a trap for human rights lawyers, defenders, and single out Fengrui Law Firm. 
 
    Before lunch, Interrogator Wang turned the computer screen to face me and asked me to read the record of our interrogation. He said they’d print it out and I could sign it next time.  
 
    Two guards came in after the interrogators left and I requested to go to the toilet. Walking either side of me, the two guards took me to the bathroom, which was next to the door of my cell. I urinated while one guard stood in front of me, the other close behind me, both of them watching me. They would do this every time I needed to go to the toilet, even when I had to defecate. I feel so sorry for these soldiers. For the entire duration of my RSDL, two months in Beijing and four months in Tianjin, these young men, usually from the countryside, had to smell our foul stools. Poor kids.  
 
     It was time for lunch. My meal box had four layers, one layer of rice, one layer for a meat dish, one layer of vegetables, while soup had been poured into the bottom. And I was given one piece of fruit. I was so hungry and I ate it all down immediately.  
 
    When I asked if I could stretch my legs – that was the first time I would have walked freely since I had been taken – the guards pointed to the tiles on the floor and told me I was only permitted to walk across a square of four tiles, about 60cm by 60cm. This meant I could only take five steps before I had to turn. The guards stood half a meter away and watched me. When I made the first turn, I remembered a sentence from “Notes from the Gallows” by the Czech Communist writer Julius Fuchik[30] who wrote “there were seven steps from the door to the window, seven steps from the window to the door." I couldn’t stop myself from laughing inside. Fuchik was also taken on a Friday. What a coincidence! Were the Chinese Communists taking revenge for their Czech comrade? They consider us as enemies so they want us lawyers and citizens to experience taking those steps back and forth?  
 
    After my ‘walk’ I sat down and thought about my family. I had planned to celebrate the 70th birthday of my parents and my daughter’s eighth birthday. That wasn’t going to happen now, and I felt so frustrated.  
 
    In the afternoon, Interrogator Wang came back with the record of that morning’s interrogation. They also signed it but used their hands to block my view of their names. Throughout the entire time I was held under RSDL, they always signed papers like this and so I never learned their identities. 
 
    Interrogator Wang began by asking me about my family. I said: “Why are you asking about my family? If you think I’ve done something ask me about that. Don’t ask me questions about my family, especially my ex-wife. There’s no relationship between us anymore.” But he insisted fiercely. I knew they already knew everything about my family. Wang said they had control of my family and I knew that he meant that they were monitoring our phones and those of our families too.  
 
    He wanted to know about every member including my parents, my siblings and my daughter. When I started talking about my daughter, I began sobbing, I felt so sad. I only lived with her for the first six years of her life. After that, I did not fulfill the responsibilities of a good father. And now I couldn’t celebrate her birthday with her either.  
 
    During the evening’s interrogation, Wang insisted I give him the password to my phone. I’d been worried he’d ask that since the morning because there were photos on it of me with some foreign diplomats; I was concerned that they could use them against me. When I refused he replied: “You know that we have ways to break into your phone even if you don’t tell us, so you might as well tell us.” 
 
    I continued to refuse. Wang stood up, walked towards me and began yelling. “Stand up! Hands and feet together!” He put his right fist against my chest, and said: “Do you think we are being too polite? Do you want me to bring a rack here, force you to take off your clothes and make you stay in the rack until tomorrow? Do you believe me? “ I’ve never seen this “rack” but I guessed it was something which they strapped people to with their hands and feet. I experienced sitting on a tiger chair (or iron chair) for two months when I went on hunger strike during my last time in prison. Your hands are cuffed to the chair and your feet are restrained with a bar. I said: “I’ve sat in a tiger chair before.” He didn’t expect that. He was speechless. 
 
    After a few moments, Wang grabbed me and said: “We work for a Central Special Case Handling Team and although we do have rules here, we can use special measures on those who are uncooperative.” I knew he meant torture, but he was smart enough not to use that word. Later, he threatened to turn me into dust, into blue smoke, and I would just disappear into thin air. 
 
    So in the end, I told them my password. The same photos were also saved in my laptop and I knew it was a piece of cake for them to break into that. Shortly after this they left my cell. They must have been exhausted too.  
 
    When I went to take a shower and brush my teeth, I noticed that the toothbrush was different. The handle was very short and the end was shaped like a ball. Obviously it was meant to prevent us from intentionally injuring ourselves by swallowing it. When I was in prison last time, I heard stories of people attempting suicide by swallowing their toothbrush because they couldn’t stand the suffering any longer. So it seems, they had especially designed this toothbrush for the corrupt officials put under Shuanggui, to stop them from killing themselves.  
 
    I slept surprisingly well on my first night at the secret jail. I woke up once during the night, and noticed there were different guards in my cell. Their shift would change every two hours and they would stand next to my bed while I slept. As I had to leave my arms on top of the covers, I had to sleep on my back.  
 
    After that, the day’s schedule was the same, day after day. 
 
      
 
    Are you from Zaoyang? 
 
      
 
    On the third day [12 July], it rained heavily. My interrogators didn’t come. I spent the whole day thinking about what I should do. There’s no doubt that none of us had committed any crime. But I also realized, and I’m sure the others did too, that the authorities were prepared [to crush us]. We were all in real trouble.  
 
    During interrogations, they often asked me about a dinner we all had together at a restaurant called Qiweishao (七味烧) [in Beijing’s eastern Chaoyang District]. How could they know about such a mundane thing? That infiltrator must have told them. When we held that dinner, he had been part of our community for about two or three months.  
 
    It was about the 16 July that Interrogator Wang started focusing on what I had been working on for Fengrui. That day some men in plainclothes came in to take photos of me while the interrogation was taking place. These were the ones that could have been used on CCTV when they broadcast that “illegal” news report about us.[31]   
 
    Interrogator Wang told me many times that they were treating me differently to the others. They were giving me two meat dishes and two vegetable dishes every meal; the others didn’t have this privilege.  
 
    About one week into my detention, the two guards talking to each other woke me up. I lay quietly in bed with my eyes closed, listening to their conversation. I heard the guard near the head of my bed ask the other one if he was from Zaoyang [a county-level city in northern Hubei province]. I was surprised because Zaoyang is my hometown. Zaoyang is under Xiangyang City. The other guard said yes and that it was a mountain area. I wondered if this was a trap because they knew I was from there and they wanted me to overhear so that I would start to trust them. Maybe they thought I’d try to pass a message out through the guards and they could intercept it and get some information.  
 
    I had seen these two several times before during the day shift. The next time I saw the guy from Zaoyang, I examined his face in detail, but from his expression, I couldn’t figure out if he knew I was also from there.  
 
    Two days passed, and two other guards were working the shift. Maybe because monitoring me was so boring, the shorter guard tried to catch my eye and pursed his lips. I didn’t react. But he continued to try to catch my eye and smiled at me. I knew then he wanted to talk. Naturally, I wanted to talk too. It had been so hard on me with no one to talk to, so I asked him if he was from Hubei. He looked surprised and said: “How do you know?” 
 
    “From Xiaogan [a prefecture-level city in Hubei province]?” I asked.  
 
    He looked even more surprised. How did I know that, he said?  
 
    I told him that I could tell from his accent, so he asked if I was also from Hubei. When I told him I was from Xiangyang, he replied: “There’s another guard here who’s also from there.” I didn’t tell him that I had overheard them speaking so I already knew.  
 
    That next day the Zaoyang guard was on shift and he also tried to have eye contact with me this time. I was sure that the Xiaogan guard had told him I was also from Zaoyang. I met his gaze. He asked if I was from Xiangyang and I said yes. After that we would talk quietly whenever I was walking in my cell. In the beginning, I hid my mouth with my hands, but he told me not to do that. Their monitoring equipment wouldn’t pick up the sound, but they could see me covering my mouth and they’d get suspicious. After I heard him saying this, I started assuming that the two monitoring rooms [with cameras] for the armed police and the special team were different. The armed police were only watching me to make sure I didn’t harm myself, but they weren’t listening in. Whereas the special team would also monitor sound. 
 
    I once asked him if the kitchen cooked our food separately. He said: “We eat the same things as you guys.” Then I asked him if there was any difference in the food provided to the different prisoners in my case. He said it was all the same. So it seems they weren’t giving me any better treatment. It was just a trick to try to get me to cooperate. 
 
    As time went on and we talked more, I actually started thinking that maybe I could ask him to pass a message on to my parents. But I was also extremely worried that he was a trap set by the interrogation team. I was also worried that my parents’ phone was being monitored. Once he asked me my name. I told him and asked if he knew about my case, but he said that he was only in charge of monitoring me and none of them had any idea, even their superiors about who we were.   
 
    “I heard that soldiers aren’t allowed to use cell phones and aren’t allowed to go online, is that right?” I asked.  
 
    He replied: “Yes, that’s the rule but they only enforce it strictly on new recruits. For those of us who have been here longer, we can have one as long as we don’t use it out in the open. Normally, our boss won’t mind.” When I asked if he could go online, he said at night he would secretly sometimes do so in bed. I told him to look up my case on the Internet.  
 
    When he arrived for his shift the next day, I could tell by the expression in his eyes that he had read about my case. When I went on my ‘walk’ he said: “I saw some news about you online and there are lots of people supporting you. You’re a doctor of law from Peking University, but you’ve been treated wrongly.” 
 
      
 
    The war against lawyers 
 
      
 
    On 11 August, new interrogators from Tianjin began to question me. It was easier for them because they had all the notes from the previous interrogations. I noticed they also pointed the webcam towards me. There was a sticker on the laptop case, it said: “Confidential. Case information is forbidden from being saved directly to this device.” 
 
    The Tianjin interrogator once said to me that he didn’t think my case was such a big deal but the “leaders” had decided that they were going to wage a war against us. “I had no choice, I have to follow their orders,” he said. Another time, he said to me: “[Lawyer] Li Heping has dedicated himself to stopping torture, but once you’re all in here, we can do anything to you.” I knew that he was trying to threaten me.  
 
    Around 20 August, he suddenly asked if I was ready to confess. Interrogator Wang had never asked me this. Before they grabbed me, they had forced Zhai Yanmin to confess on TV. The year before, [journalist] Gao Yu had also been forced to go on TV. I knew that they would eventually ask me to confess too but I didn't expect them to ask me to do so this early.  
 
    Directly after this, the Zaoyang guard stopped coming. I had been working up to ask him to pass on a message to my parents. I wanted him to tell them where I was. But he never came back.  
 
    On the evening of 7 September, an officer from the armed police arrived with two soldiers. “Pack your stuff,” he said. “We’re moving. This place is due to be renovated.” I guessed I was going to be transferred to Tianjin. 
 
    Shortly afterwards the Tianjin interrogator and a young man came in. They covered my eyes with a blindfold and gripping my elbows, they marched me outside and into a car. I sensed that the Tianjin interrogator was sat on my left side. To the right there was someone else but I was quite squashed. He must have been a big guy. 
 
    On the way to Tianjin, I had no fear left in me. I only felt helpless. After decades of studying hard, struggling at home and abroad, the result was this. To be crushed and slaughtered arbitrarily by the authorities. It was very hard to accept [my fate]. 
 
    We finally stopped after a little more than two hours. We waited, drove forward a bit, and then waited again. I could hear other cars in front of us, and we needed to wait for them before we could continue. Dragging me by my arms, the interrogator took me up a steep path, through a door and down a corridor. I sensed there was a bright light. After about 20m we turned right into a room.   
 
      
 
    Sitting on the wooden stool  
 
      
 
    My interrogator left abruptly, someone took off my blindfold and undid my handcuffs. I looked around. The room was smaller than the one in Beijing. There were two non-uniformed men in the room. These must be my new guards. The room smelt strongly of formaldehyde. It seemed that they had prepared this facility especially for me.  
 
    I spent my first night in this room with that strong smell so that when I woke up in the morning, my eyes and throat felt like they were burning.  
 
    In the morning, a group of doctors came into my cell and gave me a basic health check. They would come in, like that, every day from then on. The taste and quality of my first lunch in Tianjin was far inferior to what I had been given in Beijing. The Tianjin interrogator came in accompanied by an older man with grey hair. “From now on,” he told me, “We will both be in charge of you. Don’t think too much, just sit tight. We will come back tomorrow.” 
 
    The next day was 9 September, and the interrogations started again, based on what had been covered in Beijing. The sessions didn’t seem to last as long. The Tianjin interrogator was not interested in the details of the case anymore. Most of the time, he was the one asking the questions, the older man hardly said a word. Perhaps because he had a big belly, the older man often fell asleep, snoring loudly, as soon as he sat down. The Tianjin interrogator had to shake him awake, but he would just fall back asleep again. The two of them would repeat this sequence several times during interrogations.  
 
    In the first few days, I would do some stretches while I walked, such as raising my arms over my head. One day, when I was stretching, a voice suddenly sounded from a walkie-talkie telling me not to lift my arms. After that, when I was walking, I wasn’t allowed to stretch my arms anymore.  
 
    The room was newly renovated and the armchair was new too. For the first few days, I was allowed to sit in the chair. On the fourth day, I noticed the chair had gone from its place at the front of my bed. In its place was a round stool that had a narrow seat that was wider at the bottom. I looked around the room and saw the armchair had been moved to the foot of the bed. I’d been in prison before so I knew what they were up to. I got up and pretended that I hadn’t noticed the stool. I went to move the armchair. One guard asked me roughly what I was doing. “I’m moving the chair,” I said. “Starting from today, you’re not allowed to sit on the chair anymore. You must sit on the stool,” he barked. That day, the Tianjin interrogator didn’t come. I sat on the stool for the whole day. The stool was quite tall, so my feet didn’t reach the ground. The only way they could touch was if I perched on the very end. Since I had an injured right side, I started to feel pain there soon after I sat down. I wondered if those women who had also been taken in this crackdown such as Wang Yu, Li Shuyun and Wang Fang were suffering much worse. How about Hu Shigen and Zhou Shifeng? They were older than me. Hu has a heart problem. Zhou also has a back injury. How were they coping? Li Heping is not a tall man. He would surely suffer more than me if he had to sit on this stool.  
 
    They also inflicted other sufferings on me at the same time.  
 
    First, they cut how much food they gave me. By around the fourth day after I arrived in Tianjin, my lunch had been reduced to one spoonful of rice, a few pieces of kale and zucchini. There was no meat. The man in uniform who brought in the food spoke to the guard as he left. He said: “If he doesn’t cooperate, we can cut it even further. Maybe, stop bringing food altogether.” I was so angry. I thought about going on hunger strike. I did it for 68 days when I was unjustly imprisoned last time. But then I thought it wasn’t the right time to do that. A few days later, they began giving me more food, but they never added meat to my meals again.  
 
    They also stopped my daily showers. When I had just arrived in Tianjin, the weather was quite hot. I would shower every day. During the second week, when I asked permission to shower the guard told me that they had been ordered to only let me shower once a week. He told me to clean myself with a towel instead.  
 
    Clearly, this facility was not a normal one like the one in Beijing. The Tianjin police were trying to crush us mentally and physically.  
 
    At the end of September, for several days I heard the sound of drilling. I guessed they were installing something. One day, the drilling was outside my window. Then I realized that what they were doing. They were fixing iron bars outside the windows, like those old fashioned anti-thief windows, that jut out about 80 cm from the wall. They must have attached a board over the bars because after that I could no longer catch a glimpse of the outside from the gap in the curtains.  
 
    The purpose of this was to stop us seeing outside. We couldn’t have escaped anyway; there were bars against the window originally before they put up the new ones.  
 
    Around the beginning of November, I asked my Tianjin interrogator if I could exercise outside. In a no nonsense tone he said firmly: “No way!” I pleaded that ordinary arrestees were allowed outside to exercise and for those of us in RSDL, it made even more sense to let us. “Don’t argue with me,” he said. “It’s not possible. We don’t have the facilities for that. What if something happens? Who would take responsibility?” I also asked if I could read a book, even if it was just a chess manual. He refused, and said he didn’t want to be the first one to bring it up with the other interrogators.  
 
    By the end of November, my interrogators indicated that the case was almost settled. They told me they were trying to organize it so that I would have a lighter sentence. They sympathized with me because of all my education.  
 
    It was about the beginning of December that my Tianjin interrogator casually slipped into our talks that [the infiltrator] had been very active, and he wondered at his [young] age, what exactly was he after. I think he said this to cover for the fact he was a spy, the same as interrogator Wang had done. I pretended I didn’t know anything so I kept quiet. I believed that the interrogation team thought Zhou Shifeng and I already had our suspicions about that man. They wanted to see my reaction. But I never told them that I had suspected him. I knew it would not be good for me if I did.  
 
    Since the window and curtains were usually closed, the air in the room was very stale. I often asked the guards if I could open them a bit. The guards sent my request out to the guards in the corridor. I could see they also wanted the window open too. When they were on duty they had to endure the same conditions as me. Usually, they would open the window a crack. In November, the weather turned very cold. If it was a sunny day and the window was open a bit, a tiny ray of sunshine would shine into the room. Or even on my body if I was sitting in the armchair[32] I would suddenly feel a huge happiness. My whole body felt like it was glowing. It was sunshine! I haven’t seen it for such a long time! 
 
    Later on, a few times after I requested if we could open the window, the corridor guard would ask us to wait for a moment, but then he never came in to open it. If he came in to the room, and said to wait, I could see from his expression that he had no intention to really open it.  
 
    During November and December, I saw through the slit in the curtain that it had snowed outside; the ground was covered in white. That brought me inexpressible joy. After being held day after day in this tiny room for so many months, I’d completely lost contact with everything, including sunshine, fresh air, wind, rain, snow, frost, even pollution. That’s why the tiny glimpse of snow outside my window made me feel a closeness to the outside world and nature! 
 
    By the middle of December, my interrogators hardly ever came to question me. On the few occasions they did, we just chatted. One day when they were there, the Tianjin interrogator took a phone call. Once he had finished he said to the older man that their boss was there so they had to “interrogate me”. Then he spoke to me. “Our boss is here so we have to ask you some questions.” Then he began questioning me slowly. I also answered slowly. At the end of the interrogation, the record was just a single page long.  
 
    A few days later, they came in and asked me to sign a pile of A4 papers. They were all printouts of things I had published online, such as articles and images.  
 
    Seeing as my interrogators were so relaxed, I judged that my days in RSDL should end around Lunar New Year after which I’d be transferred to a detention center. Their boss had visited twice. It looked like we would all be moved. I thought I might be able to celebrate Lunar New Year in a detention center.  
 
    After it snowed, the sun would come out. I could hear magpies singing outside the window. They sounded louder and happier than before. In China, we think of the magpie as a happy bird that brings good news. I thought, these magpies have come to send us off.  
 
    On the evening of 4 January, the guard on duty suddenly asked me if my name was Liu Shunli. No, I said, but I felt surprised. It was impossible these soldiers knew my name, and although that wasn’t my name, the family name was the same. He said he had accidentally spotted a form in the leader’s office with my room number—21—on it, with that name. He asked if there was another lawyer in our group with that name, but I said not as far I knew. Both of us were confused. 
 
    On 8 January (a Friday) at around 4pm, a corridor guard came into my room, gave me a blindfold and told me to pack my things. “You’re leaving this evening,” he said. A short while later, my two interrogators arrived and gave me two pieces of paper to sign. They were an arrest notice. I was to be sent to Tianjin No. 2 Detention Center. They had changed the charges from inciting state subversion to state subversion, which was a much more serious crime. My interrogator said to me: “Please sign your name. We tried our best.”  
 
    “You’ll arrest me even if I don’t sign my name,” I said. “I’ll sign it but I’ll write my thoughts on it too.” So I signed it and wrote: “I oppose this charge of state subversion.” I also added that according to the Criminal Procedure Law they should inform my family of my arrest. Later I found out that my family had been notified of my arrest but they had never received a word about my initial detention nor my period of RSDL. It was the same for all the other family members of victims of the 709 crackdown.  
 
    My interrogator took back the arrest notice and wouldn’t let me keep a copy, saying that my case was “special.” He also warned me not to talk about my case with the others when I was in the detention center nor reveal my identity. “We have our own people there, so no one will bully you. Just keep your head down.” He told me that all of us would be given new names, and that mine was Liu Shunli. The older man had suggested it. “Since your previous life was rough, he hopes your future will be smooth[33].” Now it made sense that the guard had seen that name on the paper.  
 
    A while later, they put handcuffs and a blindfold on me. Holding me by the arms either side, two guards walked me out of the room and I retraced my steps of the evening of 8 September 2015. Then we got into a car and drove for about an hour. I was back in a detention center after two years. My six months of RSDL (including the first month of illegal detention) had finally ended. RSDL, or Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location sounds benign, but in reality, it is an illegal form of solitary confinement. For six months, a prisoner is deprived of sunshine, fresh air, books, or anyone to talk to. They are completely isolated from the outside world. There’s no news from outside, they can’t go out to exercise. These kinds of conditions can make a person go crazy. RSDL is the most brutal and inhumane form of criminal measures in China. It destroys you physically and mentally.  
 
     On 6 August 2016, I was released on bail. The authorities confined me to a hotel in Tianjin for about two months, then in October, national security officers from my district in Beijing took me back to my farmhouse. I saw that they had installed six cameras all around the building. I had to report my daily schedule to the local police. Six other officers rented homes near my house so that they could take turns to eat with me and monitor me.   
 
    I reported to my local police station until 2018.  
 
    I’m still monitored although not as closely as before. Because of my situation and the fact that I’m different to the other 709 targets, I haven’t been able to get a job. 
 
     I live alone and it’s a struggle to survive. They took away my lawyer’s license and no law firm dares to hire me… And I’m still on a blacklist, banned from travelling overseas. 
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    After his RSDL nightmare, Lawyer Xie Yang still has his license but he can no longer take on sensitive cases. 
 
    Image source: Xie Yang 
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    “You are now under Residential Surveillance in a Designated Location. Your only right is to obey.”  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Xie had traveled to Hongjiang to represent a group of farmers over a land dispute. “There was nothing different about this time. He simply left for work like before,” his wife Chen Guiqiu recalled. “There was no reason to think that things were dangerous or different than other times, or that this would happen.”  
 
    Two days later after he had left when he was asleep in his hotel room in the early hours of the morning, a group of men, some in uniform and others in plainclothes, forced their way inside. They confiscated everything, his phone, laptop, lawyer’s license, wallet; it was all taken as evidence. They took him to the local police station with his assistant, Wei Deifeng, who was released after 24 hours. 
 
    They arrived at the station at around 6 in the morning. They promptly shackled Xie to a chair and abandoned him to his thoughts. Several hours later, two officers with out-of-town accents, came into the room to begin the interrogation. They asked about his involvement in the Human Rights Lawyers Group, an unofficial network of lawyers in China established to exchange information and provide case support (separate from the Hong Kong-based NGO, China Human Rights Lawyers Concern Group). Xie, at first, denied any knowledge of the group. Even just the existence of unofficial associations is seen as a threat to the dominance of the Party.  
 
    “The lawyers in that group are anti-Party and anti-socialist in nature.” The interrogators pressed him, demanding that Xie withdraw from the network and its WeChat group. They added that if Xie cooperated with them and quit the Human Rights Lawyers Group, he would be treated leniently. They said the authorities were in the process of rounding up lawyers across the country and that he would be punished if he didn’t cooperate. Xie agreed to make a brief statement, expecting they would keep their promise and treat him leniently.  
 
    Minutes later, a senior official came into the room, saying he was dissatisfied with Xie’s attitude. He wanted a new statement and demanded access to his mobile device. Xie refused. 
 
    Xie spent the night shackled in the police station and prevented from sleeping. If he tried to close his eyes, an officer would slap and shake him awake. The following morning, he was shown a copy of the decision to place him under Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location and then taken away. 
 
    Xie was moved from the police station to a hotel, or more accurately, a government-run guesthouse, the type that are found all across the country and often used to hold people outside of the normal judicial process, in other words a Black Jail. Escorted roughly by several officers, he was forced into the room that would be his home for the next six months. There was a camera on the wall. His only roommates would be the three “chaperones,” as he called them, and the many agents tasked with his endless surveillance and grueling interrogations.  
 
    For hours, Xie was subjected to a rotating barrage of questions; groups of officers kept coming, two at a time, sometimes three or more. They asked the same questions, took no notes; it was more an onslaught to wear him down than to glean information. Xie said he later discovered that more than 40 people interrogated him.  
 
    That evening, a high-level official from the Changsha Domestic Security Unit came to see him. He hadn’t slept for over 30 hours. They knew it.  
 
    “If we think two hours of sleep a day is enough, then you get two hours of sleep. If we think one hour is enough, you get one hour. If we think half an hour is enough, you get half an hour. If we think five minutes is enough, then you get five minutes.” 
 
    “You are now under Residential Surveillance in a Designated Location. Your only right is to obey.”  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    For days, Xie was forced to sit on a “dangling chair,” a crude torture device composed of plastic stools piled up on each other, where he was sometimes kept for up to 20 hours a day. The stools have no backs and are stacked high to prevent the legs from reaching the ground. Hanging in this way slowly constrains the blood flow, and causes escalating pain and swelling in the legs and back. The swelling begins at the feet and slowly creeps upwards until the body is engulfed in pain. Xie pleaded with them; he told them that he had a preexisting leg injury. This kind of torture, he explained in vain, would cripple him. They reacted with callous indifference, responding, “Don’t give us conditions. You’ll do what we tell you to do!”  
 
    When he failed to answer their questions the way they wanted, his interrogators would fly into a rage. They would drag his body from the stools, and fling him into a corner of the room outside the range of the surveillance cameras. With one officer holding his arms, another would kick, punch and knee him. But they were always careful to avoid leaving visible marks; they spared his face and concentrated on delivering their blows to his body. At other times, Xie was hung from the ceiling and beaten. He lost consciousness at one point. 
 
    When he was confined to the dangling chair, the guards wouldn’t allow him to move or shift position to stimulate even a trickle of blood flow or to stretch out a cramped and swollen muscle. Any time Xie attempted to adjust his legs or lower his head, a guard standing behind him beat him on the back of his head, and shouted, “If you move at all, we can consider you to be attacking us and we can use whatever means we need to subdue you. We’re not gentle with people who attack police officers!” 
 
