
2020

ThinkChina 
Analysis

Underneath the Mask – Why Does Xi 
Jinping not Tolerate Criticism?
Despite regarding their handling of the corona crisis as a big

success, Xi Jinping and the Chinese leadership now face vast 

criticism from all over. This analysis explores the critiques and 

accusations presented by Xu Zhiyong, Xu Zhangrun, and Ren 

Zhiqiang. The texts all have crisis mismanagement as point of 

departure. However, they all extend their area of critique to a

thothorough critique of Xi Jinping and the Chinese leadership. 



This ThinkChina analysis is written by Jørgen Delman, Professor of China Studies, Department of Cross-Cultural 
and Regional Studies, University of Copenhagen 

Editor(s): Casper Wichmann and Silke Hult Lykkedatter. 
   
Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in this  
ThinkChina publication are those of the author(s) and not  
necessarily those of ThinkChina. 
   
Copyright of this publication is held by ThinkChina. You may not copy, 
reproduce, republish or circulate in any way the content from this  
publication without acknowledgement of ThinkChina as the 
source, except for your own personal and non-commercial use.  
 
 
Any other use requires the prior written permission    
of ThinkChina or the author(s).    
   
©ThinkChina and the author(s) 2020 
 
Front page picture: Pictures from commons.wikimedia.org, composed by ThinkChina.  
 
ThinkChina, University of Copenhagen  
Karen Blixens Vej 4   
2300 Copenhagen S  
Mail: cw@thinkchina.dk  
Web: www.thinkchina.dk		 
		 
		 
 



 

 1 

ThinkChina Analysis 2020 
 

Underneath the Mask – Why Does Xi 
Jinping not Tolerate Criticism? 
 

Jørgen Delman: Professor of China Studies, Department of Cross-Cultural and Regional Studies, 
University of Copenhagen  

China has now passed the first stage of the corona pandemic; the country is gradually opening 
up, and the wheels of the economy have started turning again. However, the Chinese leadership 
now face another challenge: Even though the Chinese leadership regard China’s handling of    
the corona crisis as a success, they now experience extensive criticism of their approach.       
International critics as well as Chinese public figures have even extended their critiques of the 
crisis (mis)management to outright criticism of China’s top leadership and Xi Jinping himself.  
 
In this analysis, University of Copenhagen Professor Jørgen Delman investigates the critiques of 
such three public figures, namely Xu Zhiyong, Xu Zhangrun and Ren Zhiqiang. Despite risking the 
severe repercussions that public criticism of China’s leadership is habitually met with, the three 
critics spoke out against the inadequacies of the Chinese Party-state system, and the lack of 
freedom, free media, and democracy: 
• Prominent rights lawyer Xu Zhiyong contested that Xi Jinping is politically and managerially 

incompetent - a no-good political thinker. He further accused Xi Jinping of thoroughly mis-
handling China’s recent corona crisis, the US-China trade war, and the Hong Kong protests. 

• Tsinghua University law Professor Xu Zhangrun criticized Xi Jinping for revising the Chinese 
Constitution’s presidential term limits, and for developing a personality cult around himself, 
monopolizing all effective power, and creating a system with incompetence at all levels. 

• Retired businessperson Ren Zhiqiang accused Xi Jinping and the top leadership of trying     
to re-establish a single party dictatorship. Ren also criticized their lack of self-criticism, 
openness in communicating with the Chinese people, and the strictly controlled media.  

 
Finally, Delman presents some possible explanations for the divergent perceptions of the crisis, 
as well as key arguments from both sides regarding the fundamental Chinese controversies of 
open discussion, political criticism, and the role of the people in China.   
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Underneath the Mask – Why Does Xi 
Jinping not Tolerate Criticism? 
 
By Jørgen Delman, University of Copenhagen 
 
China’s leadership has been celebrating its 
initial victory over the first stage of COVID-19 
in recent weeks. The country is gradually and 
cautiously opening up, while the wheels of 
the economy have started turning again. 
 