    The physical pain was combined with humiliation. Xie was forced to request permission to use the toilet or have a drink of water. He was made to go for long periods without any water. They would place a bottle or a cup in front of him but would not let him drink. This control over his basic needs, he remembered, made him miserable. Once he grabbed a bottle and started drinking only to have it forcefully snatched from his hands. He was beaten while the guard accused him of having tried to attack a police officer. 
 
    He would sit suffering on the dangling chair, while three or four interrogators surrounded him. One would stand directly in front of him, demanding answers. There was always one staring at him from the side and another lurking behind, primed to beat him and bark out orders to “Sit up straight,” or some other command.  
 
    Other times, a few of his captors would sit by his side, each with several lit cigarettes held together and puff great clouds of asphyxiating smoke into his face. When he protested, they responded, “What can you do about it? We’ll smoke like this if we want to!” This wasn’t done to elicit a confession, Xie explained. “Just to torment me and make me miserable.” 
 
    They called this the “furnace” and after his first week, if the interrogators thought he wasn’t cooperating they would threaten to send him back to the furnace. The threat of torture was always there. They made sure he knew it.  
 
    “Xie Yang, we’ll torture you to death just like an ant,” they threatened.  
 
    Adept in stoking despair, several interrogators would often call Xie’s attention to the silence of the facility, the isolation and lack of noise from the outside, noting that the walls had been constructed to shield all sound from traveling out. The threat was clear: it was hopeless to wish for salvation. They continued.  
 
    “Don’t think you’ll get out of here and be able to file a complaint.” They explained, “This case comes from Beijing. We’re handling your case on behalf of Party Central. Even if we were to kill you, they wouldn’t find a single piece of evidence to prove it was us who did it.” 
 
    Xie later recalled in tears, thinking about his disappearance, “If they tortured me to death, my family wouldn’t even know.” 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until four days after he had been taken from the hotel in Hongjing, that Xie’s wife received notice of her husband’s fate. A letter arrived that said Xie was being held under RSDL. Reading the notice, she explained, “I didn’t even know what RSDL was.”  
 
    It would be several days before the pieces started falling into place, as she learned that since 9 July many others had been taken from around the country. This was the start of the “709 Crackdown.” It was about a lot more than just Xie Yang. But this only made her feel worse, more concerned, and shocked at the scope of the campaign. 
 
    “The more I learned about this being part of something bigger, the more worried I became,” she explained. Her concerns increased and began to be mixed with anger after a lawyer she met in a restaurant explained further about RSDL. How else could she feel? She was denied any contact with her husband; his lawyers were prevented from meeting with him; the state tightly concealed Xie’s fate and whereabouts.  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Xie’s early days in RSDL passed in relatively uniform torment, with five regular shift changes throughout a 24-hour period. For the first four shifts, from 8am until 3am, he was generally confined to the dangling chair and subjected to endless interrogations. They informed him he could sleep from 3am until 6:30am but this was never the case as his interrogators would drag the session on until after 4am. For many nights in a row he was only allowed to sleep around two hours a night. 
 
    The use of the dangling chair and sleep deprivation serves a clear purpose for the state torturer. It is a slow form of torture that builds to excruciating levels but leaves no physical marks. It assaults the body and spirit with patient precision, while leaving no evidence behind. 
 
    There is no way to describe it, said Xie. After three days of such treatment, he had a complete mental breakdown. When his tormentors arrived, because he was already in such a disturbed mental state, he began to cry. He begged them to let him sleep but they refused, demanding that instead of respite he must write a statement. He could barely lift a pen, he pleaded. After they had removed him from the dangling chair so he could write the statement, Xie tried to put his head on the table to rest, but they seized his collar and jerked him up.  
 
    “If you’re not going to write, then tonight you don’t get to sleep!” They yelled at him. Barely capable of writing a statement, much less comprehending what he wrote due to his exhaustion, Xie was punished by being forced to stay awake the whole night. At dawn, the interrogation resumed. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    “Each day’s interrogation was full of these kinds of threats, insults, and reprimands. It was too much!” Xie recalled. 
 
    “I sleep very well during the day,” an interrogator mocked him at the start of one evening session. “Then I get so excited every night at this time because I get to torment you. You see, I’m going to torment you until you go insane. Don’t even imagine that you’ll be able to walk out of here and continue being a lawyer. You’re going to be a cripple.” 
 
    They wanted Xie to admit to all the crimes they put before him, but even more, they wanted to break him until he didn’t just agree to confess to the charges but believed he was guilty. 
 
    He was given three choices for his confession, three options to explain what they claimed were his crimes: that he did it for fame, he did it for profit, or he did it to oppose the Party and socialism.  
 
    “This is a case of counterrevolution! Do you think the Communist Party will let you go? I could torture you to death and no one could help you.”  
 
    His worst “crime,” the counterrevolution, and the focus of many nights of repeated interrogations and torture, was his involvement in the informal network of Chinese lawyers, the China Human Rights Lawyers Group. For any reasonable person, this was just a group of individual lawyers embracing the freedom of association to work together, to protect each other, and to provide mutual support for each other’s work. For the Communist Party, however, they are an organized opposition force, an imaginary threat to their continued grip on power because in their mind independent lawyers threaten their attempts to rule through the use of the law.  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    “It made me angrier and angrier when I started to learn about RSDL,” Chen explained, and as she learned more she realized how futile it was for her to expect the law to help Xie’s situation. Reading and researching more about RSDL online, and hearing the stories of others placed in RSDL, made her feel increasingly powerless. “There is no way to deal with it according to the law. No mechanisms, no supervision, no appeal, nothing. They just took him and there is nothing anyone can do at all.” 
 
    On the outside, Chen was frantically searching for a way to help her husband. Inside RSDL, his captors did not confine their torture to physical and mental abuse targeting Xie alone. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Xie’s tormentors threatened to expand their barbarous reach to his family. They made it clear they could ruin the lives of anyone close to him.  
 
    “Your wife is a professor at Hunan University—surely she must have ‘economic problems’? If you don’t cooperate, we might be forced to expand this matter. If you don’t come clean and explain things clearly, we’ll go after your wife without a doubt.” 
 
    “And we know your brother is a civil servant, a minor official. Surely he has some problems we could investigate? And we know you have a nephew who has bright prospects and works at the Hunan Bureau of Letters and Visits [an office that deals with petitioners’ complaints]. Is he really uncorrupt? Don’t force us to go and investigate him.” 
 
    “Your daughter is a student at Bocai Middle School in Changsha. If her classmates and teachers knew that her father was a counterrevolutionary, could she even raise her head? How could she ever get a job as a civil servant in the future?”  
 
    They issued direct threats. “Your wife and children need to pay attention to traffic safety when they’re out in the car. There are a lot of traffic accidents these days.” 
 
    “It would be easy for us to expand the scope of our investigation. We have plenty of resources. If you don’t cooperate with us, we can investigate your friends, one by one, and put them through the wringer. We’ve got the resources and we have our methods. In this case, there’s no limit to how far we can take the investigation—and that includes your law firm, your friends and your colleagues. We’ll go after whomever we please and deal with them however we want.” 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    After several months inside his secret prison, one day in late October, Xie began to shiver uncontrollably and he broke out in a cold sweat. Gripped by fear for his life, Xie asked his captors to take him to a hospital. But such contact with the outside world would defeat the brutal efficiency of an enforced disappearance and the officials refused his request. Instead, they promised to have someone come and examine him. Xie did not trust any doctor they sent. 
 
    Xie was afraid again that he was going to die, and that his wife and daughters wouldn’t know. He sobbed as he recalled these details.  
 
    Seeing some people outside the window, Xie shouted out his wife’s name and work unit, her telephone number and begged them to contact her. “This is Lawyer Xie Yang! I’m being held here by the Changsha Domestic Security Police! No one has notified my family! Please let my wife know that I’m ill and need medical treatment!” 
 
    That evening, waiting for an ambulance that eventually came and left without providing him any relief, a burly man in civilian clothes came in and walked right up to Xie. He abruptly shoved him against the wall with a hefty blow, knocking the wind out of him. Pinning him with one paw, he slapped him several times across the face. Xie was left in a semi-conscious state, his breath short in his compressed chest from the force of the man’s throttling.   
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    After six months in RSDL, Xie Yang was formally arrested in January 2016 on suspicion of “inciting subversion,” and transferred out of RSDL. Even so, for months he was denied any contact with the outside world. In July 2016, Xie was finally allowed to meet his then lawyers, Lin Qilei and Zhang Chongshi, who would later be illegally dismissed by the authorities. But this first meeting was just a ploy by the state, hoping to manipulate the lawyers into convincing their client to confess. Instead the lawyers listened as Xie told them how he had been tortured under RSDL and again after being transferred into a formal criminal detention center.  
 
    Around the time of one of these meetings, on 21 November, human rights lawyer Jiang Tianyong also disappeared. Jiang had been helping Xie Yang’s wife and disseminating information about his torture.  
 
    Stories of Xie’s torture spread quickly on Chinese social media and his situation slowly began to receive mounting international attention. When another lawyer, Chen Jiangang, first got wind of the news, he explained he didn’t pay much attention. He reposted it on social media but avoided thinking about it much more because he felt helpless. “I had learned long ago that there was no evil deed, and no act too immoral, for this dictatorship.” 
 
    After the authorities had forced Xie’s first lawyers to abandon his case, his wife contacted Chen Jiangang asking him to take over her husband’s legal defense. Chen recalled her reminding him that he would likely face enormous pressure, potentially violent reprisal, and cautioned him to think over his decision carefully before agreeing.  
 
    Chen, along with another lawyer, Liu Zhengqing, met with Xie Yang for the first time on 23 December 2016. They met him again a few more times in January during which time Xie provided a detailed account of how he had suffered, which is the basis of this chapter. The exchange was meticulously transcribed and signed by Xie.  
 
    At one of these meetings, Xie also gave Chen a handwritten note explaining that if he ever confessed or admitted to any crimes in court it would have been because he was coerced. 
 
    The full transcript of their conversation was published at the China Change website on 19 January 2017. The shocking details of Xie’s treatment attracted international attention and condemnation.  
 
    In March 2017, China responded to growing diplomatic pressure by launching a smear campaign and media war against the lawyers who had exposed Xie’s torture. For several weeks, Chinese state media published articles and televised broadcasts in English and Chinese calling the torture allegations, “nothing but cleverly orchestrated lies.”  
 
    As a principle target of the state’s campaign, Chen Jiangang shot back with an article of his own refuting the state’s empty denials of torture and ill-treatment. China’s propaganda campaign also targeted Jiang Tianyong, who had been disappeared months earlier and had no way of countering the state’s propaganda. 
 
    After enduring more than a year of fear and harassment, Xie’s wife Chen said she had lost hope. It was time to think of their children. In March 2017 she decided it was no longer safe for her or her children to remain in China. A week later, they set off on their escape to the United States. One of their daughters holds US citizenship. With little time to plan, they made their way to Thailand by land with flight tickets booked to travel from Bangkok to the United States. 
 
    One more disaster befell them. When they were trapped in a Thai immigration detention center, some 10 Chinese agents encircled the facility. The fear that they would be repatriated to China swelled inside her; if things had been bad before, forced repatriation would guarantee their treatment would be far worse. In the end, at the eleventh hour, US diplomats intervened and secured the family’s release, escorting them to the airport in Bangkok. But a faceoff between Thai, US, and Chinese officials ensued, which nearly escalated into a physical confrontation. In the end, Chen and her daughters made it onto their flight and escaped the long arm of China.  
 
    They are lucky, but the wives and children of many other courageous rights defenders who have been disappeared or sentenced to lengthy prison sentences have not been so fortunate. In this, we are reminded that enforced disappearances and reprisals do not target only one individual but entire families and communities. 
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    Human rights lawyer Sui Muqing was in so much pain he thought he was going to die after he had been deprived of sleep for five straight days in RSDL.  
 
    Image source: Sui Muqing 
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    It was around 11pm on 10 July 2015 when I received a Telegram message from lawyer Liu Zhengqing. He told me that the authorities had been calling lawyers in for questioning, asking them to promise not to get involved in the cases of [human rights lawyers] Wang Yu (Chapter 3), Zhou Shifeng, and Li Heping; to keep quiet. The situation was critical. He advised me to be careful.  
 
    I had heard about their detentions the day before, and had accepted an interview with Radio Free Asia in which I had criticized the government’s attack on human rights lawyers. As a lawyer myself who had always been monitored closely, although I too felt the danger, I was not aware that this time around the authority’s attack would be so far ranging. 
 
    Right after I had finished speaking with Liu Zhengqing, the security guard of my building tricked me into going downstairs by saying that my car had been in an accident. My family was already asleep and so I went downstairs alone.  
 
    Suddenly, a large number of policemen appeared like thieves. I was so angry. In my opinion, this kind of trick to catch someone in the night is normally only applied to terrorists and other criminals, but today they used it on an unarmed lawyer whose only crime was words. Despicable! 
 
    A little physical altercation ensued because I asked them to show me their IDs. This was the first time I saw Domestic Security officers in uniform arrest someone. I thought perhaps that they were used to giving orders and having people obey out of fear. They didn’t know that a human rights lawyer wouldn’t be afraid of those wearing tiger skins.  
 
    I was taken to a local police station and interrogated. I was very tired and sleepy. 
 
    They asked if I had accepted any interviews with foreign media and if I had commented about Wang Yu and Zhou Shifeng. I told them I had. They asked me what I thought about the situation. “It is political persecution.” I told them Wang Yu is dedicated professional, righteous, and has a good reputation. What state media has done to her is slander. Zhou Shifeng, I continued, is public-spirited, hospitable; his way of thinking is well within the law, but he wants to build a platform to communicate both inside and outside of the Party’s control. 
 
    The officers explained that according to orders from Beijing, I was not allowed to do anything related to Wang Yu and Zhou Shifeng. One side of me questioned this as illegal; the other side yielded power to the one holding the gun. I agreed that I would not comment any more until the state officially published news of the situation. 
 
    The Domestic Security officers then told me to write a note promising that I would not comment or make any other statements. This was the bottom line. I had already agreed and signed my name on their document, but now they were asking me to write a note as well. I considered it too humiliating. I refused.  
 
    Over the years, friends and the media have questioned why I became a human rights lawyer. I have always considered that there are three reasons. First, it is about holding on to my personal dignity and rights; second, my hope that my child will be proud of me in the future because I hadn’t just drifted along when I was young; and third, to advance the rule of law and better society. Always my dignity and rights were in first place, and I have had to pay the corresponding price on occasion. 
 
    Two high-level provincial police officers came to talk with me, though it was more of an arrogant lecture. One criticized me for my work, my appearance, my clothes, and berated me, saying I should study and understand the Constitution, which, he explained, holds that the Communist Party rules and controls everything in the country. 
 
    Their criticisms were just the same kinds of things wumao [online commentators paid to “guide public opinion” by the government] had used to attack and defame me online in recent years.  
 
    Although I thought some of their opinions were reasonable, I refuted them statement by statement, and pointed out their shameful behavior of tricking a lawyer in the middle of the night. In the end, we parted on bad terms. 
 
    I was kept in the police station interrogation room until 8pm the following day. I was waiting for an arrest decision that I could never have expected; they were holding me on charges of inciting subversion of state power. I was to be placed under Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location [RSDL], which in international law really just means an enforced disappearance.  
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    The moment they announced the RSDL decision, the police placed me in handcuffs. They started videoing me. Perhaps I had seen and heard of too many evil things in China. I had an expressionless face. Part of me wanted to say something in protest, but I knew it would be useless, like the lamb protesting the wolf’s ferocity. It was pointless. 
 
    I was placed inside the Guangzhou Police Training Center, a place specifically designed for political prisoners, known as Guangdong’s “Qincheng Prison” [a maximum-security prison outside Beijing known for housing high-profile purged politicians and political prisoners]. Many Chinese activists from the south, Tang Jingling, Liu Shihui [Chapter 2] and other “reactionaries” have been held here, for three to six months, released only after they confessed.  
 
    It was quite funny, the place is not far from my house and I had visited it in earlier years, at the time not knowing it was a den of horror used for persecuting activists.  
 
    I was held on the fourth floor. The doors to the corridors on the third and fourth floors were locked. Only investigators and guards were allowed to enter, while others were required to obtain permission from senior level police officers.  
 
    My daily meals were the same that the guards and police got, packaged food. I was served on time and always a fixed amount. It seems that torture in different places in China is run differently. I have never heard of torture by food deprivation in Guangzhou. 
 
    Admittedly, my treatment was not as strict as other “709” victims. Sometimes a guard would interrupt me from sitting or lying but after I told them off a few times they didn’t bother me that way anymore. But I still never had any privacy. The door to the bathroom and shower was always left open so they could monitor me. 
 
    For the first few days, I was allowed to read. I could read and not think about anything else. I read Hayek’s Law, Legislation and Liberty. Normally I wouldn’t be able to finish it in one year on the outside, but I finished it in one week while I was there. But the good days when I could read ended quickly. Perhaps this was also a way to make me suffer. The place was totally cut off from the outside world. There was no TV, no newspapers, or any other way to get information, so they would let you taste some joy by reading a book quietly and then take that away from you.  
 
    Each day, 12 people were divided into three teams to keep me under 24-hour monitoring. Two guards watched me inside the room; another two Domestic Security police monitored me through cameras in the next room. Another two rooms on my floor were assigned for the police and guards to rest. The room was hotel style, with three beds, about 30sqm, quite big, but the facility was a bit old. On the wall opposite the bed were two big cameras, one on the left, and one on the right. It was like the eyes of “Big Brother” in 1984. Any small action I took would not escape Big Brother’s eyes. 
 
    Not long after I was questioned, I started to think about ways of killing myself. The methods I thought about were cutting my wrists or bashing my head on the windowsill. But I need to explain. This was just a kind of mental preparation, kind of a way to escape the fear and pressure rather than building up any courage to actually do something.  
 
    My exhausting interrogations continued for about one month. Their questions were very detailed and wide-ranging. They touched on all the meetings I had attended with other rights defenders since 2012, every human rights case that I had defended and my fees. They focused on my links with foreign diplomats and other politically sensitive people, any trainings and meetings I had attended outside China, and other similar things. I had forgotten most of the details, especially those that weren’t related to my casework, so I couldn’t answer many of their questions.  
 
    Two of the things they really focused on in the interrogations were my interactions with [human rights lawyer] Guo Feixiong and the human rights cases that I had been involved with that had had a bigger impact. To be honest, because of my personal interests and difficulties in jumping over the wall [to bypass China’s Great Firewall with a VPN, etc.], I didn’t know that many famous rights defenders.  
 
    I had known Guo Feixiong for a long time and kept in touch with him because I admired his knowledge, character, and both of us agreed on many issues. After he was taken [Guo was arrested on 13 August 2013], the media started paying him a lot of attention, and I got to know more about him. And now with my experiences under “709,” I feel that I have come to know him even more deeply.  
 
    Guo had been given a nickname, “the Bear,” by the Domestic Security police, because of his tough and uncooperative nature. For more than a decade, Guo has been one of the Party’s main enemies. No wonder they cared so much about my relationship with him. 
 
    Perhaps I had been too busy handling individual cases that I hadn’t had the time and energy to keep up with the changing political situation. I hadn’t realized the obvious danger of the 709 Crackdown. Privately, many friends had warned me to be careful, but optimistically I thought they were being overly cautious. I only represented a few human rights cases. I didn’t want or have the energy to get involved with other political activities. I felt safe in that I lacked the qualifications that had led to others being attacked. However, reality soon put paid to such optimism. 
 
    Before the 709 Crackdown, I had once accepted a lawyer’s power of attorney who was worried about being taken. I was joking, that the more people taken the better, at least I could get more business. Who knew that in the end nothing happened to the lawyer who had designated me, instead I had to designate a lawyer for my own defense. 
 
    The investigator laughed at me, saying I should have been more aware after Guo Feixiong and Tang Jingling [another human rights lawyer] were taken. There was no one left in Guangzhou to protect me anymore. 
 
    The two Domestic Security police who were handling my case were police stars who had also handled Guo and Tang before. One of them claimed that he had read all the articles on Weibo and Twitter that I had posted, and thought my expression seemed gentle but malicious. I took it as a compliment.  
 
    Their interrogations into my other cases were aimed at making me out to be “disrupting court order” and “intentionally hyping up cases.” But what they called disrupting court order was actually just me protesting against the judge for taking the prosecutor’s side and rudely suppressing the lawyer. What they considered intentionally hyping up cases was just me exposing the truth behind the case and related laws and regulations. None of it violated the law.  
 
    The ethics I try to follow is what Aristotle called mesotes. Mesotes values realism; Aristotle provided a very visual explanation, placing courage in the center of the three qualities of courage, cowardliness, and brashness, and that the philosophy of mesotes is about having ideals but being realistic. It means doing the right thing.  
 
    Perhaps the Domestic Security police thought I was being uncooperative, or they wanted to find a quick way to end their investigation. Around the middle of August, they suddenly started interrogating me nonstop without allowing me to sleep. After four or five days and nights like this, my body was exhausted.  
 
    At first, I didn’t worry too much about this kind of torture. In the beginning, they brought in a spotlight to prevent me from sleeping. When they turned on the light I had a strange impulse. Suddenly I started staring directly into the spotlight; I saw so many colors in my eyes. The police turned it off and told me that if I stared directly into it for more than 10 or 20 seconds, I would go blind. Afterward, they didn’t use the spotlight on me again. 
 
    I normally have a hard time falling asleep quickly, so I thought I could adapt to sleep deprivation torture. Although I had short rests during the gaps between interrogations, even if I closed my eyes, I didn’t feel like sleeping. 
 
    The torture of sleep deprivation doesn’t sound that bad, but in reality it is more harmful than a lot of physical punishment and doesn’t leave a trace. I remembered that I had read about Teng Biao’s treatment during the Jasmine Revolution. He was often made to kneel for protracted periods and slapped about during his 70 days of detention. If I could change places with him then, I was more than willing to suffer this kind of humiliation than suffer sleep deprivation.  
 
    Early on the fifth or sixth morning of sleep deprivation, the tiredness started to hit me. My consciousness felt vague, followed by a pain I felt all over my body. It was like being roasted by a fire, while at the same time feeling extremely cold. It was a kind of pain that I had never experienced before. Faintly, I felt that I was dying. 
 
    I had previously published a post online about a Beijing poet Wang Zang, who I had once represented. The authorities had taken him because of his support for the Hong Kong pro-democracy protests; he was tortured with sleep deprivation for many days, causing the 29-year old Wang to have a heart attack. He had no history of heart disease. I was tortured the same way as Wang Zang and even though he recovered, I am almost 20 years older than him. When I look back, I feel even more scared. Wang had a heart attack; I could have died. Living in a totalitarian state, the Domestic Security police responsible for the torture would at most have been lightly disciplined.  
 
    I felt pain as if I was being roasted on a fire the whole day. From the moment I woke up, every joint and muscle was painful. It continued for almost one week, before my body was almost restored to normal. 
 
    Once I had recovered, the police finally told me the purpose of the torture: they wanted me to confess. If I didn’t confess, they threatened to bind me in handcuffs and hang me from the window railing. It is said even the strongest person can only hold on for five minutes. If I confessed, I would be released. After some deep thought, I chose to confess. This meant writing my confession and recording a video, based on the instructions from the Domestic Security police.  
 
    The wanted me to say Guo Feixiong’s “peaceful transition” concept was intended to subvert the Party’s leadership, and that, like Guo Feixiong, I had incited subversion of state power. The actions I had taken during the trial of two people I had represented [Ding Jiaxi and Liu Zhou] had challenged the judge, who was a Party member, and were intended to defame the Party and incite subversion of state power.  
 
    I wrote a self-criticism letter. I heavily criticized my mistaken understanding. The Communist Party had created the Constitution and the law. The Party is above both, and not subject to their restrictions. I shouldn't have believed that the Party should have to operate according to the law; that it would have to be under the supervision of the people. I was misdirected.  
 
    About the forced confession: In the beginning I felt very humiliated, just like many other people. But I soon changed the way I thought. I tried my best to maintain my own conscience’s bottom line. I didn’t say anything that would incriminate others or endanger others. I was helpless to resist the powerful regime. Although I didn’t have the power to protect my dignity, at least I didn’t hurt others, so I felt no qualms in the end.  
 
    Thinking about it afterwards, the authorities had actually inadvertently raised my profile. They gave me such a noble crime, “inciting subversion of state power.” I was just handling individual cases, but from what the police said it seems I didn’t even know I had such a noble purpose. Although it was a forced confession, it looked like I was accepting an award. Activist Chen Yunfei always lamented that he didn’t get a certificate of merit for “subversion of state power.” But I’m not sure whether this is a reward or a suffering from god. Maybe both. 
 
    After I delivered my confession, sometimes I wouldn’t see the investigators for days on end. I felt extremely bored because I could only sit in the room and daydream. Once, a police officer inadvertently left two pages of newspaper behind. I could recite almost everything on those pages, even the advertisements.  
 
    The days were boring, but the pain of missing my family was the worst suffering.  
 
    The day before I was taken, I had been arranging for my father, who was nearly 80 years old, to be hospitalized in Beijing. I didn’t know at that time how his health was holding up. I was very worried that the same thing that happened to Tang Jingling’s mother, who died while he was in prison, could happen to my father. It was the first time that I hadn’t seen my wife and son for such a long time. I especially missed my lovely son. When I thought about this, I felt even more terrible. I thought I was going crazy. I thought about it after I was released.  
 
    Perhaps the Domestic Security police didn’t need to torture me, they could have just locked me up without any connection with the outside for two to three months, and I would have surrendered and confessed by myself. 
 
    By the end of October, three months after being taken, I was allowed to read books again. This was the best thing about my last month of detention. I read more than a dozen books on theory, such as Commentaries on the Laws of England by William Blackstone, Two Treatises of Government by John Locke, and The Open Society and its Enemies by Karl Popper. Outside, in freedom, books like these would take a long time for me to read; inside in detention, I raced through them. 
 
    I really wanted to carefully read the Holy Bible. I am ashamed to say that although I believe in God and have been going to church since 2004, I have never been baptized or read the Holy Bible all the way through. God has had the biggest impact on my life philosophy, far more than the 1989 Democracy Movement. God has shaped my views of society, history, and law. Through God, I came to realize the limitations of human beings, and the importance of being calm and humble. Unfortunately, uncharitably, they refused my request for a copy of the Holy Bible. From that you can see how hostile and vigilant the authorities are in their outlook on Christianity, the Church, and the Bible.   
 
    At one point during my interrogations, they showed me a photo of me from 4 June 1989, and they asked me to explain what it showed. I had never seen this photo before. It was precious, a witness to the most unforgettable years of my youth. 
 
    Domestic Security officials also asked me to talk about the disputes inside the human rights lawyers’ community. In recent years, from time to time, some people have posted defamatory things about me or spread rumors about me online, and also unrealistically raised the profile of others. The police asked, since I seemed like a person who was sharp and tough, why did I keep quiet and not respond? I said I was too busy denouncing those who abuse their power; that was my outlet to vent and so I had no need to care about other “noise.” 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    The police promised to release me after three months, but I was actually held for nearly five months. They freed me on bail on 2 December 2015. In the final weeks before I was released, I was transferred to a nearby hotel. The room was much better. I could watch TV, but it was much noisier than previously. The last place had been quiet, which was good for reading. I was allowed to meet my family two to three times. I could walk around but I remember there was a few days that my legs felt weak because I lacked calcium and because I had been kept without any sunshine, I couldn’t walk or stand steadily.  
 
    I went into hiding for four months after the 1989 Tiananmen Square [Crackdown]. After I was caught, I spent months in prison. Perhaps then I was young and naïve but the suffering back then was much less than my experience during the 709 Crackdown. The ravaging of human rights and rule of law, still ongoing today, has symbolic significance. Perhaps it means the dream of peaceful transition is totally shattered.  
 
    When I look back to before I was taken, I think I was really naïve. As an experienced lawyer, I even subconsciously believed in China’s laws. I never really thought that the government would kidnap people like this. And that is what RSDL is: just plain kidnapping. How shameful! 
 
    The 709 Crackdown is an attack on the human rights movement; it follows the earlier attacks on the New Citizens Movement[35] and Southern Civil Rights Movement.[36] Still, I believe the 709 Crackdown is not the end of China’s civil rights movement. It marks beginning of a new stage. 
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    After security forces disappeared someone close to him, human rights lawyer Chen Zhixiu started preparing for his own inevitable disappearance. 
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    It was early February, around 10am. I was preparing to leave to meet a friend for lunch when suddenly a group of people burst into my apartment. Somehow, it seemed they had keys for the gate outside and for my front door. Only three or four were inside, but I could see many more lurking in the corridor and on the stairs, maybe a dozen in total. They must have been monitoring my computer and phone, as they seemed prepared for anything. Was there a bug in my room?  
 
    I would soon find out that they already knew my password and had accessed my regular email account but hadn’t accessed or didn’t know about my encrypted email. Maybe they had installed surveillance equipment in my house, and could see my computer screen. This seemed to prove that the government could monitor anyone, even those living in temporary rental accommodation.  
 
    I knew that the police had harassed my neighbors before I had left for a work trip out of China, and that they had also disturbed them while I was away. I later found out that while I out of the country the police had tricked my neighbors into going to the police station and had made copies of the house keys. This must be how they installed surveillance equipment when I was away but I had no idea their technology was so good. They must have seen all my emails and discussions about friends who had already disappeared into Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location (RSDL). It seemed hopeless, trying to second-guess what they might know.  
 
    I was worried what they might do to me in order to gain access to my computer to get the rest of the information they wanted. But at least I had already securely deleted a lot of sensitive case information from my hard drive so that they would be limited in what they could get after they took me. Still, I was trying frantically to remember what I had and hadn’t managed to delete so I would be better prepared for the range of questions during interrogations, and so I could do my best to protect others involved.  
 
    I had known they would eventually come for me. I couldn’t escape this misfortune. They had “invited me for tea” [euphemism for a police summons] several times in the past few months. They asked about friends who were being held in secret detention. They had even kept me overnight in a police station a few weeks before. On that day, I had been planning to meet another lawyer, but before I could a Public Security Officer from Chengdu had unexpectedly called asking me to meet him. When I arrived, he was with Beijing Public Security officers. They kept me in the police station overnight. After they released me, I found out that another lawyer I knew had disappeared while I was in the police station. Things were getting serious.   
 
    After that night, Chengdu Public Security had come for me several times, accompanied by their Beijing counterparts. They had mainly asked about my relationship with a few key individuals in the rights defense community. I would tell them that I was just a lawyer hired by a small group of rights defenders to facilitate trainings for barefoot lawyers [unlicensed, often self-taught, rights lawyers]. The police had raided several of these training sessions so there was no point in me hiding my involvement with them.  
 
    After someone close to me disappeared, I had started to prepare for my own inevitable disappearance. I had arranged for my own lawyer in case I was taken, and set up an emergency contact. I left copies of my power of attorney at the offices of two lawyer friends and wrote letters to my parents and ex-girlfriend. I contacted a diplomat I knew and the Chinese Human Rights Lawyers Concern Group in Hong Kong, making sure they knew the lawyer I wanted to represent me if I was taken. At the same time, I had been destroying sensitive case documents, writing down questions to share with partners who had not yet been taken, and making a plan for how we would respond to police interrogations. After that, I was just waiting for them to come. 
 
    Of course, several of my preemptive security efforts lost a degree of their value since it turned out that my computer and email were being monitored. 
 
    Somehow, I felt relaxed when they arrived, standing there in my small rented apartment. I was surrounded by threatening security agents and yet I was kind of happy. I had been so nervous over the previous days, unable to really concentrate on anything other than remembering to always look over my shoulder. I remember a friend had tried to convince me to escape from China, but I had no idea where to go, and so I had just been waiting. At least, when they burst into my apartment, I didn’t have to be nervous about it anymore.  
 
    As soon as they broke into my place they moved fast. They immediately confiscated my phone so that I couldn’t contact the outside world, no last second frantic call for help to alert the community, or delete any of my chat logs. Fortunately, I had already deleted photos and documents from my phone, so there wasn’t anything for them to find but I hadn’t deleted my social media apps before they arrived. They could see all the messages and group chats. I realized I should have been deleting messages regularly, setting chats to automatically self-destruct so as not to make trouble for others. 
 
    In the raid, they searched everything, every corner, every piece of paper. They took out all my ID cards, bankcards, digital equipment, even my kindle and various useless chargers. They took everything. They told me to confirm what they were taking and to sign the confiscation notice. It was around noon by the time they were done. 
 
    They put a hood over my head and we left. Two people on either side of me walked me out of the door. I almost broke my ankle on the way outside because I couldn’t see where I was walking. I could only hear them on their walkie-talkies. They bundled me into a waiting car; it started to move. I had no idea where we were going. 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether my neighbors had seen me being taken away but I had told them in advance to expect something and that they shouldn’t worry. Knowing something would happen, I had asked one of them, a woman with whom I had a good relationship, to contact my ex-girlfriend so she could alert my lawyer. I had also asked that if any friends came around looking for me that she should tell them I had been taken so that the outside world would be sure to know what had happened. 
 
    The car stopped. They removed the hood from my head and asked me to confirm that we were at my workplace. I was confused. It was the office of a civil society organization where I had once worked. They took me upstairs. A few of my former colleagues were there and I tried to give them a warning signal to not let on that they knew me. I wanted to protect them from also being taken in this crackdown. Nobody really seemed safe anymore.  
 
    They ordered me to point out the desk where I used to work and then asked if I still had any digital equipment there. An odd thing to assume, I thought. I explained that I had quit more than half a year earlier and hadn’t left anything.  
 
    Afterwards, they covered my head again but right before they did, I noticed that all well as the officers from State Security, there were also several from Public Security. As we drove away, I couldn’t help but think how the authorities were using quite a lot of resources to detain me.  
 
    It took a long time to arrive at our destination, a length that was only compounded by the total darkness of having a hood covering my head. I couldn’t see anything. All I knew was that we arrived in a parking lot and then I was taken up in an elevator, made to walk down a corridor into some room, and then confined to an interrogation chair. 
 
    I was made to wait for a long time. Nobody took off my hood but at one point I overheard someone on their walkie-talkie saying how someone else I knew had arrived. Would no one be spared? At least I had already done everything I could to prepare. I just hoped everyone else would react to the interrogation as we had discussed.  
 
    They had locked the board at the front of the interrogation chair, which pushed against my legs. I lost sense of time but I knew it was a long while. My head was still hooded but I focused on a tiny sliver of light from the direction of my chin. 
 
    When they finally came to remove the hood, it was suddenly dazzling, so many lights pointed towards me. I could see the place was well constructed. The walls were specially designed, padded for sound insulation and suicide prevention. There was an interrogation table, a big-screen television, speakers, a computer, and cameras in the room. There was a digital clock, displaying the date and time. I could see it was about 9pm. It had been almost 12 hours since they had stormed my apartment. 
 
    They gave me a medical examination. I told them that my heart and cervical vertebra were not so good. They tested my blood pressure. They were about to do an EKG but skipped it because there wasn’t a power supply. 
 
    They searched me. They took away everything I had with me. They even took away my belt, shoes and socks. I accepted that I was going to be interrogated barefoot. I had heard that these days were the coldest in 30 years. I could feel the chilliness of the floor. This was just the beginning; I would feel the same over the coming days. 
 
    I was being held on the first floor. That’s why it was really cold.  
 
    The second morning after I was taken, the guard took off all my clothes, made me stand naked on the cold floor, and sing the national anthem [In September 2017 China passed a law making it a crime to disrespect the national anthem]. I asked them if the national anthem could only be sung while showing one’s genitals. He didn’t respond. I thought about the meaning of the line that says, “Stand up, ye who refuse to be slaves,” and so I sang loudly, defiantly, and stared directly at them with anger.  
 
    “Arise, ye who refuse to be slaves!” I shouted. They stopped me and told me to get dressed. 
 
    I wasn’t allowed to rest at all for the first three days. Even during the short breaks between interrogations, there were always two people watching me.  
 
    When they finally let me have some rest, I wasn’t really allowed to sleep. They didn’t allow me to wear any clothes to bed. The room was so cold, even though they had given me a blanket. I still couldn’t handle that kind of cold. I was naked. A guard would come into my room and lift up the blanket to check if I was asleep. He pushed me around or hit my face, making excuses that it was to make sure I was still alive, and it was for my own good. I really wanted to swear at them. So even after they agreed to let me rest, I couldn’t really sleep. This situation continued for more than 10 days. 
 
    The curtains were always drawn to block out the sunlight. They never opened them except once to let in some air. 
 
    For the first three days, my interrogations were continuous. There were always three interrogators. They would take turns, while the others rested. I wasn’t given any rest or food. It wasn’t until the third day that they gave me two small steamed buns and a few green vegetables. The size of the two buns together was still smaller than the palm of my hand. I felt that I was going to lose consciousness. I felt dizzy all the time because of the lack of food and sleep, but I was still expected to take being interrogated. If I started to wobble in the chair they would make horrifying sounds to snap me awake. 
 
    The interrogations were all very detailed. I had to answer their questions according to the plan I had made before but because my emails had been leaked and the deteriorating condition of my body and mind it became increasingly difficult. The information my interrogators provided seemed so detailed. I began to think that my resistance had been meaningless. They kept hammering on that what I was telling them was almost identical to what my partners had said, calling it part of our preemptive plan to lie. They accused me of being the mastermind, and of having planned how we would resist being questioned.  
 
    I wasn’t worried about my treatment, because I didn’t have time to worry. Whenever I wasn’t facing off with my interrogators, I was thinking about the purpose of the interrogation, what they wanted to get from me, and what they already knew. I repeated my answers to myself, so that I could counter the next interrogation session and wouldn’t make any mistakes or inconsistencies.  
 
    In the beginning, the interrogators focused on how I knew the other actors in the human rights movement. They wanted to know what kinds of things I was personally responsible for, where everyone lived, how I contacted them, and how we met up.  
 
    They didn’t care so much about any training I had done abroad; instead they cared more about what we did inside China. After a few days, they were satisfied that I was just a legal trainer and didn’t know about financing so they stopped asking me questions about foreign funding.  
 
    During the first three or four harsher days, my three interrogators acted out different roles. The main interrogator, I think his name was Yao, was often gentler than the others but he would still occasionally strike the table as a warning if he didn’t like my answers. The second one, let’s call him Liao, was very tough, unfriendly and deceitful; he often yelled at me not to be shameless, saying he was giving me a chance to save face. Another one, a young fellow, I called Little Zhang, was impatient. It seemed he wanted me to cooperate with him mostly just so he could spend less time having to deal with me. They all took turns. 
 
    Yao would tell me that I shouldn’t collaborate with foreigners because they were able leave at any time but I was Chinese and couldn’t escape even if I wanted to. Liao would make things difficult for me when he was interrogating me alone. The young one, Little Zhang, struck me as kind of casual. He often told me to let him know if I needed any daily necessities, pretending to be my friend, as if I could believe any of my captors had my best interests at heart or that I would be tricked into divulging some secret because one interrogator smiled at me more than the others.  
 
    After a while, they changed the focus of their interrogation outside my immediate circle. They asked me about many human rights incidents that took place in recent years. They were especially curious about the China Human Rights Lawyers Group. 
 
    They didn’t think I was directly involved with many cases and I think they believed me when I denied supporting human rights work from behind the scenes. Before I was taken, but when I knew I was going to be detained, I had thought they would interrogate me about Wang Quanzhang, but in fact they didn’t really ask me about him at all. He had only recently been formally charged after being held in secret for over six months and I knew several people who had been closely working with him but I convinced my interrogators that I had never worked directly with him, which in a way was true. They only asked me about Wang Quanzhang twice.  
 
    Throughout my interrogations, they used threats and psychological tactics. They would casually ask me if I thought my parents were healthy enough to survive my situation. They dug so deeply, the interrogators, to picture future outcomes and how that would impact my family. For example, if I was sentenced to 10 years, would my mother’s health last that long? They mentioned examples of human rights workers whose families had died waiting for their loved ones to serve out their prison sentences. This approach made me extremely anxious. 
 
    I knew it was all threats and lies but their tactics worked. I did consider my parents’ health. My mother’s condition was already bad and I was honestly worried about whether she would be able to handle this. When the interrogators left me alone, my mind would wander to my parents. I wondered if they were already sick from learning about my disappearance or if they had gone to the hospital. I knew I couldn’t do anything, but I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about it. I have to admit, such psychological tactics worked well on me. 
 
    My interrogation sessions were filled with all manner of deception. They tried telling me that all my friends had already confessed, that they had put all the responsibility onto me. I didn’t believe them, but by then I had been in their custody for several weeks and it was getting harder to resist. To convince me that my friends had sold me out, they showed me one confession letter they claimed was from one of my partners. They claimed that all my friends had already recorded video confessions and told me that I needed to do the same, that the video was for their superiors and if they were satisfied then I could be released. I agreed to be recorded, anything to put an end to my sleep deprivation and humiliation.  
 
    Since I had arrived, I hadn’t been allowed to shower. It felt like my face and hair were full of oil. My nails were black. The first shower I had was because they wanted me to look clean for the video. I was allowed to brush my teeth and take a shower but I didn’t have any clothes to change into. My clothes were never washed while I was inside. I could feel that my body had a peculiar smell but I kind of got used to it after a while.  
 
    It wasn’t until a few days after the video was recorded that they threatened they were going to broadcast it on television. I remember arguing with them that they had lost all their credibility. Of course, I knew it wouldn’t change anything. 
 
    The whole thing was so staged. First they brought me a draft that they had already written and asked me to copy it by hand. It made me feel a little bit like a schoolboy, copying whole books as if that was the way to learn. Despite the time they made me waste copying my confession, when we did start recording, someone stood behind the camera, holding up large note cards with my lines on them. 
 
    If I said something wrong, they made me repeat the line. My every word, the speed at which I spoke, my tone of voice, demeanor, everything had to be exactly right. If I said the wrong thing, we would do it over again. All in all, it took about seven hours. 
 
    After the long recording session, I felt very unwell. I hadn’t eaten dinner. I am hypoglycemic and my blood sugar had gotten very low. I felt dizzy and sweaty. One of my guards actually seemed a little nervous, and he brought me some fruit and yogurt. After a while, I felt a bit better.  
 
    For a long time after I had made their video, they didn’t interrogate me. I asked for something to read, a newspaper or a book, anything to pass the time. They refused.  
 
    Sometimes, I asked for a bottle of water. I would grip the bottle in my hands and stare at the label. At least it was something to read. 
 
    My daily routine had turned into one of daydreaming and reflection. I thought about a lot of things. I knew the confession video they made me do was a trick. After they threatened that it would be shown on television, I started to worry that if they did show it on television it could have a terrible effect on my reputation. How would they edit and use the video? I was worried people would think I had willingly denounced my friends and coworkers, given up easily. How would I explain myself, and even if I did explain would anyone believe me? Almost immediately, I feared the backlash of my forced confession.   
 
    The boredom was so bad that at times I would find myself counting the number of tiles in the floor or trying to eavesdrop on the guards’ conversation. Once a guard played some Buddhist mantras on his phone. I was so happy to suddenly have something that took me away from the detention center. I became very aware of myself listening to and remembering the content of the mantras. Even after the guard went away, I was left thinking about the meaning of those Buddhist words, and the irony of someone like that, in a place like this, listening to them. 
 
    One day, without any reasonable explanation, interrogator Yao suddenly came into my room. He ordered the guards to search me. They forced me to strip, checked my clothes, and made sure I wasn’t hiding anything on my body. Then, without saying anything, they had me put my clothes back on. There was no explanation.  
 
    After the video confession, they started allowing me to shower, but the bathroom was covered with cameras monitoring me and I could hear the guards in the other room talking about me while they watched. The humiliation was constant.  
 
    My guards told me that my treatment was much better than the other “709” lawyers; at least I wasn’t subjected to the “dangling chair” [See Xie Yang, Chapter 7] They may not have tortured me physically as they did the others, but in nearly a month of secret detention I wasn’t really allowed to sleep at all. This was why my body was so weak after I was released.  
 
    In the last five days before they let me go, they started to interrogate me again, and frequently. They prepared some papers for me to sign, forcing my fingerprints onto my confession.  
 
    Before I was finally released, they asked me if I had a guarantor. I realized they were planning to release me on bail, a thought that hadn’t previously crossed my mind. I gave them my parents’ contact details. After some time, my parents and Chengdu State Security arrived to take me back. I was not allowed to return to Beijing. 
 
    Even after they released me from RSDL, I wasn’t completely free. Beijing State Security continued to harass me. They would come to Chengdu every few months, sometimes with one of my interrogators. Each time they came, I can’t describe how horrible I felt. I didn’t want to meet them, or think about them, but I had to do as they ordered. Chengdu police did as their superiors in State Security commanded. Generally, they weren’t too bad but for an entire year I was required to ask for their permission if I wanted to leave Chengdu for any reason. As a human rights lawyer who was used to taking cases around the country, this had the duel effect of cutting me off from my livelihood and closing another door of access to justice for victims who I might otherwise have defended or advised.  
 
    These are some of my memories from when the state disappeared me. 
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    Swedish citizen Peter Dahlin is one of the growing numbers of foreigners China has disappeared into RSDL. He continues to support rule of law in China via his Spain-based NGO Safeguard Defenders. 
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    They attached the electrodes to my fingers, one by one. They fixed two small cameras pointing directly at my pupils. A technician calibrated the machines that sat a short distance in front of me. Mr. Yang, who was playing his usual role of “good cop” was there, and so was a man I later learned might be called Mr. Liu, who was playing “bad cop.”  
 
    Earlier in the day, Mr. Yang had entered my cell. I had been expecting another five to six hour interrogation session. Instead, he asked mildly if I would like to partake in a “psychological test” aimed at “enhancing our communication.” Eager for something new, I said fine. Afterwards, I was taken into the interrogation room across the hall from my cell. It didn't take long to realize that this so-called psychological test was in fact a lie detector test. As with the video “confession” they asked for a few days later, they had anticipated my cooperation, and everything had already been set up before I walked into the room. 
 
    As they were strapping the electrodes to my fingers, I sat there thinking about what had happened a few nights earlier. During one of my regular interrogation sessions they had sprung a document on me. A surprise: an internal review document of our work with the National Endowment for Democracy (NED). Intended for NED board members only, this was the kind of document not even we, as a grantee, would have seen. A sloppy handwritten translation into Chinese was attached to the document they showed me. 
 
    Until that point, I thought they had come around to believing I was being forthcoming with them. Although the NED document they presented didn’t actually counter anything I had said earlier, it certainly added details to our work, details I had tried to avoid sharing. Perhaps seeing it had woken them up, alerted them to the fact that I may have been holding back. They must have assumed a lie detector test could break through the barrier. I had never heard of anyone else being given a lie detector test, although I later learned that they did threaten my girlfriend with one. 
 
    It wasn’t just me. Altogether five people I had been working with had been taken in, over a few weeks, through the same operation, spanning several provinces. This was serious, although not entirely surprising. In fact, I had been expecting something like this. I had just been a little too slow.  
 
    For more than a week before I was taken, I had been scrubbing my phones and memory cards, making digital copies of documents and receipts, spending what felt like days on end hunched over the paper shredder. If I was going to be taken, I wanted to make sure any material lying around didn’t incriminate me, provide evidence, or lead the police to staff or partners. I had a plan. Late at night, I snuck out of my small home in Beijing, with shredded papers stuffed in a sports bag, and wound my way through the labyrinth of small alleys, stopping at various trashcans where I scattered the shredded papers, making sure to evade the myriad of cameras that line the streets of the capital. 
 
    I had booked a flight out of China to meet my parents, just another trip to Thailand as I had made many times before. In the last few days before the raid, as pressure was mounting, my girlfriend, Jinling [Chapter 9], and I had decided to change the plan. This time, I would not be coming back to China.  
 
    Jinling would quit her job and prepare to join me outside China a month later, or so we planned. I had packed my bags, but started re-packing, distracted by the uncertainty of what to bring when fleeing a country I had lived in for almost a decade.  
 
    It had sounded like such a good plan, in my mind, but how it had unraveled, I thought as I was sitting there strapped into a tiger chair [a chair with ankle and wrist clamps, with a board placed tightly over your lap, often used as a torture device] being prepped for a lie detector test. Until the moment the police, or rather, state security, arrived, I had thought I was one step ahead. I had thought I would be okay if I left China unexpectedly and had moved my scheduled flight to Thailand about 36 hours earlier than originally booked. But, as it turned out, they were well aware of this.  
 
    I was in bed with my girlfriend, spending our last few hours together before I had to leave, when, at around 10 at night, we were startled by a sharp knock on the door. 
 
    My first thought was that it must be some late evening delivery, but I soon realized that was not possible. I opened the door in my underwear, greeting the authorities and their assembled cameras with a faux sense of calm and surprise, boosted by the hope that the Xanax pill I had popped on my way to greet them would soon take effect. Working and living under the threat of detention, arrest, or imprisonment for many years had already taken its toll on my mental health. Severe anxiety had become a constant reminder of that reality and I had long since taken to keeping, but rarely using, Xanax when things got bad. But they had never gotten this bad.  
 
    The lie detector test was their last hope to puncture the story I had been repeating over and over the previous couple of weeks of interrogations. If they were going to force me to say more, they needed to find a lie, a contradiction, in my story. They failed.  
 
    The test went on for most of the evening. The questions themselves were largely the same that they had been asking me for weeks, coupled with control questions to test the machine. They asked what our NGO did. They asked about our relationship with the Feng Rui Law Firm, which was at the center of the “war on lawyers” campaign. As always, they focused on Wang Quanzhang, the human rights lawyer and my old friend, as well as asking about Xing Qingxian, a barefoot lawyer from southwestern China and Su Changlan, a brave woman in southern China who had been organizing support activities in the mainland for Hong Kong’s Occupy Central [pro-democracy] movement.  
 
    The sweat on my fingertips required many repeats and restarts. I told them that I sweat a lot when I am anxious. As always in interrogations, it became about parrying their attempts to misinterpret my answers to their advantage. In the end, the session did not seem to have yielded any success for them. They had failed at uncovering any contradictions in my testimony. I had defeated a lie detector test. I couldn’t hold back the feeling that by extension I had defeated them. The test itself, my answers, and their interpretations of them were never mentioned again.  
 
    My first line of defense was never meant to last, that I was a trust-fund kid who occasionally did some work for the family business in China. They had enough evidence to know my actual work and my role in the NGO I had co-founded. There was a plan. With friends and partners having been through interrogations, kidnappings, detentions, and torture, I had learned plenty about how the state operates. Reading numerous published accounts on interrogations had helped too. There were red lines that couldn't be crossed, there were standard methods used, and knowledge of this was of great help. I had avidly read these accounts and often encouraged grassroots partners to do the same, to be prepared if they were ever detained. Of course, I am a foreigner, and not only that, a foreigner from a western country, and with a white face. I never assumed that physical torture would be part of anything they would use against me—unlike most of my Chinese friends and colleagues. I knew any treatment used against me would be mild in comparison to what Chinese activists would face.   
 
    Adding another layer of physical protection, the fact that I had a very rare, and dangerous, autoimmune disease, Addison’s, actually played to my advantage for the first time in my life. Because any extreme physical or mental stress could trigger an adrenal failure, leading to a coma or death, they knew they had to be cautious.  
 
    They didn’t want a dead foreigner on their hands. 
 
    Why had they decided to take me when they did? State security had attempted to plant a mole in our organization back in 2013. Provincial police and state security had raided and shut down numerous activities we had organized over the years. Partners had been detained, interrogated, and my name had come up when they had questioned human rights lawyers or partners before. Some had even gone on to prison knowing my name. So why had they come for me when they did?   
 