However, the leadership is also up in arms 
fighting off criticisms from abroad of its   
handling of the corona crisis. The Chinese 
‘wolf-warrior diplomats’ are working       
overtime to refute foreign criticisms and  
produce their own self-celebratory spin. 
 
Unfortunately for China, however, the      
coronavirus originated in Wuhan and then 
spread to the rest of the world. The initial 
hesitation to inform the Chinese public and 
the world about the situation in Wuhan,    
the possible confusion within the Chinese 
leadership about what it was, and the       
traditional propensity to quell critical        
information are the reasons that foreign  
publics and political leaders are critical.        
At the same time, it is not difficult to          
understand why the Chinese leadership fights 
back against international accusations of 
their ‘bad handling’ of the crisis, since their 
view is that China’s approach to the corona 
crisis was a success. Even more, there are 
many other cases of crisis mismanagement 
across the world.  
 
In China, professional health sector insiders, 
ordinary people, and critical public figures 
have also made open criticisms of the failure 

of the Chinese leadership at all levels to han-
dle the crisis, at least initially. Exceptionally, 
some public figures have criticized China’s 
supreme leader, Xi Jinping, in person. 
 
Public criticism of China’s leadership is       
literally unheard of in Xi Jinping’s China and is 
habitually met with severe repercussions. 
While the health personnel and many       
civilians without much public influence seem 
to have largely escaped legal persecution, 
well-known public figures who ventured to 
criticize Xi Jinping have fared worse. The best 
known amongst these are Xu Zhiyong, Xu 
Zhangrun and Ren Zhiqiang. 
 
Xu Zhiyong: “You’re Not a Capable Political 
Leader.”i 
Xu Zhiyong is a prominent rights lawyer with 
a PhD from Peking University. Apart from his 
professional career, Xu has been a legal and 
political activist for decades now. His activism 
got him detained for the first time in 2013, 
and he was sentenced to four years in prison 
in 2014 for “gathering crowds to disrupt pub-
lic order”. This is an all-weather accusation 
used by China’s authorities to get dissidents 
or demonstrators convicted in court. The 
punishment did not help much, however. 
After his release in 2018, Xu continued to 
engage politically with his supporters and 
followers through his social media accounts. 
Eventually, he realized that his position at his 
residence in Beijing was untenable, and he 
went into hiding in late 2019. 
 
While on the run, Xu published an open letter 
on 4 February this year. Its main message 
was: “You see, Mr. Xi Jinping, now I am     
calling on you to step down.” The essay    
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presented a scathing criticism of Xi Jinping as 
a politician and as a leader. Xu contested that 
Xi is a no-good political thinker, politically 
incompetent, and unable to select the right 
people for the right positions around him.  
 
In addition, Xu also criticized Xi’s signature 
projects such as Xiong’an New District, a 21st 
century urban development project in Hebei 
Province, and the Belt and Road Initiative. 
The latter was criticized for promoting, 
 

“Major Dumb-fuck Investments” [da sa bi (大撒
幣), literally “grand splashes of cash,” a jocular 
punning expression close in pronunciation to da 
sha bi (大傻屄), literally, “Big Dumb Fuck”].ii 
(Original translator’s note)  

 
Fundamentally, Xu Zhiyong argued, Xi Jinping 
had systematically mishandled the major 
crises that China has faced recently, such as 
the corona crisis, the US-China trade war, 
and the Hong Kong protests. Xu concluded 
that China’s future needs freedom; but     
instead of moving in that direction, China      
is moving towards a “Xi Jinping one-man  
dictatorship”, thus driving the country    
backwards.  
 
Xu Zhangrun: “[T]his lot represent the worst 
political team to have run China since 
1978.”iii 
Xu Zhangrun is a law professor from Tsinghua 
University. He was suspended in March 2019 
after having criticized Xi Jinping for revising 
the Chinese Constitution’s presidential term 
limits, and for developing a personality cult 
around himself. Subsequently, Prof. Xu was 
prohibited from leaving China. This year on 4 
February, he published a new essay that was 

even more critical of Xi Jinping and his    
leadership. 
 