      
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    Wang Quanzhang, a human rights lawyer, was the co-founder of the NGO I ran. My interrogators asked me a lot of questions about Wang. We had worked together as far back as 2008, and over the years we had collaborated with many of the lawyers taken in the “709 Crackdown.” But Wang and I had professionally parted ways before the crackdown began, having largely stopped working together in 2014. Wang was taken long before me, in August 2015. After I was released, I found out that during my time under Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location (RSDL), my old friend had been transferred out of his RSDL and into criminal detention but that hadn’t ended his disappearance. Almost the first news of Wang came three and a half years after 709 in December 2018, when Wang was put on secret trial. Until then, there were some who even feared he had been killed. And it wasn’t until June 2019, almost four years after he had first gone missing, that his wife and young son were able to see him during a short prison visit. She wrote that he looked destroyed, physically and mentally. A distressing outcome that is shared by several of his fellow lawyers—Li Heping and Li Chunfu—following their harrowing RSDL experiences.  
 
    Su Changlan had been in detention a long time by the time I was taken. It was true she had worked for us, as we had supported her to run a one-woman legal aid center, offering pro-bono legal counsel to victims in southern China. But our work together had ended before the Occupy Central Movement began, and we had no relationship with her concerning her work with that movement. But it didn’t stop my interrogators from demanding information from me on Su and the democracy movement in Hong Kong. 
 
    A few months before I was taken, Xing Qingxian, along with Tang Zhishun [Chapter 11], had been detained in Myanmar trying to smuggle the son of lawyer Wang Yu [Chapter 3] out of the country, to Bangkok, and onwards to the United States. Both had been in RSDL for months before I was taken. I hadn’t even been in the country at the time, in October 2015, returning only two days after they had been disappeared inside Myanmar. The situation didn’t look good, obviously, but I wasn't even aware of the efforts to help Wang’s son escape. I had only read about it in the news like everyone else. It didn’t matter how many times I explained it, state security was convinced that I was the mastermind behind the plan. Yes, my NGO had worked with Xing in the past but that had stopped some time earlier. Like Su, we had supported Xing run a legal aid center. He was the only one of our extended local staff that I had communicated with directly, in breach of our security protocol, which usually saw several layers of communication between the core staff and our local partners. This was done to protect everyone involved, but had not been followed for Xing. Xing knew I was a foreigner, he knew my first name, and one of my email addresses. It was enough for the police to piece things together.  
 
      
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    In the end, who told the police about me, and why, I don’t know for sure, and frankly I don't care. Whoever it was had to take steps to protect themselves, and as a foreigner, I was in a far better position. But this hadn’t stopped state security from trying to convince me that everyone had tried to sell me out – especially colleagues taken at the same time as me, and, I assumed, might be sitting somewhere in the same facility as I was. They showed evidence that this or that person was blaming me. Pretending to have my best interests at heart, my interrogators told me I had to protect myself and denounce those who were accusing me, or else I would take the fall all by myself. 
 
    My “crime” had a minimum sentence of five years in prison, and with my medical condition, they made it clear, there was little chance of surviving. Which is true. The problem was they picked the wrong people to claim were my accusers. They were trying to play the blame game with individuals I consider the best people I have ever met. This is especially true of a man named “Xing,” who appears with me in the CCTV-aired “confession” video they later made me record [this is a different Xing to Xing Qingxian referred to above]. Xing, a local farmer turned self-taught barefoot lawyer, is perhaps the most good-hearted man I’ve ever met. I have yet to meet a man who I respect as much as him, for his pure moral code. I could say nothing other than he and the others were the best China has to offer, and the government should be proud of them, not persecute them. I refused to sell them out, and my interrogators stopped trying.  
 
    As they say in politics, never lie about things people will find out about anyway. The fact that most of what I said was true also made my plan more effective. I kept at it, and spent my time painting a frame without much content. What was my role in the NGO? I was an administrator, never involved in any field activities, my white face and limited Chinese language skills made it impossible to be anything more. Luckily, Michael Caster, the only other foreigner in the NGO, was out of the country and safe. I used him. He was the one handling outreach, which was true. Questions about what journalists we knew, what diplomats we worked with, or other NGOs and rights defenders, that was all Michael’s domain, I explained. Of course, I also knew some of the journalists or diplomats we had communicated with in Beijing, but again I focused on portraying a fuzzy picture without detail.  
 
    Who are the Chinese staff? I said they were merely contractors. Documents they had might have shown them as staff, but in reality, I explained, we only paid them for specific work on individual projects. They couldn’t possibly know much about the organization, as they were only involved in individual projects and activities. My frame was too wide and empty, while my coworker’s information was far too detailed and specific about the smallest things. Combining the two could not give the authorities a full picture.  
 
    They had a general idea of our income, but I had to make them believe that much of the money we received from our donors never entered China, that it wasn't used for fieldwork inside the country. I had to make them believe that our work was as limited as possible, to diminish our impact, which was our perceived threat to the Party, to protect our staff. My idea worked by playing into the state’s own propaganda against foreigners. I told them, Michael and I used the organization’s savings for living a high life, keeping the money for ourselves. This accusation, that we were embezzling funds, would later become part of their smear campaign against the NGO and me, but it had come from me, to protect all our Chinese partners. Their limited understanding of strict policies on accounting, external audits, and the reality of international donor controls for the funds they provide made it an effective lie.  
 
    All in all, many local partners around the country never knew Michael or me. Even though Michael had actually visited many of our field activities over the years, he would sometimes use a pseudonym when introducing himself to barefoot lawyers or grassroots rights defenders and never identified the organization name behind whatever project or activity they were participating in. We attempted, as much as possible, to ensure that communication between field partners and those in Beijing went through intermediaries, in different cells around the country. Almost no one actually knew everyone else. Only two people ever knew about all of our activities, donors, staff and partners—Michael and I.  
 
    Despite cleaning most of the hard drives and USBs, and using encryption on work document storage, passwords to which they never got from me, they still got information. Almost every day, sometimes twice, they would walk in with some new printed material. Limited access to a coworker’s email showed the instructions I had sent out on the day I was taken, instructions to destroy evidence. They would show me summaries of what they had gotten from others, to make me believe that people were talking voluntarily. Most threatening, however, was the use of file recovery programs. They would find and recover random documents, or parts of documents, from one of the hard drives they had confiscated from my apartment—some recent, some many years old. Every day had to be spent in preparation for what the next document they recovered might be. Basically, they could re-create documents that had been deleted long ago, or parts of them. Luckily most of what they got was not very useful, but the knowledge that the next day they could walk in with something, a budget, a project plan, a list of people, audit reports, or receipts, kept me on my toes. 
 
    Knowing new documents were forthcoming, along with the five to six hour-long interrogation sessions that often started in the evening, coupled with occasional sleep deprivation, made the whole process intense. It was a battle of intellects. I had to protect as much information as possible, while making sure never to directly lie, as the very next document could uncover any untruth. And if caught actually lying, everything would collapse. Looking back, it’s hard to imagine that I managed to keep my brain alert enough to be able to spin my interrogators in circles. During those sessions, every single brain cell was focused on this one task.  
 
      
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    During lulls in interrogation, I would carefully go over the experiences of the past few weeks, retracing forward and backward from the night they took me, and the days in between.  
 
    My experience in RSDL hadn’t started too badly. The morning after they had taken me, when I woke up, a bag of cold KFC was waiting for me on a table inside my cell. I was allowed to sit in one of the two comfortable chairs. Maybe it wasn't going to be so bad after all, I thought to myself. Later that evening, after 24 hours had passed, I was told what was to come.  
 
    That evening, they informed me I was being placed in “Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location.” I had a long list of rights read to me. These rights consisted of being allowed to ask for things, but not to get them. My suspected “crime” concerned national security. I had the right to ask for a lawyer, but I did not have the right to receive a lawyer. I had the right to meet Embassy personnel, but the authorities could make me wait as long as they wanted before allowing me to meet anyone from my Embassy. The law says you can be placed in RSDL for a maximum of six months and in reality a great many instances last the full six months. At the time, there was no doubt in my mind that I too would spend six months in this cell.  
 
    The two comfortable chairs in my cell were usually taken up by teams of two guards. In six-hour shifts, 24 hours a day, they would sit there, staring at me, taking notes on any little thing, but not speaking.  
 
    After the first two or three days, the mind games in this suicide-padded cell would begin. Tactics straight from old U.S. cop movies. They covered the two windows with heavy curtains, blocking all light. Large intimidating groups would enter the room abruptly, surround me menacingly and then leave; once in the middle of the night. Later they would put some tape over the thermometer reader by the door. I could never figure out the purpose of that.  
 
    By my first weekend, I heard sounds of slamming and screeching from the floor above that went on in regular intervals all night. There would be no sleep under these conditions. Silence would last for 10 or 15 minutes, no longer, until the noise started again. This, I took it, was an indirect form of sleep deprivation. By then, they had already subjected me to sleep deprivation in a more direct form. Earlier, they had refused to let me sleep unless I wrote down some information for them. After midnight I had requested to speak with their boss, an older woman, and told her about China’s ratification of the Convention Against Torture, arguing this behavior was by definition a form of torture. She was furious. Had I no respect? They were treating me so nicely, she yelled. In the end, rather than directly subject me to sleep deprivation, they would use slamming, screeching and loud noises from upstairs to keep me awake, to break me down.  
 
    During this time, the “bad cop” was intimidating and aggressive in an effort to try and get what he wanted. He often shouted and got angry. It was his way to get me to write down the “evidence” they wanted, but I refused, saying that I would not write anything until I had seen someone from my Embassy. After that, and the shouting match with the superior about sleep deprivation, the “bad cop” took a back seat, and the “good cop” handled most of the interrogations, trying a different tactic. I think there were about 10 days in a row when I didn’t see any sunlight, just the fluorescent overhead lights that were on 24/7. They were always on, but during those days, the bulb right over the bed would be kept on as well, not just the bulbs in the other parts of the cell. 
 
    The worst of the treatment had ended by the time I was hooked up to the lie detector test.  
 
      
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    Sitting there, strapped in for the lie detector test, another issue occupied my mind. Several years earlier, when I was living with my former girlfriend, I had been using part of my apartment as an office and she had also assisted with some minor translation work. Because of this, despite no direct involvement, she had met many of China’s premier human rights lawyers and rights defenders. We had not only had a very long list of lawyers, journalists and rights defenders visiting the apartment for work but had also hosted many of them for social events.  
 
    I introduced Wang Quanzhang to Scandinavian Christmas at our house, having him over for Christmas dinners twice and Xing, the farmer-turned-activist, had been introduced to Thanksgiving at our apartment. He had even cut the turkey. It was impossible the police didn't know of this place, and thus about my ex-girlfriend. We had remained friends after breaking up and so I knew she had been traveling out of the country when I was taken but I also knew she was scheduled to return, by my calculations that would be around the time of that lie detector test. I had become increasingly worried they would take her too. I spent many free moments trying to think if there was somehow a way to get a message to her, but of course it was futile. After I was released, I found out I had spent sleepless nights for nothing. She hadn’t had any trouble.  
 
    At times, they would move me out of my cell and put me in the tiger chair. I would hear a large group of people entering my cell, moving things around by the sound of it. Some 20 or 30 minutes later I would be taken back. Were they reorganizing my cell to make it look good for an Embassy visit? In the end, it turned out not to be the case. Were they doing the same for visits by the prosecutor, who is supposed to supervise those inside RSDL to make sure no torture is ongoing? I still have no answer what this was about. There was a TV cable outlet in the wall. Did they install a TV and nice chair, for the prosecutor’s weekly oversight visit? Did the prosecutor even visit at all? I don’t know. The month after my release, a new regulation came out stipulating that yes, weekly visits by the prosecutor’s office can happen, if they so request, to prevent abuse and torture, but even if they attempt to do so, which seems unlikely, police can claim such a visit might hinder the investigation and thus refuse it. In the end, like most of Chinese law, the regulation is not worth the paper it’s written on. 
 
    As the formal interrogation sessions dwindled after the first two weeks, Yang’s visits to my cell in the afternoons or evenings increased. I thought of them as “fireside chats,” cozy and informal talks, but without any actual fireplace of course. There were more philosophical discussions. He would tell the guards to bring cigarettes and let me smoke. Bland Nescafe was given. He was working hard to find a good solution; he was on my side, he explained. He wanted me out, the better for both of us. This was another tactic to create a sense of dependency. With him visiting, the curtains could be pulled open, allowing sunlight in. I could smoke; have a coffee. They wanted me to look forward to his visits. One time, he told me he was going to court to argue my case. Even more surprisingly, he asked if I wanted him to pick up some meatballs for dinner at the IKEA store. We settled on him getting me a real coffee from Starbucks, and a sandwich. But I was less lucky when it came to other requests.  
 
    Books or things to read were never given. I was to suffer from a lack of distractions. I would spend the days trying to remember the lyrics to a lot of songs, especially Bob Dylan’s Love minus zero / no limit. Anything to distract my mind; to avoid thinking about the same things over and over and over. Looking into the blue-grayish suicide padding, each minute would feel like an hour, part of the tactics of secret detention. After the interrogations dwindled, my treatment had improved, but life became harder. No stimulation other than our brief, occasional “fireside chats,” fried my mind. At least when they were interrogating me there was something to break up the monotony. Each memory would be processed ten times over. Every romantic experience, every friendship, every Christmas, and more, was analyzed in my head over and over and over. Planning an escape became a recurring thought, but it was impossible. Thinking of suicide became a recurring thought too, but that was just as impossible. It was never a real consideration, but analyzing if it was even possible went on, and I would test scenarios in my head, but none of the ways I dreamt up would have worked. The cell, the guard rotation, the guard dogs in the courtyard outside, it was all too well set up.  Even the toilet seat was padded. There was no way out. Even if I asked for some water, meaning one guard would leave temporarily to get it, or get lunch or dinner, which was eaten on my narrow bed, the remaining guard would hand his key to the other guard. There was no way out, neither through escape or suicide. 
 
    I had seen the occasional story in expat magazines about Dongcheng District Detention Center Number 2. It was the place foreigners were placed in pre-trial detention. It has a special wing for foreign inmates. Stories would range from depressing accounts of life inside to “feel good” stories about charitable organizations holding Christmas dinners and similar activities there. Six months in RSDL would, without a doubt, I thought, be followed by 12 to 18 months in pre-trial detention. Any diplomatic solution, I assumed, for example, medical parole, would be considered by the time of my trial but not before. I was in for the long game, I was sure. The idea of being allowed one hour outside for exercise, which is usually allowed in detention centers, seemed like a dream compared to being cooped up in RSDL. Books could be borrowed and read. You could talk with other inmates. Could I somehow speed up the process of being moved, instead of wasting away in solitary confinement under RSDL? At this point I would have read the phone book had I had the option. 
 
    This daydream, and thoughts about longer-term placement in prison, became something to hang on to. Would I be allowed visitors in prison and would I see Jinling? I went over the same conversation with her over and over again, switching between telling her I desperately needed her visits to sustain me, to telling her that she needed to move on, that she couldn't waste her entire youth waiting maybe ten years for me to be released. 
 
    Contradictions. So many thoughts would come and go, and often contradict each other. While daydreaming about Jinling and life in prison, I would also be well aware that it was never going to happen. I would be dead before then. My medical condition would see to that, no matter how much hospital care they might provide. It was a matter of when, not if. Could I last a year, maybe two? Strangely enough, it didn't worry me as much as I thought it would, maybe because it never seemed real.   
 
    Luckily, such recurring daydreams were interrupted when more interrogations were demanded. A formal deposition followed very late one night, after about two weeks of daily or nightly interrogations. It summarized all that had been said before. As always, they wanted to misinterpret my words. Placing words in my mouth. Wang Quanzhang should be called a criminal. It was a constant back and forth, and I refused. How can someone be a criminal if they have not been convicted of any criminal act? The next day Yang came back. My written, re-written and re-written again confession was not strong enough for the panel of judges to take a decision on my situation. Medical parole, for diplomatic reasons, was the best way forward. He needed my help. Let’s record a video that we can show the judges, he said. I agreed.   
 
      
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    The answers and questions had been prepared for me and written down. All I had to do was act it out, with an appropriate demeanor. Some lines were taken from a meme, such as, “I have hurt the feelings of the Chinese people.” Once taken across the hall to the meeting room, next to the interrogation room, in the secure wing that was my area of the secret prison, it became clear that this was no recorded message for a panel of judges. It was theater for public propaganda. A CCTV “reporter” would play out the act with me. The making of the video took one evening, and the only point of contention was again calling certain people criminals. I refused. They eventually relented. I could also be vague on the point of criminal activities, and not directly say that my work activities had been criminal. The last thing they wanted was for me to actually say what my NGO had been doing, because most people certainly would have thought the work was good and not illegal. So they wanted everything kept vague.  
 
    It would be a long time before I actually saw the video myself, but it didn't take long after my release to realize they had used it to scaremonger foreigners, foreign NGOs, and their supporters. 
 
    Not long after recording the “confession,” I was told that I was to be allowed to see my girlfriend. It had always been made clear that her case would not get a resolution unless mine did. I became certain I was to be deported. The same day, or maybe the next day, I was taken to the interrogation room and told I was indeed going to be deported—be it in days, weeks or more, they couldn't say. My first tears appeared in my eyes as they told me Jinling would be released, and all her charges dropped. She would be free.   
 
    The next day we were allowed to meet in the same meeting room where they had made the forced TV confession. We had both been told to put on our regular clothing, just like I had for my earlier CCTV recording. Her hair was standing out in all directions, looking like a witch. Despite that, she had never looked more beautiful to me. The translator used a handheld camera to record the whole thing, with Liu, the “bad cop,” monitoring. A hug was allowed, but not a kiss. Not that we paid attention. Liu had to tell us to stop kissing. After all this, was our plan still on? It had already been decided we would leave China, both of us, together. Being much stronger than I will ever be, she hadn’t been swayed. Yes, our plan was still on. State security’s attempt to sway her had failed. Later I learned that they had told her that I had paid my ex-girlfriend to be my mistress; that I had children and a family outside of China; that I was a bad influence; and, she should think of her motherland. They had tried it all. The next 30 minutes was spent making practical arrangements. She would be allowed to pack a small bag of things from my house for me to take with me.  
 
      
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    The interrogations of the first two weeks, and later solitary monotony, were too intense for me to let down my guard at the time. I had to focus every brain cell on one single goal, to defeat my interrogators, to protect myself and my coworkers, and I had been on edge non-stop for three and a half weeks. Once I was out, I was bound to feel its effects.  
 
    It all unraveled in a hotel room in Copenhagen, when my brain finally allowed itself to wind down, and process what had happened to me. My deportation had been interesting, and the flight had had problems. It ended with an unplanned stop in Helsinki to change crew, and before arriving at Copenhagen to switch flights it was too late and I was put up in a hotel. That night, I didn’t want to do anything but sleep, but it all started coming apart. It didn’t end in Copenhagen.  
 
    For the next few months it got worse, step-by-step, with various symptoms. I would snap and get angry for nothing. I would feel trapped even just having conversations if I felt it was going on for too long, if it didn't get to the point fast enough. Standing in line in shops became intolerable, and panic attacks mounted in almost every situation where I felt I wasn't in complete control. Shaking and anxiety became part of life. Luckily, having worked to provide mental health support to rights defenders, and having many friends who had suffered post-traumatic stress disorder issues, I was able to identify what was going on, and in doing so eventually got a grip on the situation. I’d be lying if I said it’s all been made to go away, but after maybe six months, it had become manageable at least. 
 
     When Jinling and I had met in that room for the first time in weeks, I had asked her repeatedly if our plan to move to Southeast Asia was still on and although she had kept reassuring me, with tears in her eyes that made me believe it, we had no way of knowing if she would actually be allowed to leave the country. It is true that state security had told her they would not prevent her from leaving China, but there was no way to be sure, until she was off the flight and far from China. It would be more than a month before we could meet up, as I was sent back to Sweden, and had to spend some time recovering, and she had to return to her hometown to prepare to leave. In the end, they kept their word, and she was allowed to board a flight out of China.  
 
    Her departure was far less dramatic than my deportation. Much like when I was first taken, I was blindfolded and driven straight from the secret prison to the airport. Four intimidating men, all wearing what looked like martial arts clothing, took me. I was not allowed to speak except in the case of a medical emergency. They must have been enforcers. They looked more intimidating than anyone I’d ever seen. Other officers and police followed, five cars in total. We entered from the rear, and I was taken to a reception area. More police and cameras appeared as my deportation order was read out. I was to be deported under the Espionage Law. I was taken straight to the airplane in a little van, passing immigration at a special area used by visiting prime ministers, presidents, and high-level dignitaries. Liu and the female boss with whom I had argued about torture weeks before followed me to the door of the airplane. We shook hands and I said goodbye.  
 
    “Well, I can’t say it was a fun experience, but at least it was a very interesting one.”  
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    Pan Jinling was disappeared into RSDL simply because her boyfriend Peter Dahlin was helping human rights lawyers in China. 
 
    Image source: Pan Jinling 
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    On the day they finally came to take us, my boyfriend had already been extremely anxious for several days. I knew he had been working in human rights for a long time, and under a lot of pressure for a long time. He often referred to his anxiety as an “occupational disease.” But on this day it was far worse than usual.  
 
    He had known for the past few days that his name was being mentioned to security agents at interrogations with rights lawyers he knew, and he had started destroying documents and papers. He had decided to leave China as soon as possible. Depending on how things developed, he wasn’t sure if he’d ever be able to return.  
 
    It was a weekend, a Sunday I think, and I wanted to give him some space to deal with all the things he had to manage. I decided to go out for some fresh air.   
 
    Of course, I knew he worked on human rights issues, and that he had a lot of contact with lawyers around China. I also knew that this was not a very safe thing to be involved with in China, but I never thought any real danger would come from it; after all he was just helping Chinese lawyers use Chinese law. Still, he never told me very much about his work, never any details, so I didn’t know much. Now, as I think back, I realize this secrecy was a way for him to protect me. In this way, in case anything happened, I would just be a nobody to the police. It was a good thing.  
 
    After leaving his house, I rode my bicycle to the third ring road and went to a movie. I found a huge supermarket, stocked with the kinds of imported goods you can’t find in a regular supermarket in Beijing. I wanted to get some things to make a nice dinner, using a favorite recipe from his mom.  
 
    After I left the market, I couldn’t find my bicycle. I spent 10 minutes looking around outside the building where the other bicycles were but eventually gave up. I didn’t want to waste any more time. As I got into a taxi, arms full of groceries for our dinner, without knowing why, I suddenly had a strange premonition. I shook it off and gave the driver our address. 
 
    Considering what would happen that evening, and knowing that I had been followed around for the previous few days, I now wonder if the police had anything to do with my missing bicycle. Had they taken it?  
 
    Once I got back, Peter told me he had changed his flight and was planning to leave that night. My thoughts swung between thinking he was overreacting and feeling a creeping sense of concern. My stomach tightened thinking about the strange premonition of my bicycle being stolen and the meaning it could portend.  
 
    The early evening was spent with him packing and finalizing data transfers and other computer issues, while I busied myself in the kitchen with his mom’s recipe for creamy chicken pasta.   
 
    The air was heavy with concern and the later it got the more seriously I took the situation. I kept thinking, “What if he can never return, will we live together outside China?” In imagining the possibility of a life together in another country, I also wondered about my own work. What never entered my mind, not even as a flicker, was that I might also be detained or taken.   
 
    After dinner and when packing was finished, there were a few hours left before he had to leave for the airport, and maybe part with a city he had lived in for all these years, with all his friends, with no chance to say goodbye, or have a last stroll through the hutongs he loved so much. While we worried about his rushed departure, we still had no way of seeing what was coming. 
 
    We were snuggling together in bed, thinking about arrangements for our two cats, how I should quit my job, and what to do with his house. Where were we going to meet? And live? It felt like we had figured everything out, and I started to feel more relieved and our situation felt less dark. Suddenly, everything changed.   
 
    You can often feel extra sensitive when you are nervous. I heard footsteps outside. Then, there was a loud knocking on the door, a thunderous clatter that shook us from the bed and made our hearts skip a beat. I couldn’t help but think, “Is this it? The thing we have been dreading, is it actually happening right now?”  
 
    Peter opened the door. He seemed so calm. People squeezed through the door like water rushing with the rising tide. I jolted up in bed, wearing my sleeping clothes. My heart was racing but I had to tell myself to remain calm.  
 
    A dozen or more policemen streamed into the house. Someone had a video camera, and was recording the whole process. They must have really been planning this. I only later learned they were not regular police, but State Security.  
 
    We were told to change into normal clothing. I was surprised by how formal they were, presenting everything in accordance with the law. But how could this whole thing be in accordance with the law?  
 
    They read the detention notice, one for each of us. They presented warrants to search both of us, and the house. When they shouted out my name on the detention notice, it was so surreal to hear my full name called out by the police in this fashion, like they were talking about someone else. I wasn’t myself; it was such a shock. I was being detained on suspicion of criminal activities endangering state security. I felt numb.  
 
    How did they know my name? Had they followed me, put me under surveillance? I had never noticed anything, and why would I? Why would I have thought I was being followed? Why would they follow me? My mind emptied itself of all thoughts and I was left standing in shock.  
 
    I knew Peter had planned ahead in case this ever happened to him. He had role played and practiced and studied accounts of other rights defenders so he could be better prepared in case the police came for him. Of course, we had never discussed it and I had no idea what to do, how to handle it, or what to expect. Peter remained calm, which at least gave me some comfort. I summoned all my strength. After all, I had done nothing wrong.  
 
    They wanted me to sign the warrants. Peter reminded me to make sure I fully understood any paperwork I was asked to sign before doing so. They were going to take me away now, they said. What was the point in signing the document? I was so confused. But I assumed being stubborn wouldn't help. I signed it after a few minutes. They confiscated my phone and a few other things and asked me again to sign a document confirming the confiscated items. I felt like I was being cut off from the world.   
 
    As they led me outside, they told me there was no need to take my bag or anything else. We are just going to ask a few questions, they said. A few female officers took me to a car in the small alley outside the house. They tried to blindfold me but I refused and they gave up.   
 