The essay was spurred by what Prof. Xu    
perceived as the Xi leadership’s mishandling 
of the corona crisis. Xu criticized Xi Jinping for 
monopolizing all effective power. Prof. Xu 
argued that Xi has built a system of “rotten 
governance”, which promotes incompetence 
at all levels of the public administration.   
Reflecting on the system’s handling of the 
corona crisis up until early February, Xu   
noted that, “It is a system that turns every 
natural disaster into an even greater 
manmade catastrophe.”  
 
While not mentioning Xi Jinping by name, the 
references to China’s supreme leader that Xu 
wrote could not be misunderstood:  
 

[T]he One himself is clueless and has no substan-
tive understanding of rulership and govern-
ance[…] The price for his overarching egotism is 
now being paid by the nation as a whole. 

 
Prof. Xu further argued that the corona crisis 
associated with more fundamental problems, 
such as: Collapse of consumer confidence; 
widespread panic about the long-term      
security of private property; administrative 
and academic frustration and pent-up anger; 
a fierce shutdown of civil society; a            
depressed cultural and publishing industry; 
massive miscalculations regarding the scope 
and depth of the uprising in Hong Kong, and 
in forecasting the elections in Taiwan; and a 
new kind of big data totalitarianism.  
 
Xu also found Xi Jinping at fault on the      
international scene. China acts increasingly 
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against its own best interests, he argued, and 
may once more become isolated from the 
global system. Xu found no reason to praise 
Xi Jinping, and his criticism was so harsh that 
he acknowledged that it might be the last 
piece he could publish.  
 
Ren Zhiqiang: Not an emperor with “new 
clothes”, but a clown with no clothes oniv 
Ren Zhiqiang is a retired top-level business-
person with a long career in state owned 
enterprises. His father was once a deputy 
minister of commerce, and conceivably Ren 
Zhiqiang belongs to the lower ‘princeling’ 
segment of Chinese elite politics.  
 
According to the New York Timesv, he has 
high-level friends in the political leadership, 
with China’s Vice President Wang Qishan 
amongst them. Wang used to be Xi Jinping’s 
anti-corruption chief and he is one of      
Ren’s best friends, according to Ren’s        
autobiography from 2013. Ren Zhiqiang also 
hired Liu He as a part-time researcher     
when Liu was a young graduate student.     
Liu He is now China’s chief negotiator in     
the ongoing trade war with the US. Finally,   
at the time when Yu Zhengsheng, former  
member of the Standing Committee of the 
Communist Party Politburo, was Minister     
of Construction, he worked with Mr. Ren,  
and he also wrote an introduction to Ren’s 
first book in 2002. 
 
In late February, Ren circulated an essay       
in private social media fora that attracted 
attention. In the essay, Ren referred to a   
posting he had made four years previously 
criticizing Xi Jinping for putting all media   
under the Communist Party’s control by   

stating that their surname should be ‘Party’. 
In his posting then, Ren noted that,  
 

[W]hen all the media is surnamed ‘Party’,       
and when it no longer represents the people’s 
interests, the people are abandoned, they just 
become a forgotten corner. 

 
In his essay now, Ren recalls how the note at 
the time had, 
 

[T]riggered “Ten days of Cultural Revolution”-
style criticism of me on the web, and formal   
discipline by the Party, being placed on          
probation by the Party for a year. 

 
Now, fast forward to late February 2020 
when China was facing the coronavirus crisis. 
In his essay, Ren criticized an important    
self-celebratory speech by Xi Jinping on 23 
February about the Party’s superior handling 
of the coronavirus crisis. Ren noted that,  
 

When there is no media to represent the people 
and go report the real situation, we are only left 
with people losing their lives from the virus, and 
the collective harm from the seriously-ill political 
system as the results. 

 
Ren presented a relentless criticism of Xi’s 
speech and disparaged the lack of openness 
in communicating with the Chinese people 
about the nature of the crisis. He criticized 
the absence of self-criticism by the top    
leadership at a time where they had already 
made many mistakes:  
 

[T]hey tried to use that same ship [Xi Jinping had 
explained in his speech that the Party and the 
people were in the same boat] to shut down any 
investigation as well as all those voices calling 
for efforts to look into who committed crimes 
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and who was responsible, and they tried to use 
the law to strangle any “opportunistic vicious  
attack” speech that might be bad for The One. 
[i.e. Xi Jinping] 

 
Ren even dared to designate Xi an “emperor” 
and a “clown with no clothes”.  
 
Ren Zhiqiang was puzzled by the inherent 
self-contradiction of China’s formal political 
order, the so-called People’s democratic  
dictatorship, and noted that only the         
dictatorship was left. The absence of political 
reforms and the reassertion of the Party’s 
leadership in all aspects and its concomitant 
refusal to take responsibility in a time of crisis 
has resulted in the “breakout of an epidemic 
[that] should never have happened.”  
 
According to Ren, the consequence of       
“rejecting the spirit of Deng’s speeches” and 
redrafting the constitution proved that,  
 

[T]his current governing Party is trying to          
re-establish a single party dictatorship, a        
Party-Country system. This single party            
dictatorship goes against the spirit of the      
Constitution, it throws the people out, the Party 
replaces the People’s democracy. 

 
The Party strikes back  
The three critics were almost simultaneous in 
publishing their critical essays, but there is no 
indication of a coordinated effort. Xi Jinping’s 
name was only mentioned directly a few 
times in the texts, while the three used a  
variety of metaphorical designations for Xi 
Jinping instead. Of course, the censors could 
not leave the texts online and were quick to 
scrape them. After that, the three critics 

were soon taken into custody by different 
authorities: 
 
• Somewhat ironically, after two months on 

the run, Xu Zhiyong was detained during a 
police ‘coronavirus check’ at the home    
of Yang Bin, a local lawyer and former 
prosecutor in Guangzhou.  

• The whereabouts of Xu Zhangrun are   
unknown. Allegedly, he has been put    
under some kind of house arrest since 
mid-February. 

• Ren Zhiqiang was remanded by the Beijing 
Disciplinary Commission (Party/State body) 
in early April to be investigated for breach-
ing party discipline and breaking the law. 
Again, this is an all-weather accusation 
that mixes up party and legal affairs. It 
could end him up in jail for some years.vi 

 
The three critics all took what they perceived 
as a mishandling of the corona crisis by     
China’s top leadership, especially Xi Jinping, 
as their point of departure. From here, they 
each extended their criticism in their own 
way, to focus on the inadequacies of the  
Chinese Party-state system and the lack of 
freedom, free media, and democracy.  
 
Their disappearances are hardly unexpected. 
Xi Jinping’s leadership does not tolerate   
public criticism, especially when directed at 
Xi himself. Effectively, Xi Jinping is beyond 
untouchable. 
 
Why the uncertainty? 
While the three detained critics may be    
either utterly courageous or particularly   
naïve politically, it is a puzzle why the Xi 
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Jinping leadership is so afraid of criticism. 
After all, according to Xi himself, the Party 
has been successful in its endeavors for        
so many years. It has gone from one great    
victory to the next, and it sees eye to eye 
with the people of China. Indeed, according 
to some surveys, the Chinese people appears 
to be quite happy with Xi Jinping and his   
policies. He is sitting at the top of a seemingly 
stable political system that has accorded him 
powers that none of his predecessors have 
ever enjoyed, with the possible exception of 
Mao Zedong. 
 