    Half an hour, one hour, an hour and a half, time dragged on as we sat in the car waiting, still parked, immobile. The officers were in the car with me. The women, in their 40s, looked like any other stranger you see on the street. One of the two officers sitting on either side of me in the back fell asleep. What were we waiting for? Nobody said a word. Questions raced through my head at a pace only rivaled by my speeding heart.  
 
    A kind looking man from the neighborhood came up to the car and asked about my boyfriend’s flight situation. Are they taking him to the airport? Strange, I thought.  
 
    Somehow, perhaps as the initial shock wore off, I fell asleep after maybe two hours of waiting in the stationary vehicle. When I woke up, the car was moving, and I realized we were part of a convoy of four or five cars moving together. I looked out of the tinted windows, through the dark Beijing night, searching the other cars, and was somewhat comforted thinking my boyfriend should be inside one of them.    
 
    It seemed like the cars were just driving in circles, maybe to make it harder for us to follow where they were taking us. Was it to one of the notorious Black Jails or a secret hotel? Was I just being used to trick my boyfriend or was my life going to end this way?   
 
    The place where I was taken was far outside of the city center, a building with four floors. We arrived. It felt like a scene from a mafia movie. As the gate opened, the camera team was already there, recording us as the car stopped. Then they changed and focused on another arriving car. I quietly sighed in relief, thinking that must be my boyfriend.  
 
    Four or five people took me to the third floor in an elevator. I was led into an interrogation room and put into a wooden chair. A board was locked over my legs. I couldn’t move. There were heavy chains on the floor that I assumed were used to shackle people’s ankles. Thankfully they didn’t use them on me. The small red light on the camera in front of me indicated it was recording. There was a long table opposite me where the interrogator sat.  
 
    The interrogator told me they just wanted to ask me some questions and that I would be fine; hard to believe when I was strapped inside a chair that seemed more like a medieval torture device.   
 
    Since I had my own, regular job, and had nothing to do with my boyfriend’s human rights work they must have just taken me to ask about him. I was shocked that they would take away my freedom, and treat me like a criminal, just to ask questions about my boyfriend. I stubbornly remained silent, thinking the less I spoke, the less chance I would have to make a mistake or risk my boyfriend’s safety. I had no idea what to say or not to say to help him but I figured silence wouldn’t hurt.   
 
    I asked several times to call a colleague to explain that I would be absent from work the next day but my captors refused. I innocently pleaded that if I just disappeared my coworkers would start looking for me. They would go to the police. Wouldn’t this cause trouble for you? I foolishly asked my interrogator. He made it clear that was not a problem; the police are their people. At that moment, I realized how naïve I had been about my own government, and how helpless I was in reality.  
 
    That night I didn’t speak with them, but was made to sit, restrained, in the chair until 3 or 4 in the morning. They told me to rest, but that if I didn’t speak it would just waste my time. After the first 24 hours, they said they could change my detention to Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location (RSDL) and keep me for six months! I was vaguely aware that 24 hours was a time limit for something, but that was about all I knew.  
 
    I was transferred to a room opposite the interrogation room. The entire room was padded. I assumed that was to make it impossible to commit suicide. I was too tired and fell asleep on the small bed in the corner.  While sleeping, I half-dreamed I heard someone in high heels loudly stomping around in the corridor, my door opening and closing, and the high-heeled woman coming into my room to watch me.    
 
    The following evening they brought me back into the interrogation room. The first 24 hours had come and gone. They read an official declaration that I was being placed in RSDL. I was made to sign another paper. For a second, I wondered what would happen if I refused to sign. 
 
    Based on the name, Residential Surveillance, I thought at first it meant I was to be taken to my house, and just kept under house arrest. Little did I know that RSDL really means being put in a prison, the only difference being that an RSDL prison is secret and cut off from the world.   
 
    I was shown a paper about my rights and responsibilities. I asked about my right to hire a lawyer but was told that my case was an exception and that I was not allowed legal representation, nor was I to be allowed any form of communication with the outside world.  
 
    They did ask for my family’s phone number, so they could notify them, but I would not be allowed to speak with them. My future looked very dark.  
 
    “I didn't do anything against the law,” I found myself repeating constantly throughout my many interrogations. But each time they scoffed, “If you didn't do anything against the law, then why are you here?”  
 
    On the third day they brought me an orange-colored prison vest and told me to put it on. I felt a strong sense of shame—this is the kind of thing criminals wear. I am not a criminal. I assumed they wanted me to wear it as a way of breaking down my resistance, for my lack of cooperation.   
 
    I was very angry, and told them, “I will not wear it. I am not a criminal!” They tried a few more times, but eventually gave up after sending some messages on their phones.    
 
    Three or four days into my captivity, a woman, it seemed she was ranked higher than the others, came into my cell and told me I had no choice in the matter. I had to wear the orange vest and I had to wear it for another interrogation session that was going to start, she instructed matter-of-factly.  
 
    The interrogator was something of a “good cop.” He didn’t necessarily threaten me, just attempted simple mind games that didn’t have much of an effect on me. He showed some receipts that my boyfriend had paid his ex-girlfriend, telling me that he was having an affair with her. He even showed me a photo of a baby he claimed they found in his wallet, saying he had a family outside China. I knew they were just trying to defame him, and didn't argue or disagree, choosing silence as my strategy. The whole thing just made it so clear to me what they were trying to achieve, but it had the opposite effect they were after. I would not betray him. 
 
    On the fourth day, the interrogation team changed. Another two plainclothes officers came in. They were far more imposing. Exuding power, the male interrogator lit a cigarette while his female counterpart stared me down with narrow, probing eyes. Their combined energy was tough. I realized they were probably going to be the “bad cops.” I worried that they might torture me.  
 
    They worked well together, shouting at me, threatening me, and telling me how serious my situation was. They read the law I was supposed to have broken, a crime they said carries from five years to life behind bars.  
 
    They told me my boyfriend had placed all responsibility on me—I knew this wasn’t true. By warning me that I could be named as the mastermind they could threaten me with serious consequences if I didn't defend myself, that is, I should accuse my boyfriend to save myself. I remembered hearing somewhere that this is called the prisoner’s dilemma.    
 
    The female officer made fun of me, attacking me for my disheveled appearance and trying other ways to shame me into cooperating. As I was restrained and surrounded, she could have probably said anything for this kind of verbal attack to have an emotional impact. But it didn’t change the fact that I knew nothing. But they didn’t want honesty, just a confession. 
 
    By the end of the interrogation session, my refusal to lie only enraged them. As the male interrogator left, he slammed the door with such force that I jolted in my restraints. They left me there, with a guard. It was very late by then.  
 
    I realized they were going to leave me there, strapped into the wooden chair all night. After some time, I was feeling exhausted but no sooner had I closed my eyes than the guard screamed into my face. I was shocked. The room had been quiet and for one second I had escaped behind closed eyes but the force of her violent outburst pulled me right back. Her face was even with mine. The room grew quiet again, and time passed in silence. Again, I felt myself nodding off, but as soon as my eyes were barely closed the guard was right there in my face screaming. This was how I passed the night, deprived of sleep. It was horrible.  
 
    That night, one sentence kept bouncing around in my head. They had told me, “You don’t have to say what your boyfriend did, just say what you did.” After being forced to keep my eyes open until morning, I told the guard to call in the interrogator. I would talk about myself, but they could not force me to say anything about my boyfriend. She agreed, and finally let me sleep.  
 
    After agreeing to speak about myself, I was handed back to the “good cop” team. A trick of course, and I knew it, but an effective tactic.   
 
    I was under watch 24 hours a day, every day. More than a dozen people would take turns, two at a time. They sat inside my cell and stared at me, taking notes on what I was doing, as if every small movement had to be recorded as evidence. So much attention.   
 
    I did some math; if each person was paid RMB 6,000 a month [~USD 1,000], and I was inside almost a month, the guards alone would have cost RMB 60,000 at least [~USD 10,000]. The cell was padded to prevent suicide, it had cameras, and the doors were always locked. What good were the guards? These guards, besides staring at me, also spent a lot of time with their phones just killing time, every day. There were several teams of interrogators, plus the facility itself, food, and everything else. I wasn’t even seriously thought of as a criminal, just bait really to lure my boyfriend into a trap, but all the money the government wasted on keeping me for a month, the people’s money. For what? To show their power and strength? But how powerful could they really be if I was seen as a threat? It made me smile a little inside.  
 
    Many of the guards seemed to be just students, or very young recruits, like simple country bumpkins.  
 
    There was an older woman who liked to chat and often spoke with the others when it was their turn to watch me. I realized this was just a job for her. She wasn’t a police officer but an ordinary citizen paid to monitor secret detainees with the same level of devotion as if she was a bank teller or a janitor. She spoke with a low voice, but in the small room I could hear her well. She spoke with the other guards about investments, about buying a house, other gossip. In my boredom I eavesdropped, but I guess they didn’t care. 
 
    There was another one; she was always aggressive. She would tell me she would throw away my food if I didn’t eat it quickly enough.    
 
    A young girl, who also looked like she had been plunked down in this place from the countryside, always shouted at me if I stayed too long in bed. She refused to allow me to take showers. She was so hateful.  
 
    Another older, scowling woman yelled at me and kept me from opening the curtains when I tried to let in some sunlight. Most of the time they kept the heavy curtains closed, the room illuminated by uncomfortable fluorescent lights day and night. The whole night. 
 
    Not all of my guards were mean. The older lady who liked to gossip sometimes asked what I wanted to eat, if I wanted a bigger portion, or some extra fruit. Sometimes, she would even bring me water without me having to ask for it. Despite the food remaining similar day in day out, I would finish everything, and came to enjoy mealtimes very much, except when dinner was only soggy, soupy noodles.   
 
    After a week and a half or so, when it seemed they believed they couldn't get any information from me—I really didn’t have anything to tell them anyway—the attitude of the guards seemed to change. Even the mean woman, who had thrown the vest at me, started behaving more nicely. She asked about my yoga practice, some of which I would do by my bed to pass time. After their change of tone, I was free to open the curtains and see sunlight as I pleased.   
 
    Another thing that changed was that now when they thought I was just the girlfriend of a human rights worker, not a human rights worker myself, they wanted to change my way of thinking, to convince me I was wasting my time with him.   
 
    They spent a lot of time defaming my boyfriend, telling me how important it is to be proud of being Chinese, to love the government, and not get involved in sensitive issues. They wasted even more time and money calling the local police in my hometown, who actually travelled all the way to Beijing to try and convince me that I was in the wrong, that my boyfriend was an anti-China force, and a spy. They had evidence of all of this, they claimed. His purpose was to destroy China and start a color revolution. I was Chinese; I could not support an outsider. I had to wonder how much of this they honestly believed or if they were just playing their parts.   
 
    This role especially fell to the female “good cop.” She would often come to have personal chats with me in my room, trying to convince me that it wasn’t worth protecting my boyfriend because he is an outsider. She tried to show real concern for me, as if she said these things because she wanted the best for me. All very convincing, but a trick nonetheless.  
 
    When it seemed like they had decided I wasn’t a criminal, and that I should be set free at some point, I let them play their games and pretended I was considering everything they said.  
 
    During the final two weeks, the male “good cop” became my main conversation partner. Towards the end of my 23 days in captivity, he told me my boyfriend was going to be deported, and that after that I would also be set free. Throughout the whole time, they continued to defame him. I didn’t care, and I didn’t argue. The only thing that meant anything to me was that both of us were going to get out of there. They could go on about him being a spy however much they wanted, as long as we were getting out. 
 
    After I knew I would be set free and my boyfriend would be deported, I started having real trouble sleeping. Knowing the ordeal would come to an end soon made time move so much more slowly.    
 
    I often just stood at the window looking out at a field filled with abandoned buses nearby. There was a bird’s nest in one of the few trees close by in the walled-in yard below. The sun would set around 5:45pm every day. The slower time moved, the more I noticed little things. 
 
    Sometimes the 25 minutes it took for the sun to set felt like 25 years. I found inspiration in the trees and the sunset and made a drawing. I asked the “good cop” to give it to my boyfriend, which he did. I was surprised actually. In the final days, I looked forward to the “good cop” coming by my room, as I thought any day now he would come and say that it was finally over. In the end, he was the one to bring the news of our release. 
 
    I was told I was being taken to my boyfriend’s house to collect some items for him to take with him, that he was going to be deported from China. It was the first time I was let outside in almost a month. They said it was the coldest day of winter that day and although I was surrounded by guards and blindfolded, the crisp air felt beautiful as I inhaled a gulp of freedom before being shoved into the car and taken to his house.    
 
    Inside, Peter’s house was just as cold as the outside. It was freezing. It was filled with unwashed dishes and things scattered around, left in the haste of the raid. It felt desolate, knowing he would never see his home again, and we would never be together here again. I was told I could pack a bag of things for him and that they would give it to him.  
 
    I asked to meet him before he was deported. After going through this most important event of our lives, we needed to confirm our feelings for each other. I needed to see him, to know how he was. 
 
    They blindfolded me again and took me to a meeting room. When I arrived he was there, waiting. His beard had grown so long; he looked like a wild jungle hunter and had clearly lost some weight. We hugged each other more tightly than I think we had ever done before, tighter than I thought was possible. I was happy with tears. We sat down with a few officers monitoring us; as usual there was never any privacy. It felt good that we confirmed that we were still alive and that our plans were the same. 
 
    The last day came, and I was given a paper to sign in which I had to agree not to give any interviews and some other rules to follow after I was released. They asked me where I wanted to be dropped off. I would have to wait until my boyfriend had been deported before being taken down to a car in the garage, blindfolded, and driven back into central Beijing.   
 
    Once we got into the city, I was allowed to take off my blindfold. It was first time I saw tall buildings after so many days confined to a small room. It felt fresh and heavy. I had a smile on my face. It felt that everyone in the car was relaxed, they even chatted amongst themselves about everyday things. The “good cop” asked me about my plans, and before arriving at the drop off point, gave me his phone number, and asked me to report back when I had decided what I was going to do.  
 
    After I got out, I watched the car drive away, only to get quickly stuck in traffic. For a few moments, I watched the vehicle, realizing that if I hadn’t gone through this experience I would never have looked at a car like that and imagined the kind of power the people inside it possess. The car and its inhabitants looked so normal, and yet they were not.  
 
    There was nothing normal about any of this. 
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    When authorities grabbed activist Jiang Xiaoyu at his home, they even confiscated his six-year-old daughter’s iPad. 
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    It had been about a week since the disappearance of a close friend of mine. In those days, rights defenders were disappearing left and right but this time it was someone I had known for years. I knew that I too would be taken. I had already burned some sensitive papers about the work we had done together. On several successive afternoons and early evenings, I had torn pages into strips and shoved them into a small trash can, the kind kept around for burning spirit money at Qingming [also called Tomb Sweeping Day, when people honor their ancestors by sprucing up their grave sites]. I had disposed of several wads of paperwork like this but there was too much to carry on in this fashion. One midnight, I dumped the rest in the compression pit of the garbage disposal station. Rushing around like that made me nervous, very nervous.  
 
    I considered flying out of China immediately to escape, but I thought about all the rights defenders [such as Ilham Tohti and Cao Shunli] I had heard of that had been detained or disappeared from the airport. It wasn’t really an option and I gave up on the idea.  
 
    I had already talked with a rights lawyer about power of attorney. I contacted an old friend from the rights movement, someone I trusted a great deal and who had already been out of China for a few years. I explained my concerns, what I wanted for myself and for my family. If I lost my freedom, I explained, I wanted to avoid any international attention, assuming this might help to protect my family. I asked for assistance in getting them out of the country.  
 
    I had given up trying to save myself, having made arrangements as best as I could for my family, and resigned myself to wait for the police to come. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    On the Saturday I was taken I had been home all day. My wife and our young daughter were spending the day in the countryside outside Beijing. The last thing I wanted was for my daughter to see the police come for her daddy. 
 
    I had spent the week increasingly debilitated by anxiety and insomnia, unable to eat properly, so that by that Saturday I was completely drained. I tried to nap but it was impossible to fall asleep. I couldn’t shake the suspicion that someone was outside. Every time I tried to get comfortable on the bed, I was sure they would come. My anxiety was intolerable. How many times did I get up, pace the room, look out the window, only to sit down and then start the whole process again? When they finally came, it was terrifying, but in a way at least, it was a release from the mental torment of waiting. 
 
    They came in the afternoon. I didn't hear anything outside but as soon as my dog started barking like crazy, a part of me knew. I left the bedroom and walked tentatively toward the front door. I could clearly see seven or eight figures huddled on the other side. I opened the door and unable to hold back my nervous reflex, I blurted out, “Here you are!” They presented their ID cards, not the police but State Security. I wanted to appear cooperative, “Please come in but do not alarm my neighbors. I don’t want this to affect my family.” 
 
    There was only one uniformed policeman but he left quickly after the group had entered my house. He must have been a local police officer sent to assist in my capture. Perhaps, after seeing me so cooperative, they didn't need him anymore and they let him go. The rest were in plainclothes, one of them filmed me the whole time with a video camera. Another one took photographs.  
 
    They treated me respectfully while they were inside my house. There was no violence or raised voices, maybe because I was cooperating. The first thing they did after entering was to demand my cellphone. They announced that I was being detained on suspicion of supporting crimes that endangered national security. They made me sign a detention notice, and proceeded to conduct an extensive search of my house.   
 
    They were meticulous, writing down and taking photos of anything they thought might be useful. They found some old phones and old batteries that I had forgotten about. While they searched they asked me random questions, such as what time had I woken up that day, what had I been doing before they arrived. Thinking back on it now, I realize they probably already knew what I had in my possession, likely even knew what I had been doing all morning, and the week before. They must have been watching me. I comforted myself by thinking that they intentionally chose the moment when my daughter was away with her mother. I was thankful for that, at least. 
 
    They had been at it for almost three hours, searching my house. It was starting to get dark. I panicked. I was worried that my daughter might return. If she came home to this she would be shocked. I asked if I could call my wife. The leader of the group, a man with glasses, who I would see many more times over the coming few days, considered my request and then handed me my phone. “Don’t try any funny business,” he warned. I called my wife, asking where she was. “No rush to get back. Stay a bit longer,” I told her and ended the call. I think she understood. 
 
    Despite having bought more time, my mind was blank while they rummaged through my house. I wasn’t afraid for myself, but worried about my daughter. When she returns, how will she feel seeing all this mess? It felt like a horrible dream.  
 
    As the search continued, they would ask me to identify several items that they thought were suspect. I answered, only half aware of what I was being asked or what I was saying. One thing that surprised me was the box of business cards they found, cards I had collected mostly in meetings with diplomats and people in the human rights field. It was clear I hadn’t thought about them in a long time, as the box had gathered that layer of dust all too common on things out of use in Beijing. I had completely forgotten about them, but State Security reacted as though they had found valuable evidence against me.  
 
    Not long after discovering the business cards, the investigators seemed content with what they had found so far. They had written a long list of confiscated items. They had even confiscated my six-year-old daughter’s iPad. How absurd. It was just a toy for a child. I tried to explain this to them, hoping they would leave it. But the man with glasses was unmoved. They put the iPad into a bag with the business cards and other items they had taken. 
 
    Once they had completed the house search, they told me they were taking me away. I requested that they not handcuff me while I was still in my house so that my neighbors wouldn’t be alarmed. I was hoping to protect my family. They agreed, saying that they didn’t want a scene either. They took me out and down the stairs.  
 
    That was the last time that I still half believed I was going to be okay. 
 
    When we arrived downstairs, they spread out, with one officer walking in front, and one behind me. We reached a black Audi—it didn’t even have government license plates. They put me in the middle of the back seat, with an officer on either side of me. My wrists were bound in handcuffs but they let me rest my hands comfortably on my lap until we had exited the complex.   
 
    As soon as we had passed through the gates, the guards removed my glasses and slipped a thick black hood over my head. Everything was obscured. They made me raise my arms and place my handcuffed hands behind my head. It was extremely uncomfortable, and in the total darkness frightening, but I was forced to maintain this position until we arrived at the detention center. 
 
    My head was covered but I could sense that the car was slowing down at a tollgate. No one spoke and we sped away. A voice addressed me, my head still covered but I identified the voice as the man with glasses. “Jiang, we are crossing the mountains. If you want to come back alive, you should think well about what you tell us.” I answered that I understood.  
 
    He mentioned someone I knew who had disappeared a few days earlier, trying to get me to denounce him, saying he was engaged in activities that endangered national security. I refused. He pressed on, but was frustrated by my refusal. I could hear a body shifting in the seat in front of me, and then a sudden spike of pain across my hooded face. He had punched me. The rest of the ride was spent in silence; a few tears rolled down my face.  
 
    With the hood covering my head, I couldn’t see anything, but I could feel the change in light that seemed to indicate we were entering a basement car park. I was taken out of the car, hood still on, and led to what I assumed must be an interrogation room. 
 
    After we arrived, they didn’t allow me to remove the hood so I still couldn’t see anything, but I could listen to what was happening around me. They were processing the handover. I was made to sit for a long time before they finally removed the hood.   
 
    After so long in darkness, the bright lights were painful to my eyes. It was startling and uncomfortable. As my eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness, I began to look around. I saw that I was sitting in a wooden interrogation chair. There was a table across from me. There were several cameras pointing at me, one in the middle of the interrogation table, two on the ceiling, and one behind me. The walls were padded. They didn’t interrogate me immediately, but made me sit and wait.  
 
    There was an older guard whose job was to monitor me. He didn’t talk to me; he was just sat there reading a book by himself. I didn’t see the name of the book clearly because they had not returned my glasses. In fact, I couldn’t see much of anything because of my poor eyesight. At one point, I protested that I couldn’t see anything but it didn’t matter to them. In fact, they seemed to delight in my uneasiness. They didn’t return my glasses throughout the entire time they detained me, not even when they forced me to sign my name on the interrogation notes. I was forced to look very closely, my nose on the paper, to make sure that I understood, before signing.   
 
    After a couple of hours, two people came into the room. One of them was the same man with the glasses from before. The interrogation lasted until midnight. They dug into every detail of my life, asking about everything I had done since I was born. They asked what I had studied in school, where my relatives worked, what kinds of people I knew, and how I got to know them. The man with the glasses, who must have been the leader, was very nasty. 
 
    “Your studies were quite good during your childhood. How did you step onto the road of crime?” I protested that I was not guilty; that nothing I had done was illegal.  
 
    He shot back, “If that’s so, then how come you are here with me interrogating you?”  
 
    Sometimes he made a ferocious face, trying to intimidate me. Especially when he tried to force me to admit that people I respected were secretly working with foreign forces to destabilize China, but I firmly refused.  
 
    He shouted hysterically, “Do you want your daughter to be kicked out of kindergarten? I’m telling you, even if you want to be some kind of hero and stay in prison, your wife and daughter would lead miserable lives. I can make it so that no school will accept your daughter ever! If you think they can escape, I can make it so that they never leave the country!”  
 
    The other person in the interrogation room didn’t talk much. He stood there taking notes while the man with glasses berated me and threatened my family. A few times he spoke up, softly, as if to make me think he was on my side, trying to persuade me that if I wanted to get out all I needed to do was to cooperate. The sooner I cooperated, the sooner I would be released.  
 
    There were no real changes throughout the first night of my interrogation. They seemed to be asking me the same questions over and over again, always circling back to get me to admit that this one devoted human rights defender I know is really just a spy.   
 
    At some point in the evening, they changed interrogators. The new team was somewhat comic, one fat man and one skinny man. The fat man was definitely the “bad cop.”  
 
    The fat man launched into questions about the business cards they had found in my house. He picked up each card, took a moment to examine it, and then showed it to me, demanding to know how I met such and such a person. I could barely see because I wasn’t allowed to wear my glasses so he kept almost shoving the cards into my face so I could try and make out the names. Most of them were the cards of diplomats, lawyers, or NGO workers I had met over the years. Most of them I honestly couldn’t remember where or how I had met. I couldn’t answer his questions. I truthfully had no memory of every single person, but my failure to give answers only enraged him as he assumed I was lying. 
 
    The fat man shouted, “Don’t try to think that you will be fine without telling us. We can destroy you over these cards!”   
 
    To me, this didn’t make any sense. How could a box full of business cards prove anything?   
 
    He continued, “What kind of person would have contact with these people? Don’t you know how these diplomats and NGOs operate? They are all spies!”  
 
    I tried to explain that I really wasn’t familiar with them, that they are just cards I had received when meeting these people for the first time and that I had never contacted any of them afterwards. I explained that sometimes rights defenders or civil society groups asked me to help interpret at meetings with foreigners but I didn’t keep in regular contact. And anyway, I thought, so what if I met some diplomats once in a while. Was that a crime? 
 
    He was especially interested in the cards belonging to a US Embassy official. I explained that I didn’t have any contact with the Embassy. I didn’t even remember the person whose card it was. I must have gotten it at some meeting, I told him, several years before. That was the truth. But, of course, he didn’t believe me and remained angry, his nostrils flared.  
 
    I was exhausted. The interrogation had been going on for some 12 hours, non-stop. I couldn’t talk any longer. My exhaustion must have shown. The fat man said mockingly, “I can see you are tired. Let’s go wash your face and wake you up.”  
 
    I was taken into a bathroom opposite the interrogation room. Naively, I had just splashed a handful of water on my face thinking nothing of it when the fat man cornered me. He punched me hard. I was in shock.  
 
    He started beating me, shouting, “Still can’t think clearly? You will never escape!”  
 
    At first, I tried protecting myself from his fists but it was futile. He beat me mercilessly. I was crumpled on the floor at the side of the toilet, crying and pleading, “I don’t know. I don’t know. It won’t work even if you beat me to death.”  
 
    At this point, the other one came and pulled the fat man off me. The thinner man took me out of the bathroom. I don’t know how long the beating had lasted. I was stunned. Later, I thought about how skilled the fat man was at beating people without leaving any marks. I didn’t have any bruises. My torso burned but there were no visible bruises to match how I felt. It was painful and humiliating. I was alone and powerless.  
 
    The fat man embraced his evil role. He beat me several more times while interrogating me. It was always the same, lengthy and exhausting, repetitive questioning until I could barely focus. My head would ache, my eyes droop, and then he would beat me. Each time it sent me into a spiral of shock and shame. It is hard to describe. 
 