Why is the line between self-celebratory  
rejoicing over own victories and the lack       
of patience with and tolerance of criticism     
so thin? Why it is that criticism cannot           
be handled without immediate disciplinary 
and/or legal retribution? Why is it that there 
can be no political dialogue in the open? Why 
is it that the People’s democratic dictatorship 
seems inclined to promote dictatorship and 
not democracy although Xi Jinping and his 
predecessors continue to promise that one 
day in the distant future, China will be a sort 
of democracy? When will the dictatorship not 
be necessary anymore? 
 
The traditional argument would be that the 
party pursues an absolutist approach that 
does not allow alternative explanations or 
contestations of the party’s truth. The       
supreme leader is the paragon of the party’s 
monopoly on truth, and the privilege to     
define it is bestowed on him alone. So, when 
Xi says that the party is the surname of the 
media, then the Party is indeed the surname 
of the media. 
 

Another traditional argument would be that 
any attempt at political criticism could lead 
to social instability and unrest. The party has 
invested trillions of Chinese yuan in securing 
social stability (weiwen 维稳) across China’s 
territory over the last decades. Control of 
public opinion and suppression of public   
criticism are inherent to this approach and 
apparently essential for Xi Jinping to stay on 
what he and his leadership perceives as     
stable and secure ground.  
 
Intra-party criticism is not tolerated either. 
Political critics or disloyalists amongst         
the party elites are targeted increasingly    
through Xi Jinping’s anti-corruption campaign. 
Research has shown that party loyalty (i.e. 
loyalty towards Xi Jinping as the ‘core’      
party leader) has become a key concern        
in anti-corruption cases. vii  As Xu Zhiyong   
observed in his essay,  
 

[…] [I]f a cadre or bureaucrat criticizes, even  
privately, any of your policies it becomes Crime 
Number One in your anti-corruption campaign. 

 
Is Xi Jinping afraid of losing his power? Does 
he know things about the social and political 
situation in China that outsiders are not 
aware of or not allowed to know? Mr. Xu said,  
 

You talk up a storm with all of that stuff about 
“self-confidence” [Note: Xi’s ‘confidence        
doctrine’ declares that “we must be confident in 
our chosen path, confident in our political      
system, and confident in our guiding theories 
and confident in our culture”], but the reality is 
that you’re the one lacking confidence. (Original 
translator’s note)  
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If true, why does Xi lack confidence? Maybe, 
as Xu Zhangrun says, it could simply be that, 
 

The ultimate concern of China’s polity today and 
that of its highest leader is to preserve at all 
costs the privileged position of the Communist 
Party and to maintain ruthlessly its hold on 
power. 

 
Xu Zhiyong, Xu Zhangrun and Ren Zhiqiang 
may be wrong, of course, and we can be sure 
that their investigators are trying to convince, 
if not coerce, them once and for all to admit 
that this is the case. Nevertheless, their    
president, the general secretary of the  
Communist Party of China, Xi Jinping has  
repeatedly made promises that the party and 
the leadership will listen to the people. A few 
days ago, Xi Jinping’s speech to the 13th    
National People’s Congress in 2018 was    
finally published. In that speech he said,  
 

We must insist on the viewpoints of the people 
and on the main position of the people; we must 
modestly learn from the people, listen attentive-
ly to the people, absorb the wisdom of the peo-
ple, and make it a basic standard for gains and 
losses in all our work whether we take well care 
of the people, whether they praise or are happy 
with us, whether we  respond to them […].viii 
(Author’s translation) 

 
So why are the three critics not part of        
the “people” that Xi Jinping would like        
the Party to listen to? When is the “people” 
the “people”? That is the puzzle that China’s 
critics will apparently never  be able know. In 
the meantime, they run the risk of being  
detained, criticized, and jailed for years, 
while Xi Jinping is pondering the nature of 
the democracy that some of them demand. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This analysis contains direct quotations from trans-
lations of the texts published by the three public 
figures Xu Zhiyong, Xu Zhangrun and Ren Zhiqiang.  