    Finally, around 7 or 8 the following morning, the fat man and his partner left. I was relieved because I hoped that meant the end of my beatings. My whole body hurt. For a while it was just me and the older man with his book. He sat silently reading and watching me. It was hell and I hoped they would let me sleep, but instead of rest the man with the glasses came back.  
 
    I had been awake all night, questioned and beaten many times. I was tired and needed food. I asked the man with the glasses if I could have breakfast. With a nasty smile he shot back, “You don’t get food if you don’t cooperate. We are not going to feed you now. And if you continue to be uncooperative, we won’t even give you water.” 
 
    Despite that first assault in the car on the way to the detention facility, the man with the glasses never really beat me again. I was thankful he was not like his fat counterpart. But for sure, I suffered in other ways during his interrogations. 
 
    I think with all the shock, physical and emotional, I was even more starving. Later, after another session of the same questions, I asked the man with the glasses to please let me eat lunch. His face contorted in the same wicked smugness as he spoke, “We went on too late today. The food is already finished. You can hold onto your hunger.”  
 
    Later, he switched tactics. He stopped his circular questioning and started saying that I had been sold out. At this point I realized several other people I had worked with must have been taken. Knowing all these different partners were in police custody at the same time made my head spin—how was I supposed to navigate my interrogation without knowing what other people had said or not said.  
 
    He wanted me to think the others had pinned all the blame on me, to save themselves, and that my only chance of escape was to denounce them. He said, “We know the others don’t really speak English. So, all communication with foreigners you people have must pass through you. You pass messages from outsiders to your partners but they don’t know how you communicate with these foreigners. That’s why you have these business cards. Admit it.” 
 
    He wanted me to admit that I was a major decision maker, and that in the end I was responsible for everything. I was in serious trouble but if I denounced the others, the man with the glasses promised that things would be easy for me. It was a trick, a lie.  
 
    I had no problem admitting that I did some translation work, sometimes interpreted during a meeting with a diplomat, which is why I had the business cards. But I had no real idea about any other projects: who had designed them or where the money came from. How could I know about all the cases human rights lawyers worked on? I was just a simple translator. How could I be a major player in China’s human rights movement? 
 
    I had a full-time job, working in IT for a successful company, which meant I worked all the time, every damn day. Where would I have found the time to mastermind anything, or to be involved anymore than to provide minor help from time to time? They must have known about my normal job, assuming they had been monitoring me, they must have known I was at the office from early morning until after dark, and often worked on the weekends. But reasoning didn’t work with them. They weren’t interested in logic, only lies.  
 
    The man with the glasses demanded I give my opinion of the many people I had worked with in the human rights movement over the years. Again, switching tactics, he offered me an out, tempting me to admit I didn’t really know these people as well as I thought and that I could avoid some punishment. He tried goading me into admitting that I was just naïve and being used. He tried again to force me to say one of my partners was colluding with foreigners. 
 
    I disagreed. He was no spy, but an idealist and a truly good person. The man with the glasses dug in, attacking my naiveté, explaining that not all Chinese love their motherland, that there are many turncoats and troublemakers, that I was being played, I was too stupid to realize that a friend of mine was a spy in league with hostile foreign forces.  
 
    The next day, the guards made me sign a paper that said my detention was being extended. I had to hold the form close to my weak eyes in order to read it. The guard seemed to delight in my discomfort. “Did you seriously think that we would be done after having just held you for two days? We can keep you here legally forever.”  
 
    After I had signed the forms, they launched in with the same questions as the previous day. Nauseating in repetition but the slight difference was that today they showed me some piece of “evidence,” a bankcard with my name on it. They had found it in the apartment of someone I knew in the rights movement. It was supposed to have been destroyed in case we were detained.  
 
    My interrogators pressured me to confess where the money came from. I said that although of course I had seen the card before—it had my name on it—but I hadn’t kept it. I had never used it and didn’t know how much money was on the card, or in the bank, and I especially had no idea where the money came from or where it went. 
 
    As with the previous day, the fat man and his helper took over for the man with the glasses. The thinner of the two, the “good cop,” brought me dinner.  
 
    I was so happy to eat but that feeling sank as soon as I saw I was only being given two tiny steamed buns, a small portion of cold mixed tofu strips, and a bottle of water. I hadn’t eaten for well over 24 hours in captivity. I was famished and ate up my pitiful little meal like crazy. The fat man watched, deriving a sadistic pleasure from the contrast between my starved and hasty eating to the power with which he leisurely enjoyed a cigarette. 
 
    As soon as the interrogation began, he was as impatient as before, accusing me of being uncooperative. Yesterday’s horrible scene played out again in my mind, but this time I was more prepared. Again, he took me to the toilet and beat me, only for me to be saved by the thin man again. I decided this was their routine, the way they worked together. What a twisted duo.  
 
    I was exhausted from having been subjected to over 24 hours of interrogation. And since I hadn’t been able to sleep properly the few days before I was taken, I was suffering from real sleep deprivation. My stomach was tight, having only had that small meal the whole time. 
 
    My mental state was slipping away. I could feel it. When the fat man was beating me, everything went into slow motion before my eyes. As he yelled at me it sounded like a voice from a very long distance away. I was so disoriented by the second night I couldn’t even remember if I was beaten once or twice or if I had tried to resist. I couldn’t even remember if I had screamed out in pain or not. 
 
    It was 6 on the third morning before they allowed me to sleep. I saw the clock, which is how I know what time it was. But they didn’t let me sleep long, only two hours and then they jolted me awake and hurried me back into the interrogation room. Again, it was the turn of the man with the glasses. 
 
    I didn’t admit to anything, but kept trying to point out that everything I had done was perfectly legal. I was just helping China develop the rule of law. 
 
    He looked at me coldly, “You can’t get out of here. Did you think everything would be okay after 48 hours? I am telling you we can keep you for six months under Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location; you could spend your entire life in this small cell. After that we can just switch you to criminal detention, and after that we can send you back to RSDL. Don’t think you will ever escape. I can make you disappear for years. Even your wife and daughter won’t know where you are.”  
 
    He waved the RSDL transfer document in my face to prove the threat. Not that I could really see anything, still not having been given my glasses. The thought made me shiver. That I might be arrested had dawned on me before, but the idea of RSDL? The softness of the expression, despite its true meaning, made me feel weak.  
 
    He continued in this way, still trying to get me to admit that one of my coworkers was a spy, and that I helped him commit crimes that endangered state security.  
 
    With the incessant certainty of his questioning, the sleep deprivation, the physical pain of last night’s beating, the threat of disappearance, I knew I was at my breaking point. A few more rounds and the idea of Residential Surveillance pushed me over the limit.  
 
    “Yes, maybe he is a spy, I don’t know, I really don’t know.” I was just saying what he wanted. Crying, I knew it was a betrayal. Tears uncontrollably streamed down my face and salted my “confession.” Maybe I was naïve, but one way or another, all I wanted was for this all to end. 
 
    Soon after, the man with the glasses disappeared for about half an hour. Once he returned, he presented another detention notice for me to sign and a list of the items they had confiscated from my house, also to sign. He went on and explained my rights. Why was he telling me my rights now?  
 
    After two days of having been starved and beaten, I was told I had the right not to be beaten and to receive regular meals. How absurd it all felt. 
 
    After signing the paper, the man with the glasses left me to chat with his assistant. The situation and mood seemed to have changed. Had they lost interest in me? I was hopeful that they had realized their mistake. I began to feel better. Maybe they were planning to transfer me to another department, but what kind of department? Anything to escape from the fat man, I thought.  
 
    The man with the glasses returned after another half an hour or so. He told me they were taking me away and made me sign a notice of release. They didn’t let me keep the paper or any documents related to my detention or release though. It was as if it had never happened. 
 
    As they prepared me to leave, they put the black hood over my head again, led me through a parking lot and into a car. I could feel when we were driving but don’t know for how long, maybe half an hour, maybe more. When we arrived somewhere else, they took me out of the car.  
 
     Suddenly my covered head was slammed hard onto the hood of the car. My heart raced as horrible thoughts flooded my mind, but they were only removing my handcuffs. Then they took off the black hood. I looked around and saw that we were parked in front of some restaurant but I still didn’t have my glasses and struggled to see more clearly. I noticed that a few meters away from our State Security car there was a regular police car. The heavyset officer inside got out and exchanged some documents with the State Security agents. I saw he had a large black plastic bag; it had the items they had seized from my house.   
 
    The fat policeman put me into his car but not before the man with the glasses shocked me with a parting gift: a swift and forceful slap to my face. The policeman seemed surprised, or maybe it was my imagination, but he didn’t say anything.  
 
    Inside the police car, I noticed a young officer sitting in the driver’s seat but he never said a word to me. The fatter officer confirmed my address. I asked for my glasses back. I had been effectively blinded for over two days and nights. He returned them along with the other items they had confiscated from my house, including my daughter’s iPad. I was so relieved.  
 
    I knew then that I was really free and that all this had been some kind of nightmare. In the last few moments before we had arrived for the handover, the man with the glasses had threatened me. Knowing I was blindfolded and vulnerable, he spoke loudly to ensure I heard him asking the other State Security agents if the shovel was ready. I guess he had wanted to frighten me into thinking they were taking me out somewhere beyond the mountains to bury me alive. It worked. I had remained terrified until they left, and especially when he smacked me, but now they were gone and I was on my way home, I felt truly saved.   
 
    The two policemen didn’t seem too bad. They dropped me off on the street near my house as I had requested, not wanting my neighbors to see me arriving in police custody. I walked the rest of the way.  
 
    Even after everything I had endured over the previous three days—the sleep deprivation, the beatings, the mental anguish, being threatened with disappearance and death—the hardest part was the last walk home, carrying the large plastic bag with my belongings inside, thinking how I was going to explain everything to my young and impressionable child.   
 
    The pollution in Beijing was particularly bad that day, and while I was walking and staring off into the grey, polluted sky, I thought, am I free or will this cycle be repeated? Will I be taken again tomorrow, or the next day? The next time, will I really disappear?  
 
    All I could think was that whatever happened, if they come again tomorrow, or the next day, all I wanted was to get back home to my family today. 
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    Human rights defender Tang Zhishun still suffers from memory problems relating to his year in secret RSDL prison and detention. 
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    It was early October 2015. I was in Mongla, a small town in Myanmar, just across the border from Yunnan, when they took me.  
 
    The night before, I had become certain that we were being monitored and that someone was preparing to take us, the three of us. I was there with another man [Xing Qingxian] and a young kid [Bao Zhuoxuan], who we were escorting for his protection. I had seen a man on a red motorcycle circling us wherever we went and watching us. At dinner, we knew for certain that we weren’t safe. As the motorcycle circled us again, the boy we were escorting and the man on the motorcycle stared at each other in a way that we knew he had been identified.  
 
    The next morning, while we were having breakfast at a local farmer’s market, a large group of police officers arrived. As we were led away to a local police station, I noticed army personnel scattered around the market. The interrogation at the station was brief. We were handcuffed, and driven back into China. Once I had been placed in the new detention center in China it became clear the policeman in Myanmar who had interrogated us at first was not in fact local, but a Chinese officer.   
 
    On 20 October, I was picked up at the Menghai County Detention Center, a small Chinese town close to the border with Myanmar and Laos. Five policemen, three from the far northern metropolis of Tianjin, and two local officers, came and took me. First, they brought me to a small market, bought me clothes, shoes and socks, and told me to change. Once we arrived at a nearby airport, the two local police officers left.  
 
    At this point, because I had not had access to the medicine I take for hyperthyroidism for a long time, I could barely walk. My heart was racing, my body was weak, and I kept trembling all over. I was really sick. 
 
    The Tianjin policemen made me wear a hat, facemask, and sunglasses so that the people in the airport wouldn't see how bad I was. The handcuffs I was wearing were hidden under a piece of cloth. I was in such a bad state that I couldn't even make it on my own across the tarmac to the plane, and I was getting worse. They arranged for me to be driven out to the plane sitting on the luggage cart.  
 
    As we landed in Kunming, the capital of Yunnan province, I heard over the loudspeaker that the plane was flying on to Tianjin. I asked the policeman next to me where we were going. He said they couldn't get tickets to Beijing, so we were going first to Tianjin, and would then drive on to Beijing. I didn’t believe one bit of it, but I kept quiet.  
 
    It was midnight by the time we arrived in Tianjin. I was brought out of the plane and through airport security to a large group of waiting police and vehicles. They put me into one of the cars. 
 
    The place they took me next would become my home for the next six months, but I had no idea where it was really located, since they blindfolded me as soon as I got into the car. 
 
    When I arrived at the secret prison, I looked around and thought to myself, “Wow, this is some fancy stuff; they are treating me like some high-level spy or something.” The room was perhaps 15sqm, with its own shower and bathroom. All the walls were padded, to prevent self-harm or suicide. Even the sides of the sink and the shower nozzle were covered in soft material. The room had five cameras, covering the bathroom, the bathroom door, one by the bed and two more surveying the rest of the room. There was an air conditioner, a bed, and two soft round chairs next to a small table. Finally, there was a strange looking round stool. I didn’t know what it was, but I would later come to learn its purpose. They called it a “criminal’s stool,” for my kind of “criminal.”   
 
    “No talking!” “No moving without permission!” “Raise your hand if you want to say anything!” “Sleep with your clothes on!” “Put your hands on top of the blanket!” “Don’t put your hands inside the blanket!” “Don't sleep on your stomach!” “Don’t sleep on your side!” 
 
    All the policemen and the guards were in plainclothes.  
 
    They informed me that they would give me a blood check the next morning, so I would not be allowed to have any breakfast. They had prepared some clothes for me to change into. Three guards remained, watching, and then I was ordered to go to sleep.  
 
    The next morning, after checking my blood, and giving me some medicine for my hyperthyroidism, I was told to sit on the “criminal’s chair.” I was not allowed to move. It was then that I realized the windows in the cell were covered by a frosty film that blocked anyone from seeing in or out. The closed windows also had iron bars across them. 
 
    When I was forced to sit on the “criminal’s chair,” more of a stool really, I discovered its purpose. It was small but tall. The seat was very narrow and your legs barely touched the ground, ensuring that your body weight is focused on the small round seat. At first, for short periods, it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. But after being forced to sit for hours, I started to really feel the pain and soreness in my back and spine. 
 
    Over the coming days, I would have three interrogation sessions a day—morning, afternoon, and evening. The questions were quite interesting. They asked about things big and small. They asked about the same things over and over again; it felt like they asked me like a million times. They asked about my experiences, my work, my online commentary, the incident that landed me in the hands of police in the first place, as well as more general things such as the 4 June Tiananmen Massacre, Liu Xiaobo, the Nobel Laureate who died in custody, Falun Gong, and the current crackdown on lawyers.   
 
    They also focused on some articles I had written. They even printed them out and made me sign my name on them to acknowledge my authorship. Two in particular were of special concern: How to fight for the right of expression online[37] and Thirty-six strategies for resisting illegal demolition.[38]  
 
    During the interrogation sessions, if I didn’t say what they wanted to hear, they would punish me. For example, they might not allow me to blink my eyes. They might force me to sit for long periods on the criminal’s chair, or force me to stand in my cell for the whole day, even when I was too weak to stand and would repeatedly fall down. But, far worse than the physical mistreatment was the mental anguish I suffered.  
 
    At times they warned me that my wife and child, despite being in the United States, were not as safe as I might think they were. They could still kill them. They said the same about my mother and sister. All I owned, holdings, money, valuables, they could take everything. 
 
    At one point, they informed me that the charge against me had been changed, from illegally crossing a national border to inciting subversion of state power. What a threat! They really overestimated me.   
 
    They often wouldn’t allow me to sit down in my cell. I had to stand. I would get up at 6 in the morning, and unless taken to interrogation, they made me stand throughout the whole day until it was time to sleep. The only break I got from standing would be during the five minutes they gave me to eat. They also cut the amount of food I was given in half.  
 
    Hyperthyroidism attacks would make me keel over in pain, unable to stand. Two guards would have to pick me up and hold me, just so that I would be upright. Every day, by the evening, my feet and legs would be swollen. 
 
    The torturous long periods of being forced to stand, even if guards were needed to hold me up, continued until a doctor intervened. Only then was I finally allowed to sit down. 
 
    I was told some people were beaten so badly that they had shit themselves. They told me, they could use any number of “tricks” on me. Unafraid, I told them I knew they had all the power. I accepted there wasn’t anything they couldn’t do if they wanted. I told them that once I arrived in this secret prison, I no longer assumed I would get out alive. “Use any trick you want,” I said defiantly.    
 
    I told them a story from my past. Some years ago, I had acute appendicitis. It was so bad that it led to an intestinal perforation. I held out for 24 hours before I eventually got on my motorcycle and drove myself to hospital. Once there, I did the hospital registration without assistance. The doctor saw my condition and scolded me, saying I wasn’t “human.” The four-hour operation wasn’t the end of it either. An infection kept the wound from healing. They had to use scissors and a bamboo knife to clean me up after the initial operation, without any anesthetic, using salt water and alcohol. It took another hour, or more. I was fully awake the whole time, joking with the doctor. After finishing the story, I told my interrogators, “If you think you can punish me worse than that, I respect you!” 
 
    They had done a thorough investigation into my background. They came to believe that I was telling them the truth, that I wasn’t lying or exaggerating. During the interrogation sessions they wouldn’t necessarily comment on what I said, but they would merely respond by telling me to “think about how to survive.”   
 
    They gave me a paper on which to write my confession, to admit and atone for my mistakes. Instead, I decided I would write a will, arranging for my family members, dividing property. I even included financial compensation for the police and guards who treated me decently and took care of me. As I gave it back to them, I told them I would give RMB 100,000 [approximately USD 15,000] to the person who delivered it to my family. Writing it was the first time I ever thought about my own will and testament, and it made me truly aware of death. My eyes filled with tears.  
 
    My hyperthyroidism was very serious at that time. It would sometimes feel like my heart was going to jump out of my body. My belly would shake along with my heartbeat; my whole body trembled. I felt like I was dying. Others who saw me might have thought it was because I was scared, but this was the real reason my body behaved in this way. 
 
    One of the interrogators had a family member with the same condition, and could see I wasn’t faking it but was really in serious pain. They arranged for what looked like specialists to come to my cell and perform tests, a full checkup and an ultrasonography scan. They found nodules on both sides of my thyroid; one was 6cm in diameter. They also found a tumor on my thyroid. “How is this old body holding up?” I was joking with them as they did their tests. “Will you be able to sell my organs?” One specialist thought I was being surprisingly cheerful to be making jokes in a situation like this. They suggested either taking out the thyroid or something more conservative to avoid stimulating the tumor. They asked what I thought was best. I knew my opinion didn’t really mean anything to them. I said I didn’t care.  
 
    It did some good. They decided to increase my medication, and to try some different combinations. I would be given 11 pills in the morning, eight or nine in the afternoon, and they even started giving me three sleeping pills at night, to counter my insomnia.  
 
    Despite this, some of the guards would kick my bed, or stomp loudly next to it at night while I was sleeping, just to show how powerful they were. It really pissed me off. I told one of them that if this behavior did not kill me, once I was free, I would spend RMB 50,000 [approximately USD 7,500] to make sure someone found them and took their knees out. The little guard scoffed, “How could you find me?” I told him, “If I said I would find you in three days, I’d be exaggerating, but if I’d definitely find you in three months.” 
 
    I informed the leader of the interrogation team about this mistreatment. They must have thought it was important because the stupid guard was punished; he was forced to stand for 16 hours. It was a small comfort.  
 
    Sometimes the guards would tell me my eyes were not open wide enough, and if I didn’t open them wider then they would pry my eyelids apart and use a stick to keep them open. All I could say was that these were the eyes my parents had given me and I couldn't control having small eyes. On top of that, I could not see well, as they had taken my glasses from me at very beginning. “If you have the power to allow me to be re-born,” I told them, “I would be happy if you could give me another body.” I assumed the stupid guard who was monitoring me must have felt intense hatred toward me and just wanted to cause me as much pain as he could. Of course, he couldn’t do anything without an order from his superiors. I pushed back against some of his abuse, and eventually the guard started harassing me less. I was so happy to gain a little peace.  
 
    I learned early on, during questioning, after maybe half a month of being stubborn, that I was succeeding only at making myself fatigued. I learned it was better to appear to be reasonable rather than try to appear to be tough.  
 
    They started showing evidence to counter things they thought I believed, such as a video of the raid on the Bao family, who I had been trying to help, and which had led to my own detention. I told them they could ask me some questions, and I could tell them what I knew. I even told them my bank account password to convince them I was being truthful.  
 
    They appeared to believe me. But they told me it was not their decision to make. Their boss would decide whether or not to continue my interrogations and abuse. I told them I knew it didn't matter, that so many people die in this country because of injustice, and adding me to that list wouldn't make much difference.  
 
    They weren’t all bad. One policeman treated me fairly well and seemed to have a kind of conscience. By then, I had been inside a long time, months I think, and I asked if he could take my bankcard and take out money to pay my credit card bills. After several months of being disappeared, I was worried I would have lost a lot of money in bills and fines, and my credit score would be down. It would be good to take care of it as soon as possible. I gave him the PIN code and you know what, he actually went and paid my bills for me. 
 
    Later, the interrogations mostly came to an end. Instead, the days were filled with endless custody and being forced to stay in solitary confinement in my cell, with nothing to break up the monotony.  
 
    The days without interrogations progressed the same, on repeat. Twice a day take medicine, three meals a day, allowed to nap after lunch and to sleep at night. They treated me better, or at least they were not as intent on abusing me. I was allowed to move around, walk around the cell a little. I thought that maybe they now believed I had been wrongfully placed here, but my rationality told me that was impossible. More likely, I had grown to appear useless to them, or harmless. They cut back the budget they spent on me. What used to be three or four guards monitoring me inside the cell, 24 hours a day, was cut down to two.  
 
    Still, the two remaining guards continued to watch me intently as I went to the toilet, or for a shower when that was allowed. If it had continued much longer than it did, I think I would have gone crazy; the loneliness was overbearing.  
 
    Over the course of my life, I think I must have read at least 4,000 books, and at those moments of extreme loneliness in my cell, when my mental state was far worse than any physical pain they could have inflicted, I spent time contemplating those books and their ideas. These moments also made me think about god. Could all this suffering be part of some master plan, a way to test me, to train me or force me to grow?  
 
    I didn’t need to find someone to blame, but I felt strong hatred against the system for disappearing and incarcerating me. But outwardly, maybe I acted too calmly. Somehow, I smiled a lot. The guards watching me often had an expression like they thought I had gone insane, as I sat there smiling to myself in my cell.  
 
    Throughout this period, some people, psychologists, came to visit me. They wanted to guide my feelings, shape my mentality, sort of brainwash me, but they failed, repeatedly. The sense of peace I developed brought some good things.  
 
    A policeman asked if I had any requests. I told him I wanted a book to read. It would be good if he could find me an English study book—that way I’d be fine staying in here for a long time. Why not improve my English while I am a prisoner? I thought. The policeman agreed, but the bosses did not. I was given some recipe books and one geography magazine instead. It was better than nothing. 
 
    This policeman did something else that helped me. At one point, he used an expression, an idiom, when speaking to me. Kanpo bu shuopo(看破不说破), he said, which roughly means to be able to see the truth but not always feel it necessary to speak out. Basically, know when to keep your mouth shut. It was something I had never been good at; it wasn’t my style. But perhaps it was time for me to change my style. 
 
    Toward the end, some of the guards started to talk to me more casually, and would even ask for my advice. One policeman who brought the food to my cell wanted to talk once every few days. We spoke about tea and later he brought some tea from his hometown for me to taste. Not having had tea for months, the freshness and bitterness made me so happy. In return, I offered my advice that his character and personal qualities were not suited to be a policeman in a country like China, and that he should find a new path. I explained how problems would be blamed on him, while others would take any credit for the good things he did. So if he remained being a policeman, he would eventually lose out. He became quite emotional about it as we talked. We had several talks like this one over tea. 
 
    One day, a person from the interrogation team came into my cell. He told me to write a letter rejecting the lawyer my family had hired to represent me. “We know each other now,” he told me. “So let me tell you, if you insist on meeting with this lawyer, we will just take him away.” I knew they could do that, so I said I could write such a letter, but that I still wanted to hire my own lawyer. They promised me that I would have the chance to meet with a lawyer, but only one designated by the state. Any power of attorney documents I wrote would only be recognized if they were for a lawyer chosen by them. I insisted that I wanted to choose my own lawyer, someone I could trust, and hire them myself. He just repeated that any lawyer I selected would only be taken away, disappeared. So I told them, okay, “I will write down the names of lawyers and you can go take them away!” They reprimanded me and told me not to be smart, blankly rejecting my humor. “You can’t use us to take someone you want away!” He understood what I was doing. I complemented him. 
 
    Several days later, the interrogation team came and asked me to sign some papers saying that I accepted the state designated lawyer, a man called Dong Yang. I did what they asked.  
 
    I only met the lawyer they had forced on me once, after I had been sent to the detention center, accompanied by the interrogators. I never heard from him again. 
 
    They were continuing to decrease the medicine they were giving me. I knew I was not far from being transferred away from Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location [RSDL]. When the time came, they put a black hood over my head and moved me to a regular detention center, the Tianjin Second Detention Center.  
 
    As I was being moved and we were on our way, one of the interrogators told me they had given me a new name and would use it to register me in the detention center. It is for my own good, they claimed. Their excuse was that it would make sure I didn’t get a criminal record in my real name. Of course, it also meant that no one, my family, my previous lawyer, friends, not even the state prosecutor, would know how to find me. I wouldn’t exist inside the detention center. They cared so much about me. I didn’t bother to say anything. I will have to remember to greet their forefathers to show my appreciation.  
 
    It was 4 May 2016 when I was taken to the detention center; I spotted a calendar inside. I had been kept in RSDL, i.e. secret and solitary confinement, for six and a half months, longer than the maximum six months legally allowed under the Criminal Procedure Law. Of course, the law in China is not even as good as toilet paper. The authorities are a tragedy and a stain on humanity; the law in the country is a joke. 
 
    After I was released, some words I had once heard came back to me, expressing how I felt about the ordeal: “A place where you must come once, but never come again.” Having been inside RSDL has shown me how distorted human nature can be, and what dark places these facilities are.  
 
    Reading books beforehand gave me lots of ideas and stories to think about and things to analyze during the endless boredom of detention. Practicing qigong, to be able to balance my mind, despite the oppressive loneliness, these things all helped. I think an important lesson I learned is to never lie during interrogations. One lie will require a thousand more to cover it up. You need to learn how to speak without lying but of course without revealing everything. It is important to keep sensitive information from your interrogators, without needing to lie. I strongly advise anyone at risk of detention and interrogation to practice this in advance.  
 
    The policemen would say they held no personal grudge against me, but they acted with such cruelty and tortured me the way they did, as if knowing it was not personal would somehow change anything. I believe justice comes for everyone, one day, and those who have done wrong will get the punishment they deserve.  
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    An unmarked RSDL facility in southern Beijing, with two four story wings to hold suspects, one wing for each person, with cell, toilet, interrogation room, meeting room and pantry on each floor.  
 
    Image source: Google Earth/Peter Dahlin 
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    Enforced disappearances 
 
      
 
    Enforced disappearances are not only a grave human rights violation but also a crime under international law, and like torture the practice is strictly prohibited, without exception, regardless of circumstances.  
 
    An enforced disappearance is defined, in the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance (ICPED), as “the arrest, detention, abduction or any other form of deprivation of liberty by agents of the State or by persons or groups of persons acting with the authorization, support or acquiescence of the State, followed by a refusal to acknowledge the deprivation of liberty or by concealment of the fate or whereabouts of the disappeared person, which place such a person outside the protection of the law.”[40] 
 
    An enforced disappearance has three constituent elements: (1) an individual is deprived of liberty against their will, (2) with the involvement, at least indirectly, of the government, (3) followed by the refusal to acknowledge the taking or to disclose the fate or whereabouts of that individual.[41]  It is especially the third element that places the individual outside the protection of the law, which entails “the suspension of the enjoyment of all other human rights and freedoms of the victim and places him or her in a situation of complete defenselessness.”[42]  
 
    An enforced disappearance can begin with either an illegal or initially legal detention. It does not matter if the practice is effectively legislated within national law, such as with Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location (RSDL) under the Chinese Criminal Procedure Law. The United Nations Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Detentions (WGEID) explains, an enforced disappearance is not limited to an illegitimate deprivation of liberty.[43] 
 
    Enforced disappearances are a continuing offence as long as the fate or whereabouts of the individual remains unknown. There is no time limit, no matter how short. This means, “the act begins at the time of the abduction and extends for the whole period of time… until the State acknowledges the detention or releases information pertaining to the fate or whereabouts of the individual.”[44] Therefore, as long as an individual is held in RSDL, their family has not been notified of their taking and their fate or whereabouts are concealed, whether for a weekend or the maximum six months allowed under the law, the enforced disappearance is ongoing. And, as United Nations experts note, “every minute counts when a person is put outside the protection of the law. And when a person is disappeared, every anguished minute spent by his or her relatives without news of that person is a minute too long.”[45]  
 
      
 
    Victims  
 
      
 
    International law provides for a wide understanding of victims of enforced disappearance. As such, the WGEID “does not differentiate between direct and indirect victims.”[46] This is in particular recognition of the anguish caused to relatives, which, states the Working Group, is “a suffering that reaches the threshold of torture.”[47] 
 
    In addition to the mental anguish suffered by relatives, victimization is exacerbated when the victim of an enforced disappearance was the primary earner, thus further subjecting family members to economic difficulties. The presence of young children in the household of the disappeared, old enough to be aware of their missing parent but too young to fully comprehend the situation, likely causing childhood trauma, is not just an assault on the rights of the child but a moral outrage. Likewise, psychological torture is experienced by the disappeared individual who, as the stories in this book show, is often taunted with threats to their family to elicit fear and the acknowledgment of their total powerlessness to protect their loved ones.  
 
    But, family members of the disappeared are often not only victims. From Argentina to China, they also become rights defenders for the disappeared. As such, the WGEID has recognized the fundamental role especially played by women in “securing and advancing the rights of the disappeared persons… often at the forefront of the struggle against enforced disappearances.”[48] In China, this has absolutely been the case, such as with Li Wenzu, Wang Qiaoling, Chen Guiqiu, and Jin Bianling, the wives of disappeared human rights lawyers Wang Quanzhang, Li Heping, Xie Yang, and Jiang Tianyong respectively. In so pursuing the rights of the disappeared, they become human rights defenders themselves, and as such the state has additional obligations toward them beyond those simply of being a victim.[49] 
 
      
 
    State obligations 
 
      
 
    International law dictates that states have the binding obligation not only to conduct an effective investigation of an enforced disappearance but also to prosecute and punish those responsible, and to criminalize enforced disappearances in national law. This final point is particularly important in order to prevent against future acts of enforced disappearance.   
 
    The obligation to investigate, as held in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), notes the United Nations Human Rights Committee, carries the expectation of a prompt, thorough, and effective investigation carried out by independent and impartial bodies.[50] It is, as the International Commission of Jurists (ICJ) explains, “an international obligation, under both treaties and Customary International Law,”[51] which means it is an obligation “that the State cannot waive.”[52]As a state obligation, by definition, the initiation of an investigation is not the responsibility of the disappeared person’s family or lawyer.[53] 
 
    Likewise, the obligation to prosecute and punish is a state obligation that cannot be waived. The ICPED clarifies that states should hold criminally responsible anyone “who commits, orders, solicits or induces the commission of, attempts to commit, is an accomplice to or participates in an enforced disappearance.” This includes superiors who knew or disregarded information clearly indicating an enforced disappearance has taken place, or who failed to prevent or repress an enforced disappearance.[54]  
 
    The ICPED calls on states to “take the necessary measures to ensure that enforced disappearances constitutes an offence under its criminal law,”[55] that is “punishable by appropriate penalties which take into account its extreme seriousness.”[56] Because of the extreme seriousness of enforced disappearances, the fulfillment of the obligation to criminalize, notes the ICJ, “is not left to the discretion of the State.”[57] In China, not only is there no distinct crime of enforced disappearance, but the state appears to be attempting to hide its practice of enforced disappearance behind the veneer of the law, as will be explored shortly.  
 
    Part of criminalizing enforced disappearances, arguably, extends to adopting provisions against all forms of incommunicado detention. In this sense, the Human Rights Committee calls for States to enact provisions that stipulate detainees are only held in officially recognized locations, that their names and location of detention, along with the names and official positions of those responsible for their detention, as well as the time and place of all interrogations should be recorded, and kept in effectively available public registers.[58] 
 
    Drawing on state obligations under the International Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), the WGEID holds that “a gender perspective should be incorporated in all measures, including legislative, administrative, judicial and others, taken by States, when dealing with enforced disappearances.” This includes the “adoption of relevant legislation, provision of financial resources and establishment of national machineries addressing discrimination and promoting women’s equality and empowerment.”[59] 
 
    It is precisely the role of the government in the taking, and the refusal to acknowledge the deprivation of liberty and the fate or whereabouts of the person taken, that separates and elevates an enforced disappearance from other crimes such as kidnapping, and calls for its distinct criminalization. Any definition of enforced disappearance must also recognize the family members of the disappeared as victims, and provide for effective remedy to all victims.  
 
      
 
    Right to remedy, right to truth 
 
      
 
    The right to remedy is firmly established in numerous international conventions and jurisprudence,[60] and specifically in Article 24 of the ICPED, which holds that “victims of enforced disappearance have the right to obtain reparation and prompt, fair and adequate compensation,” covering material and moral damages as well as other forms of reparation.[61] The Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to a Remedy and Reparation outlines international standards on the expanse of reparations mentioned under Article 24 of the Convention. These are: Restitution, to restore the victim to the original situation before the rights violation occurred, such as to restore freedom, residence, or employment; Compensation, to be provided for economic damages and likewise such damages as physical or mental harm, and moral damages; Rehabilitation, further covering physical and mental health care; Satisfaction, including “verification of the facts and full and public disclosure of the truth,” a public apology, or filing of criminal charges against the perpetrator; and Guarantees of non-repetition, such as the effective criminalization of enforced disappearances and prosecution of those responsible.[62] Under the Basic Principles, states should ensure the public, and especially victims of enforced disappearance, are aware of and have effective access to their rights to such remedies.[63] 
 
    The right to truth is likewise widely recognized in international law,[64] characterized as inalienable,[65] and specifically outlined in the ICPED as “the right to know the truth regarding the circumstances of the enforced disappearance, the progress and results of the investigation and the fate of the disappeared person.”[66] This is further clarified by the WGEID to include the identity of the perpetrator(s).[67] In this sense, the right to truth is related to the state’s obligation to investigate and prosecute, but also to preserve archives and other evidence concerning violations of human rights and to facilitate knowledge of those violations.[68] The WGEID emphasizes that a state is required specifically to ensure measures to ensure women have knowledge and access to the procedures on how to request and obtain information.[69]  
 
    While the right to truth is linked to the freedom of expression and information, which can be restricted under limited circumstances, including “the protection of national security or of public order,”[70] the right to “know the truth of the fate and whereabouts of the disappeared person is an absolute right, not subject to any limitations... or exceptional circumstances.”[71] The WGEID explains that, “the State cannot restrict the right to know the truth about the fate and the whereabouts of the disappeared as such restriction only adds to, and prolongs, the continuous torture inflicted upon the relatives.”[72] 
 
    As with all gross violations of human rights, and especially concerning enforced disappearances, it is important for states to provide “appropriate and effective mechanisms for society as a whole” to know the truth.[73] In other words, the right to truth is both an individual and collective right, entitling not only each victim to the truth, “but the truth also has to be told at the level of society as a ‘vital safeguard’ against the recurrence of violations.”[74] In China’s case, this would mean not only an obligation to truth for victims of enforced disappearances but also one to provide truth on RSDL at the structural and societal level, such as the total number of cases, reported abuses, and perpetrators; however, as of now, many cases of RSDL are kept completely off the public record based on claims of ‘national security’ exceptions.  
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    Enforced disappearances, other human rights violations, and crimes 
 
      
 
    Enforced disappearances violate a range of fundamental rights, including the right to liberty and security of the person, to be free from arbitrary detention; the right to a fair trial; the right to an effective remedy; the right to know the truth regarding the circumstances of a disappearance; the right to protection and assistance to the family, and the right not to be subjected to torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.[75] Men and women experience enforced disappearances differently, and women victims “are disproportionately subject to sexual violence and exposed to suffering and humiliation.”[76]  
 
      
 
    Arbitrary detention 
 
      
 
    The right to liberty and security of a person, such as the freedom from arbitrary arrest or detention, is universal. The ICCPR clarifies that, “no one shall be deprived of his liberty except on such grounds and in accordance with such procedure as are established by law.”[77] But not unlike how enforced disappearance can occur regardless of whether they are the result of a legal or extralegal detention, to be arbitrary does not simply mean to be against the law. The Human Rights Committee explains that arbitrariness is to be interpreted based on “appropriateness, injustice, lack of predictability and due process of law.”[78] In other words, the deprivation of liberty must be legal, but also “reasonable” and “necessary.”[79] With this in mind, six months of incommunicado detention of a human rights defender can hardly be seen as reasonable or necessary, while the absence of an effective legal remedy and denial of contact with a lawyer of one’s choosing violates due process of the law, amounting to an arbitrary detention. Furthermore, to meet the requirement of predictability, the law cannot be vague, as the lack of clarity opens the floodgates to police and judicial harassment, precisely as has been seen with, inter alia, ‘national security’ crimes in China. For many, secret and arbitrary detention under RSDL likewise violates their right to a fair trial.  
 
      
 
    Fair trial 
 
      
 
    International standards are clear that anyone arrested or detained is entitled to a court proceeding to “decide without delay on the lawfulness of his detention,”[80] known as habeas corpus, a universal right that must be effectively available. The Human Rights Committee specifically notes that an incommunicado detention inherently denies the individual his or her habeas corpus rights.[81] Everyone is entitled “to a trial within a reasonable time or to release.”[82] Lengthy pre-trial detention should never be the general rule. On what constitutes a ‘reasonable time,’ the Human Rights Committee in part explains that claims such as a case being “under investigation,” a frequent explanation offered by the Chinese state for lengthy pre-trial detention, is insufficient as a justification.[83]  
 
    Furthermore, throughout RSDL, the denial of access to a lawyer of their choosing is a further infringement on a person’s right to a fair trial,[84] regardless of whether they face trial or are released on bail. The right of the detained person “to be visited by and to consult and communicate, without delay or censorship and in full confidentiality, with his legal counsel may not be suspended or restricted,”[85] except under limited circumstances. However, international standards hold that communication “with the outside world, and in particular his family or counsel, shall not be denied for more than a matter of days.”[86] 
 
    Despite such internationally accepted protections, many of those who have disappeared into RSDL, even after being transferred into criminal detention, have been denied all contact with their family and legal representatives, and in cases such as Xie Yang, Wang Quanzhang, and others the state has illegally dismissed the lawyer of their choosing. In other cases, individuals have been forced to deliver confessions, which in many cases were later broadcast on Chinese television. 
 
    Forced confessions, which are increasingly common, especially under RSDL, are fundamentally troubling, in part due to their absolute disregard for the right to be presumed innocent and to receive a fair trial. The ICCPR is explicit that no one shall be “compelled to testify against himself or to confess guilt,”[87] but what makes forced confessions so concerning is that they frequently originate in torture. The risk of torture is already high in a criminal justice system reliant on confessions, which is compounded by the pursuit of forced confessions, and victims of enforced disappearance and secret detention are especially at risk of torture. 
 
      
 
    Torture 
 
      
 
    Any act of enforced disappearance inflicts severe suffering on the individual and their families and violates international law, which fundamentally prohibits torture.[88] That the act itself results in anguish and suffering that constitutes torture is noted above but a different situation arises, points out the ICJ, when the formerly disappeared person reappears or remains in custody but there is evidence or testimony that he or she has been tortured.[89] This requires, continues the ICJ, separate investigations and prosecutions for both the enforced disappearance and torture, and that failure to do so, or for only one, constitutes impunity.[90] 
 
    Torture is defined in the Convention against Torture (CAT) as “any act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental is intentionally inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from him or a third person information or a confession… or intimidating or coercing him or a third person…” and is perpetrated by or at the instigation or with the knowledge of the state or agents acting on its behalf.[91] While CAT concludes that such pain or suffering does not necessarily include that which arises only from lawful sanctions, such sanction must still adhere to fundamental rights or may rise to the level of torture. 
 
    Like enforced disappearances, the prohibition against torture caries explicit state obligations, including “limiting the use of incommunicado detention; ensuring that detainees are held in places officially recognized as places of detention; ensuring the names of persons responsible for their detention are kept in registers readily available and accessible to those concerned, including relatives and friends; recording the time and place of all interrogations, together with the names of those present; and granting physicians, lawyers and family members access to detainees,” to ensure “any statement that is established to have been made as a result of torture shall not be invoked as evidence in any proceedings,” and all alleged offender(s) are subject to criminal investigation, prosecution, and punishment.[92]  
 
      
 
    Crimes against humanity 
 
      
 
    Crimes against humanity, like the crime of genocide, owes its origin to the Nuremberg Tribunal at the end of World War II, and although initially conceived in the context of a military tribunal, today international law no longer requires armed conflict for a crime against humanity.[93] It is among the gravest breaches of human rights and international law. Because it undermines the deepest values of society,[94] “the widespread or systematic practice of enforced disappearance constitutes a crime against humanity,”[95] as defined in international law. The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, likewise holds that enforced disappearances may amount to a crime against humanity “when committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against any civilian population, with knowledge of the attack,” in other words multiple acts of enforced disappearance against civilians, in carrying out or furthering state policy to commit enforced disappearances is a crime against humanity.[96]  
 
    The ICJ explains, summarizing international jurisprudence, “widespread” refers to the large-scale nature and number of victims, while “systematic” doesn’t require a high number of actions, as even one action can qualify if “committed as part of a plan, a systematic practice or policy.” What matters is the level of organization and predictability.[97] 
  
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Unsurprisingly, there are no circumstances that permit for exceptions to the prohibition against enforced disappearances, “whether a state of war or a threat of war, internal political instability or any other public emergency,”[98] and yet legislating exceptions is precisely what China has attempted with RSDL. The existence of such a predictable policy of repression toward human rights defenders, through systematic legislation, demonstrates a high degree of organization and planning. 
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    Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location (RSDL) 
 
      
 
    “Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location,” is a ‘compulsory measure’ under the amended 2012 Criminal Procedure Law (CPL), defined in Article 73 as: 
 
      
 
    
    	                Residential surveillance shall be enforced in the residence of the suspect or defendant; for those without a fixed residence, it may be enforced in a designated location. When crimes of endangering state security, terrorist activities or especially serious bribery cases are suspected, and enforcement in the residence might impede the investigation, it may also be enforced in a designated location upon the approval of the people’s procuratorate or public security organ at the level above. However, it must not be enforced in a detention center or special case-handling area.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	                Where residential surveillance is in a designated location the person under residential surveillance’s family shall be notified within 24 hours, unless there is no way to inform them. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	                Apply the provisions of article 33 for suspects or defendants under residential surveillance on retention of a defender. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	                The people’s procuratorate supervises whether or not the decision to enforce residential surveillance and its enforcement are legal.[99]  
 
   
 
      
 
    RSDL may be imposed for a maximum period of six months.[100]  
 
      
 
    An earlier draft of the CPL originally provided in paragraph 2 that family members be notified “of the reason for and location of the residential surveillance,”[101] but this requirement was removed in the final version. This is concerning, as even without applying exceptions, as explained below, the police are only required to notify family members of the person under RSDL that they have been deprived of their liberty but are neither required to inform them of the reason nor their fate or whereabouts. Furthermore, while the earlier draft had expanded on the exceptions to notification in paragraph 2, reading, “unless there is no way to inform them or in cases involving crimes of endangering state security, terrorist activity, or major bribery, when notification has the potential to interfere with the investigation,”[102] because the same exceptions exist elsewhere the removal of this clause is effectively meaningless.   
 
    While not all RSDL rises to the level of an enforced disappearance, when the authorities exercise all the exceptions at their disposal, RSDL can constitute an enforced disappearance under international law. Furthermore, torture and other ill-treatment is common and without access to a lawyer or prosecutorial oversight, followed by investigation and prosecution, the victim is effectively denied all remedy. 
 
    RSDL is the state’s attempt to normalize its history of secret detention and enforced disappearances behind the veneer of the law, but as pointed out above there are no circumstances that permit for such practices and even detention procedures initially permitted by domestic law can constitute an enforced disappearance. 
 
      
 
    Secret detention before RSDL 
 
      
 
    In March 2003, then 27-year-old migrant worker Sun Zhigang died in police custody in Guangzhou. He had been held in secret for three days under the then administrative procedure known as Custody and Repatriation, which allowed the police to hold an individual, often vagrants, petitioners, and human rights defenders, in secret. Sun Zhigang’s death attracted widespread condemnation, and launched the rights defense careers of two of China’s best known human rights defenders: Xu Zhiyong and Teng Biao. Responding to the rising outcry, the government abolished Custody and Repatriation the following year. However, the state soon responded with a new system for arbitrarily detaining unwanted social and political elements in secret. 
 
    Black Jails performed the same “social stability maintenance” function as Custody and Repatriation, as far as controlling petitioners and human rights defenders were concerned, but they were entirely extrajudicial, unregulated, and had no legal basis. Held in state-owned hotels, the backs of restaurants, or psychiatric facilities, and in some cases custom-built unmarked prisons, individuals abducted into Black Jails were seldom presented with charges or told how long they would be deprived of their liberty; neither were they permitted legal representation nor were their relatives notified of their abduction.  
 
    During the 2009 Universal Periodic Review before the United Nations Human Rights Council, several international organizations and governments raised the issue of Black Jails, while China flatly denied their existence. However, since then state media was slowly allowed to report on them, and some rights defenders have even succeeded at securing compensation for the victims of arbitrary detention and torture within Black Jails.  
 
    However, in 2011, during the “Jasmine Revolution,” as mentioned in the Introduction and described by Tang Jitian and Liu Shihui in this book, China expanded its reliance on secret detention and enforced disappearances. These were often carried out in Black Jails, with people placed under a manipulated form of Residential Surveillance, the effective predecessor to RSDL. Previous victims of Black Jails, since the amendment of the CPL, have likewise been subjected to disappearances under RSDL. 
 
    While Black Jails served a purpose in maintaining the equilibrium of repression and silencing of petitioners and human rights defenders that had been lost with the abolishment of Custody and Repatriation, their ongoing extrajudicial presence presented an obstacle even to China’s hollow rhetoric of the rule of law. With the amended CPL, and subsequent regulations, China is attempting to legislate the same repressive functions it previously pursued outside of the law, through RSDL. 
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    Rights under RSDL 
 
      
 
    Right to a lawyer 
 
      
 
    Paragraph 3 of Article 73 refers back to CPL Article 33 on the right to a lawyer, which holds that after the first interrogation or the beginning of compulsory measures, such as RSDL, and at any time thereafter, the suspect has the right to retain a lawyer of their choosing. It only stipulates that during the investigation phase this must be a licensed lawyer. It is furthermore the obligation of the police, after the first interrogation or beginning of compulsory measures, to inform the suspect of their right to a lawyer.[103] Once a request for legal representation has been made, the authorities must promptly convey the request.  
 
    Importantly, the law states that family members or guardians may retain legal representation on behalf of the detainee.[104] However, while the CPL requires that family members be notified within 24 hours of the imposition of RSDL, exceptions effectively strip this safeguard, and further deny the right to information and truth. Defense lawyers have also called attention to the use of “text loopholes,” in that a notification of RSDL may be sent to family members by post rather than by hand delivery as would be expected, which significantly delays the period of notification, which again is only required to note that their relative has been taken but not to specify the reason or location. Such loopholes are not technically a violation but its intent can be inferred from its effect—to prolong the secrecy of detention and the suffering of family members.  
 
    Article 37 provides the right to meet with one’s lawyer, and that such meetings shall be private, but lawyers must first obtain permission before being allowed to meet with their clients.[105] This in effect denies the right to a lawyer. Article 34 explains that those unable to retain legal representation out of economic hardship or other reasons, may apply for assistance, and in such cases obtain a state-sponsored lawyer,[106] but the state’s refusal of the detainee’s chosen lawyer without justification or forcing the detainee to accept a state-sponsored lawyer should be understood as a clear infringement on this right. Only very limited mechanisms for complaint and redress exist. 
 
    Lawyers who feel that the authorities, whether the police, procuratorate, court, or others, are obstructing their procedural rights, such as to meet with their client, have the right to appeal or complain to the procuratorate at the higher level, at which time the procuratorate shall promptly investigate and notify the “relevant organ to make corrections.”[107] This is a relatively weak procedural safeguard. Even so, defense lawyers recount that it is widely disregarded.  
 
    Technically, once a lawyer, or family member, launches a habeas corpus complaint against a case of RSDL, the procuratorate is expected to promptly initiate an investigation into its legality.[108] However, as numerous defense lawyers have stated, this is not observed in practice.  Furthermore, after release from RSDL there are no effective measures for seeking remedy in cases of torture or other abuse, as the only remedy available is for the victim or his or her lawyer to file a complaint with the procuratorate, and there the investigation effectively ends. Or worse, the reporting lawyer is him or herself targeted by the state, and even themselves placed under RSDL. This is what happened after Jiang Tianyong made public allegations that Xie Yang had been tortured under RSDL and criminal detention. Because RSDL is a matter of criminal law, civil and administrative procedures are unavailable. This includes, for example, administrative litigation, which has been used frequently in the past by rights defenders to secure compensation for arbitrary detention or torture under Black Jails or Re-Education through Labor.  
 
      
 
    “Designated Location” 
 
      
 
    Article 73, paragraph 1, implies a preference for deprivation of liberty to be carried out in the suspect’s residence, which earned RSDL its initial mischaracterization as a softer form of detention. Only in extreme circumstances, such as for “endangering national security” or when it would otherwise impede the investigation, the law allows for RSDL to be carried out at an effectively undisclosed “designated location.” In its 2015 review of China, the Committee against Torture expressed grave concern over this provision, taken alongside the possibility of the denial of access to a lawyer, for its likelihood of permitting incommunicado detention in undisclosed locations,[109] which as noted above increases the risk of enforced disappearances and torture and should be prohibited under domestic law.  
 
    Meanwhile there is virtually no clarity on the conditions of the “designated location,” leaving much to the unregulated discretion of the police or state security. The law states that RSDL is not to be carried out in a formal detention center,[110] which removes certain, albeit limited, procedural safeguards. Additional provisions clarify that the “designated location” should contain conditions for an ordinary life and rest, which, as is clear from the stories in this book, is uniformly disregarded, and that it be separate from the interrogation location,[111] similarly ignored. Defense lawyers argue that RSDL should only be for custodial purposes while interrogations should be conducted in detention centers or other formal settings and under proper supervision. That RSDL is used for both secret custody and interrogation creates the conditions for torture.  
 
    Furthermore, RSDL is not to be carried out in “special case-handling areas,”[112] which means specifically established areas for short term criminal summons and detention inside public security bureaus. In the majority of cases, RSDL is carried out in custom built facilities, which might appear as “special case-handling areas” but are not considered as such for the purposes of implementation. Rather, they are facilities effectively outside the law, because their only legal basis is found in the provisions covering RSDL, which only provides limited to non-existent oversight and wide exceptions which deny detainees various rights expected under international law. 
 
      
 
    Oversight 
 
      
 
    The Provisions on People’s Procuratorates’ Oversight of Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location (Provisions) was ostensibly created in acknowledgment of the state obligation to investigate and prosecute disappearances, torture, and other abuse. The Provisions stipulate that the procuratorate shall have oversight of decisions to impose RSDL, including through meetings with the defendant, their legal representative, and family members,[113] and that they may supervise implementation, including through physical inspection of the RSDL facility and in conversations with individuals held under RSDL.[114]  
 
    Namely, the procuratorate can regularly inspect the RSDL facility, at least once a week.[115] Defense lawyers have pointed to the vocabulary, in noting what the procuratorate “may” do and not what they “must” do fails to provide safeguards and does not meet the state’s obligations under international law. Indeed, while the Provisions clearly note that oversight shall include whether the rights of the individual under RSDL are being protected or whether such unlawful actions such as interrogation within the designated location or abuse is taking place.[116] None of the individuals in this book recounts having seen or spoken with procuratorate investigators, even after launching complaints or explicitly asking for the procuratorate. In some cases, issuing a complaint or requesting the procuratorate only elevated or prolonged abuse. Much of the failure to adhere to even the minimal procedural safeguards and rights protection provided under the law is due to carefully designed exceptions, noted below. 
 
    Herein lies the trap, RSDL is only to be carried out under special circumstances, such as for crimes endangering national security, but while safeguards ostensibly exist to prevent RSDL from amounting to an enforced disappearance or raising the risk of torture, there are exceptions to these safeguards under the same special circumstances that allow for RSDL in the first place. Such legal gymnastics indict a systematic level of planning behind the state’s use of RSDL. 
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    Exceptions in the law 
 
      
 
    Right to a lawyer and notification of relatives 
 
      
 
    Although the CPL provides for the right to retain and meet with a lawyer during RSDL, in practice access to a lawyer for individuals under RSDL is unheard of. Under the CPL, the right to retain and meet with a lawyer during the investigation phase for crimes of endangering national security, one of the conditional requirements for RSDL, is entirely contingent “upon the permission of the investigating organ.”[117] In most cases, the investigating organ is the Public Security Bureau, i.e. the police, responsible for the detention, interrogation, and abuse of the individual in the first place, so that making the right to a lawyer contingent on the approval of the perpetrator is quite clearly an effective denial of legal representation and protection.  
 
    The CPL further holds that although the authorities are required to notify family members within 24 hours once someone is taken into custody, Article 83 provides an exception in cases of crimes of endangering national security or when “notification might impede the investigation.” It is important to reiterate that both of these circumstances are listed as the conditions that specifically allow for RSDL in the first place. And even though, “after the situation that would impede investigation has passed” the authorities are to immediately inform the relatives,[118] because discretion is left to the “investigating organ,” this means the police can hold someone for up to six months without giving any notice to their family because “the investigation is ongoing.” And indeed, this is precisely the excuse frequently employed by the police when family members and lawyers attempt to contact those under RSDL, and even after they have been transferred to criminal detention.  
 
    That an individual under RSDL can be denied access to a lawyer, and their family members refused notification of their detention, fate, or whereabouts if doing so will impede the investigation, while at the same time state media representatives have been granted access to record forced confessions clearly illustrates the arbitrariness of the exception. It is a hollow excuse used by the state to keep someone outside the protection of the law and to prolong the suffering caused to family members.  
 
    Access to a lawyer is a fundamental check against the arbitrary exercise of state power and by definition prevents against incommunicado detention. In much the same way, even in a flawed legal system, the state’s obligation to investigate torture and enforced disappearances creates the responsibility for oversight, but as with the above, even this weak safeguard, is stripped from the system of RSDL. 
 
      
 
    Oversight 
 
      
 
    According to the law, the decision to impose RSDL must be approved by the procuratorate or public security organ at the next higher level, but in practice this is merely a formality. Once RSDL has begun, the procuratorate shall supervise whether the decision to maintain RSDL and its enforcement are legal.[119] However, the power of the procuratorate to supervise is weak, as in China the police exercise more power, and as such they are essentially only empowered to issue a corrective opinion to the offending party. As noted above, the procuratorate is also required to promptly investigate complaints by the detainees’ lawyer or relatives, but this is quite empty if the detainee’s lawyer or relative is denied all access or information.  
 
    The already weak supervisory power of the procuratorate overseeing an RSDL facility is further weakened through exceptions within the Provisions. In Article 20, the procuratorate is obligated to monitor and act against instances “except when it is impossible to provide notice” the family is not notified within 24 hours; RSDL is imposed in a detention center, administrative jail, or other locations that are not allowed under the CPL; or when the individual under RSDL is illegally denied their right to meet or communicate with their lawyer.[120]  However, the Provisions go on to note in the following Article that when inspecting RSDL activities, the procuratorate shall not impede the “ordinary conduct” of the police investigation.[121] Moving beyond the question of how a state prosecutor would interfere in a state investigation, what is most troubling is that the decision is left entirely to the police. This not only effectively denies the procuratorate the oversight ostensibly provided by law, to prevent abuse, it also denies detainees any avenue for reporting or initiating an investigation of abuse. 
 
    This is a notable contradiction to the Police Law, which holds that the police in the course of their official duties must consciously accept supervision from society and citizens.[122] There is no question that such denials of access or supervision places the individual clearly outside the protection of the law.  
 
      
 
    National Security Exceptions 
 
      
 
    The range of national security provisions under the National Security Law touches on almost every aspect of society, and indeed is this way in order to provide the state with such totalitarian reach. According to the National Security Law, national security means “the relative absence of international or domestic threats to the state's power to govern, sovereignty, unity and territorial integrity, the welfare of the people, sustainable economic and social development, and other major national interests, and the ability to ensure a continued state of security.”[123] The Criminal Law, Articles 102 through 113 codify the range of crimes classified as endangering national security, the crime most commonly applied to human rights defenders being the subversion of state power or to incite subversion of state power, Article 105.[124] Additional regulations provide the police with even more vaguely defined parameters with which to justify exceptions under RSDL, such as to define the range of crimes as those stipulated in the Criminal Law and “other crimes that endanger national security,” but with no further explanation.[125] 
 
    Chinese law stipulates that national security shall be maintained in accordance with the rule of law “by respecting and safeguarding human rights and protecting citizens’ rights and freedoms in accordance with the law.”[126] Of course, that national security exceptions are applied to cases of RSDL that specifically deny fundamental rights and protections, such exceptions, and their abusive effects, are not only a clear violation of international law but also of Chinese domestic law. This is not an oversight but a feature of the law. 
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    Conclusion  
 
      
 
    Residential Surveillance at a Designated Location (RSDL) represents China’s attempt to normalize enforced disappearances behind the veneer of the rule of law.   
 
    RSDL is only to be carried out under special circumstances, or so says the law, such as for crimes of endangering national security, but even though the law and other regulations ostensibly provide for procedural safeguards to prevent RSDL from becoming an enforced disappearance, there are exceptions to every safeguard permitted under the same special circumstances that allow for RSDL in the first place. These exceptions are standard. But, as pointed out above, international law is clear that there are no circumstances or exceptions that permit for enforced disappearances, and yet creating exceptions is precisely what China has systematically done.  
 
    Because enforced disappearances undermine the deepest values of society, the widespread or systematic practice of enforced disappearances constitutes a crime against humanity. As noted in this chapter, while ‘widespread’ speaks to the large-scale nature of the act, ‘systematic’ is more about whether the act is part of a plan, practice, or policy. What matters is whether organization and predictability are present.   
 
    It should now be clear that RSDL is not simply a violation of China’s obligations under international law, but that it is a systematic practice and policy achieved through a manipulated legal system; it embraces enforced disappearances as a tool of repression.  
 
    What’s more, the experiences of those subjected to RSDL as presented in lucid first-person clarity through the stories in this book show that we can expect a degree of predictability to the abuse under RSDL. 
 
    Taken together, the preceding stories and legal analysis present a clear picture of China’s systematic use of enforced disappearances. Should we consider RSDL as amounting to a crime against humanity? The answer to that is left to the reader. 
 
    Confronting China is no easy task but it is hoped that this book will serve as a wake up call to the extent of China’s war on human rights.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * Lawyer You Luchen(尤陆沉) provided invaluable contributions for this chapter in terms of research, analysis and sections on Chinese domestic law.  
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    RSDL in practice 
 
     
 
    After almost seven years of implementation, it is possible to understand how RSDL is being used in practice by surveying the increasing ranks of its victims. Safeguard Defenders maintains a database on the use of RSDL, to explore how widely it is being employed and what human rights violations—such as torture and lack of prosecutorial oversight—are being systematically practiced. At the time of writing, data on well over 100 victims had been collected.  
 
    The results are shocking. Several people from outside mainland China have been held under RSDL (14 in total including Canadian, Taiwanese, Swedish and American citizens). A significant number of detainees were forced to give televised confessions (around 30 recorded, with at least 19 broadcast on TV). The vast majority of those in the database were tortured, physically and mentally, in RSDL. Chillingly, we know of at least seven cases of forced medication.  
 
    In addition to the widespread use of torture and threats, police and state security routinely illegally implemented RSDL. Common violations include denial of lawyer access even when the suspected “crime” is not connected to national security, failing to deliver the RSDL notice to family; and the absence of arranged prosecutor visits (only one person surveyed said they had seen one).  
 
    Well over 30 victims endured an RSDL detention that lasted the full six months; for a handful it was in excess of 190 days—also illegal. It is not uncommon for the Ministry of State Security to use RSDL – about 20 of the cases were overseen by MSS; the rest by the PSB.  
 
      
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    RSDL is not the only state-sanctioned system in place to disappear an individual in China. As the police have extended and standardized their use of the compulsory measure, a number of other existing and new methods of “disappearing” have been launched and expanded. 
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    Hidden in detention 
 
      
 
    For many victims of RSDL, the end of the six months (and it is often the full six months) does not mean the end of being disappeared. It is becoming increasingly common for authorities to force prisoners to adopt a fake name after arrest once they are transferred to a detention center, ensuring that family and legal counsel continue to be unable to locate them.  
 
    Living with a fake name for another extended period lengthens the isolation felt by victims, especially when if it follows six months of incommunicado RSDL detention. Rights lawyer Wang Quanzhang was likely forced to live with a false name for almost three years by the time he was sentenced in January 2019. 
 
    Safeguard Defenders have surveyed dozens of ‘fake name’ victims—the majority of whom had spent months in RSDL first before they vanished into detention with a forced false identity. While this did happen in pre-RSDL times, the 709 Crackdown against the rights movement appears to be a turning point and the practice of hiding a suspect in detention with a false name is now commonplace for rights defenders. For example, Zhai Yanmin (Chapter 2) became Zhai Tiancheng, while Wang Yu (Chapter 3) was told to take the name Wang Ning (she refused). 
 
    Liu Sixin (Chapter 4) was made to use the name Liu Shunli. For another Safeguard Defenders book[130], Liu wrote:  
 
      
 
    “I was in the cell when the cell leader told someone to switch over to CCTV13 even though we were not allowed to watch the news. The guards outside were not paying much attention to us. The news reported that Zhai Yanmin had been given a three year suspended sentence. One of the other prisoners in my cell who had been transferred from the same detention center as Zhai said: ‘That’s Zhai Tiancheng!’   Zhai had been given the name Tiancheng when he was locked up, to conceal his real identity. I’d been given a fake name too – Liu Shunli. We were given false names so no one could find us. Technically, there was no one called Liu Sixin in my cell. I was not allowed to disclose my real name even to my cellmates.” 
 
      
 
    Hiding their identities appears to have two aims. First, to extend the victim’s isolation and sense of helplessness thus further crushing their spirit. While Chinese law does not allow family visits for detention center inmates; family or friends can deposit money into the prisoner’s account so that they can buy food or other essential products. That indirect connection gives both sides a measure, however small, of comfort.  
 
    Secondly, it also ensures that the prisoner cannot meet with a lawyer, and thus there is virtually no oversight for how he or she is then treated at the detention center, creating an even larger space for further mistreatment and torture.  
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    Non-release release 
 
      
 
    Even release from prison or detention does not mean the end of being disappeared. Many rights defenders are “freed” either on bail from detention or after they have served their sentence to immediately once again be spirited away by the authorities. If they are “lucky” this means home arrest or forcible relocation and confinement at another residence but with family contact (lawyers Wang Yu, Jiang Tianyong and Chen Guangcheng and Swedish publisher Gui Minhai were all subjected to this treatment). At worst, it can mean being completely disappeared again. The most famous case is lawyer Gao Zhisheng who has been disappeared multiple times; the latest arbitrary detention of Gao took place in 2017 and he has not been seen since. This practice has become so standard that Chinese legal scholar Professor Jerome Cohen has coined a term for it: “non-release release.”  
 
    Jiang’s case is typical. Police had kidnapped Jiang and placed him in RSDL in 2016 after he tried to help fellow lawyer Xie Yang (Chapter 5). The veteran human rights lawyer was due to be released on 28 February 2019 after serving two years for inciting state subversion. But when friends went to the prison to collect him they were told he had already left. "I was hoping and waiting for Jiang's release from prison," his wife, Jin Bianling, told media. “I didn't expect him to go missing after serving his sentence.” He surfaced three days later at his parents’ home in Henan province where police had taken him. He told his wife in a video phone call that he could not speak much as he was still not free. Today, around 20 “minders” watch Jiang whenever he leaves home, even if just to walk his dog or go to the market to buy vegetables and surveillance cameras have been set up outside the apartment. He is not allowed to return to Beijing where he used to practice law.[131]At times, Jiang has even been prevented from seeking medical treatment. 
 
    For Liu Sixin, being released on bail meant another two and a half months confined inside a room in Jinxiyuan Hotel (a standard mid-range lodging in Tianjin) where he was guarded by four police officers and not allowed contact with the outside world except for two phone calls to his family. Even when he was allowed home in October 2016, he was put under heavy surveillance until 2018.  
 
    This new and increasingly common form of disappearance – keeping someone hidden from the world even after they have served their sentence and already endured years of incarceration – seems designed to strangle the rights movement for good. The use of torture, forced confessions, prison sentences and revoking of lawyer’s licenses are not enough to stop these men and women from continuing their fight for justice. Non-release release appears to be just another desperate measure aimed at quashing all independent voices and in the process betrays a system that so lacks confidence in itself that it feel necessary to go to such extreme lengths. 
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    Liuzhi 
 
      
 
    Just as RSDL became the legalized form of Black Jails in 2012, a new system called liuzhi (retention in custody) became the new legalized and massively expanded form of shuanggui in 2018.  
 
     Shuanggui was a secretive, violent and extra-judicial system used to detain, interrogate and torture Party members at an undisclosed location until they confessed. Anyone who was a Party member (today that figure stands at around 90 million people) could be taken on suspicion of corruption, economic crimes or going against Party discipline. Grave abuse of human rights was rampant under shuanggui, a system with no oversight and where the victim was kept in solitary detention. A 2016 Human Rights Watch Report[132] found that at least 11 inmates had died in shuanggui between 2010 and 2015. The body in charge of shuanggui was the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection (CCDI). As Party members, its victims elicited little sympathy in China and internationally.  
 
    Liuzhi is even more terrifying. It is used not only on Party members, but also on anyone who works within the public sector (government), or has connections in a case connected to the state or the Party. The National Supervision Law, which was passed in March 2018, is written so that the scope of those under its jurisdiction is kept suitably vague. [133] It could include members of labor unions, workers in hospitals, schools and state-owned enterprises and anyone who is working for, or cooperating with, them, meaning they theoretically have power over hundreds of millions of people. 
 
    Supervision Commissions—super agencies at the national and local levels—have been established to police the system, merging forces with the CCDI. They have the power to secretly detain anyone under their remit that is suspected of corruption or economic crimes. Liuzhi is considered even worse than RSDL because it is run by the National Supervision Commission (NSC), an even murkier body than the police. On paper, the National People’s Congress (NPC) is charged with overseeing the work of the NSC but it in practice it “doesn’t dare supervise.”[134]  
 
    Like RSDL, the system is totally non-transparent and like RSDL, it strips its victims of the few protections they are entitled to under Chinese law. This translates to losing the right to a lawyer and any safeguards against torture. On paper, family members must be informed within 24 hours that the person has been taken, but there is no obligation to do so (like RSDL with exceptions). The maximum period of detention is also six months, but, like RSDL, those rules are regularly sidestepped.  
 
    Victims are kept incommunicado, in solitary confinement, in either custom-built facilities or ad-hoc renovated rooms in Party facilities and state-run guesthouses. It’s also been reported that in addition to the existing shuanggui detention areas, RSDL facilities are being used for holding prisoners in liuzhi. 
 
    In addition to the absolute loss of right to see a lawyer (on paper, RSDL prisoners have that right but are rarely granted it or are denied with the use of exceptions), liuzhi also differs from RSDL in one other key respect: the system is completely outside the judicial system and thus the victim is not protected against torture. Appeals must be made to the NSC, the body that allowed, commanded or perpetrated the torture in the first place. And as mentioned above, the NPC, the body that theoretically has oversight over the NSC, is less powerful than the Commission and therefore is thought not to interfere in its work.   
 
    The first reported death in the new liuzhi system happened little more than a month after it was launched nationally when Chen Yong, a former driver for a government official, was snatched by agents. A few weeks later his family was notified to collect his disfigured body.[135] Chen wasn’t even a suspect; he was taken in to help with the investigation on his former boss. 
 
    Based on its extended reach and estimates of how many people were kidnapped by shuanggui, liuzhi may end up being responsible for 100,000 disappearances a year. To date, the highest profile liuzhi victim has been former Interpol head Meng Hongwei. Others include former editor of Beijing Times Dai Zigeng, Chinese journalist Chen Jieren – and several members of his family, and a Supreme Court judge.  Scholar of Chinese law Jerome Cohen calls the new system the Spanish “Inquisition with Chinese characteristics.” It is a new tool of enforced disappearances on a truly unprecedented scale.  
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    Uighur concentration camps 
 
      
 
    The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (Article 7), as discussed in Chapter 12, defines crimes against humanity as certain widespread or systematic actions. It includes, among others, certain forms of detention, torture, persecution against groups based on political, racial, national, ethnic, cultural, religious, or gender identity, and enforced disappearances. In China, there is a strong case to be made that the widespread and systematic mass detention, torture, and disappearances in Xinjiang constitute a crime against humanity.[136]  
 
    The atrocities in Xinjiang are a tragic example of the full expansion of abductions, secret detentions, torture, and the litany of abuses outlined in the pages of this book. In Xinjiang, arbitrary and secret detention has been expanded to a scale affecting millions, mostly Uighur and Kazakh Muslim minorities. It affects not only those who are disappeared from their homes or off the streets but also the families of the disappeared, and the many children when parents are taken.  
 
    Uighurs, and other minorities in Xinjiang, have suffered a long history of persecution,[137] but the current depiction of Xinjiang as a “no rights zone” by the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD),[138] began in earnest in 2016 with the appointment of Chen Quanguo as Xinjiang Party Secretary. He arrived from Tibet, where he had overseen a similarly Orwellian security apparatus.   
 
    Admittedly, some Uighurs have relied on violent resistance in Xinjiang and elsewhere in China, but authorities have consistently foreclosed avenues of cultural expression or nonviolent rights defense, arguably creating a negative feedback loop.[139] The state has blamed such violence on religious and cultural extremism, which has often been expanded to include any expression of minority culture. Violent resistance is not justified, but the state’s response has been marked by extreme disproportionality, especially under Chen, that has arguably risen to the level of a crime against humanity.  
 
    Since 2016, Chen has overseen a process some have referred to as cultural genocide, built on a techno-fascist security apparatus[140] designed specifically to discriminate against ethnic and religious minorities. This began with a sophisticated campaign against cultural and religious rights that has escalated through pioneering surveillance technologies and coercive custody measures into mass internment.  
 
    Such gross human rights violations have been perpetrated in the name of de-extremification and in 2018 local authorities passed the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region Regulation on De-extremification, which purported to create a thin legal veil to cover the government’s mass arbitrary and secret detention campaign. 
 
    Characteristically, and just as it did with black jails at the 2009 and 2013 Universal Periodic Review, or as it has responded to criticism that RSDL is tantamount to enforced disappearances, during a review before CERD in August 2018, China responded to growing condemnation of its mass system of internment in Xinjiang with denial. Evidence be damned, China’s representative in Geneva, Hu Lianhe, claimed, “there is no torture, persecution or disappearance.”[141] 
 
    But the evidence is overpowering, from satellite imagery collected by Shawn Zhang and others that shows camp construction[142] to the meticulously researched documentation of government procurement contracts by Adrian Zenz[143] or the brave testimony of Uighurs and Kazakhs who have risked their lives speaking out. China has gradually shifted its propaganda away from categorical denial to reframing the camps as vocational training centers or “re-education centers.” But despite its rhetorical gymnastics, there is no hiding what amounts to a policy of disappearing up to 10 percent of the region’s Muslim minority into incommunicado detention.  
 
    Indeed, in a November 2018 joint letter, United Nations human rights experts including the Working Groups on Arbitrary Detention and Enforced Disappearances called on China to repeal the new regulations on de-extremification. It also specifically called out the so-called “re-education centers,” noting that due to their coercive character they amount to detention centers and because there are seldom any formal charges made against detainees, “who are also not provided access to legal remedies, are denied contact outside the centers, and are held for unspecified periods of time which tantamount to enforced disappearance and arbitrary detention.”[144] 
 
    In Xinjiang, in the name of de-extremification, security rhetoric has been used to justify the denial of human rights and procedural safeguards just as other exceptions in RSDL or liuzhi have been used to perpetrate human rights violations exposed elsewhere in this book. Except, in Xinjiang it has gone well beyond anywhere else in the country.  
 
    At the time of writing, estimates place the number of ethnic minorities, mainly Uighur and Kazakh, forcibly detained across Xinjiang up to 1.5 million, or around one out of every six adults.[145] It is widespread and systematic.  
 
     For those forcibly detained, the treatment is nothing short of a nightmare, as one former detainee, Mihrigul Tursun, describes in her testimony before the United States Congress in November 2018. Arbitrarily detained three times, Tursun explained how one of her children died the first time she was detained in 2015, her only crime: studying abroad in Egypt.  
 
    In 2017, disappeared into a camp, Ms. Tursun recounted being interrogated for four days and nights without sleep. After three months in the camp she started to have seizures and regularly lose consciousness, until she was released into a mental hospital and allowed to return home, only to have the horrors repeated again.  
 
    In January 2018, Ms. Tursun was again taken to a camp. She was shackled and had a black hood forced over her head. She was stripped and made to wear a prison uniform. She recounted being held in an underground cell, surrounded by cameras. She shared a cell with 60 people. At one point, she says many of her Uighur cellmates were well-educated, teachers and doctors, firmly destroying China’s hollow rhetoric that these camps serve a vocational purpose. Forced malnourishment was regular. Forced medication, sometimes leading to loss of consciousness was also common; some died. She also experienced torture in a tiger chair and was electrocuted. “I thought I would rather die than go through this torture and begged them to kill me,” she said. Ms. Tursun was also made to deliver a forced confession into a camera before she was released.  
 
    Even though she now lives in exile in the United States, she recounts, “I am still afraid at night that the Chinese police will knock on my door and take me away and kill me.”[146]  
 
     Mihrigul Tursun’s story is emblematic of hundreds of thousands of others, arbitrarily detained, often in secret locations where their family members cannot reach them, denied any procedural safeguards, or access to legal aid. Her story is a haunting example of the suffering of many. 
 
    For households where both parents have been disappeared into camps, the authorities have also taken children into their own forced indoctrination venues. Hundreds of thousands of children, by some estimates, have been denied contact with their parents and forced into state-run orphanages.[147] As explained in Chapter 12, because the family members of the disappeared are also considered victims under international law, in Xinjiang the numbers of victims of China’s cruel practices easily swells into the many millions.  
 
    Embracing a new tactic of propaganda, following categorical denials and farcical claims the internment camps are vocational training centers, in July 2019 the Chinese government made the spurious claim that most detainees had actually been released home. An oddly insulting attempt at disinformation easily disputed, such as pointed out by Nicholas Bequelin, Amnesty International’s Asia regional director, who noted the “deceptive and unverifiable” nature of China’s claims amid the fact countless families and friends of detainees still had no way of contacting their so-called released relatives and loved ones.[148] If anything, we might compare this stunt to China’s embrace of Non-Release Release, profiled in this chapter, at a mass scale.   
 
    Because just as failing to properly denounce RSDL and similar forms of enforced disappearance or hold China accountable much earlier has arguably emboldened it to expand such practices into liuzhi or new extra-legal abuses, failing to act now on Xinjiang will certainly see such abuses expand beyond Xinjiang and potentially beyond China’s borders. What China is doing in Xinjiang, the widespread and systematic arbitrary detention, enforced disappearances, and torture of ethnic and religious minorities, is no clearer case of a crime against humanity. It is a grotesque expansion of the same human rights violations and systems profiled in this book but at an abhorrent level seldom seen in the history of human rights abuses. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    China’s multiple and growing tools of enforced disappearance are designed to legally or extra-legally crush perceived enemies on a scale never seen before from the mass detention of an ethnic-religious minority numbering more than a million to tens of millions of government workers. With the help of technology and the massive security resources of the state, these systems have become institutionalized and systemized and are creating a totalitarian society that tramples on even the most basic of international norms of human rights and justice. 
 
    The implications of China’s mass codification of enforced disappearances are concerning, even more so because its reach extends beyond Chinese citizens and the country’s borders. Foreigners in China have been held in RSDL; extradition treaties with Beijing mean that our justice systems could deliver an individual to any one of these programs of enforced disappearance; and when we remain silent it only emboldens other countries to copy the practice when they see there are no costs to breaking international agreements on fundamental protections on the rule of law.  
 
    The goal of this second edition of The People’s Republic of the Disappeared is to amplify the call for greater awareness and condemnation of this horrific trend among the international community. The world must pay attention and demand China stop these practices because if Beijing is not called to account the reach of these systems will expand and the abuse will get worse. Arguments of non-interference in another country’s internal affairs should not apply when grave human rights violations occur on this scale, but they are even more hollow because China’s systems for mass enforced disappearances not only impact Chinese people, they have and they will increasingly impact the world.  
 
      
 
    *Michael Caster wrote the section on Uighur Concentration Camps, while Peter Dahlin wrote the section on Liuzhi.  
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