The original texts are listed below along with the 
translations. Each translated text has an introduc-
tion that has also been used to construct the history 
of the three.  
i Xu Zhiyong 
• Original text: 

Xu Zhiyong许,志永. 2020. “劝退书.” 中国禁闻网. 
https://www.bannedbook.org/bnews/renquan/xg
myd/20200204/1270465.html 

 
• Sources for Xu Zhiyong’s story: 

Feng, Emily. 2020. “Rights Activist Xu Zhiyong Ar-
rested In China Amid Crackdown On Dissent.” NPR 
https://www.npr.org/2020/02/17/806584471/righ
ts-activist-xu-zhiyong-arrested-in-china-amid-
crackdown-on-dissent?t=1589449907334 

 
Guo Rui. 2020. “Chinese police detain fugitive rights 
activist Xu Zhiyong during ‘coronavirus check’.” 
South China Morning Post 
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/politics/articl
e/3051000/chinese-police-detain-fugitive-rights-
activist-xu-zhiyong 
 
Delman, Jørgen. 2010. “Xu Zhiyong og kampen for 
retssikkerhed i Kina.” (Xu Zhiyong and the struggle 
for legal rights in China) ToRS 2009. Årbog for Insti-
tut for Tværkulturelle og Regionale Studier. Køben-
havn: Institut for Tværkulturelle og Regionale 
Studies, pp. 15-19. 

 
ii Xu, Zhiyong. 2020. “Dear Chairman Xi, It’s Time for 

You to Go.” Translated and Annotated by Geremie R. 

Barmé. https://www.chinafile.com/reporting-

opinion/viewpoint/dear-chairman-xi-its-time-you-go 
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iii Xu Zhangrun 
• Original text: 

Xu Zhangrun许章润. 2020. “愤怒的人民已不再恐
惧.” Matters  
https://matters.news/@Zhizhu_2019/轉載-許章潤

-愤怒的人民已不再恐惧-
zdpuAtQTLkEf6MGa17RjcBdJFHFZAdRTfHPUgDBkC
VkTUSg3o 

 
• Sources for Xu Zhangrun’s story: 

Buckley, Chris. 2019. “A Chinese Law Professor 
Criticized Xi. Now He’s Been Suspended.” The New 
York Times 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/26/world/asia
/chinese-law-professor-xi.html 

 
Xu Zhangrun. 2020 “Viral Alarm: When Fury Over-
comes Fear.” The journal of Democracy 31 (2): 5-23. 
(Translated by Genermie R. Barmé) 
https://www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/viral
-alarm-when-fury-overcomes-fear/  
 
Yu, Verna, and Emma Graham Harrison. 
2020. ”‘This may be the last piece I write’: promi-
nent Xi critic has internet cut after house arrest.” 
The Guardian  
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/15
/xi-critic-professor-this-may-be-last-piece-i-write-
words-ring-true 

 
iv Ren Zhiqiang 
• Original Text: 

You Shu (pen name), Credible target. “Ren Zhiqi-
ang's essay.” http://credibletarget.net/notes/RZQ 
posted April 7, 2020. (Original published after Feb-
ruary 23, 2020; English and Chinese texts; unau-
thorized translation) 

 
v  Yuan Li. 2020. “A Loyal Chinese Critic Vanishes, in a 

Blow to the Nation’s Future.” The New York Times 
March 31 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/31/business/chi
na-ren-zhiqiang-censorship.html 

 
vi 彭启航. 2020. “北京华远集团原董事长任志强接受
纪律审查和监察调查.” 北京市纪委网站 April 7 
http://www.bjnews.com.cn/news/2020/04/07/7140
79.html  

 
vii Zhu Jiangnan, and Li Hui. 2019. “Elite Power Compe-

tition and Corruption Investigation in China: A Case 

 
Study.” Modern China, on-line. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0097700419845606  

 
viii Xi Jinping习近平. 2020. ”在第十三届全国人民代
表大会第一次会议上的讲话.” 求是 (Truth) May 15 
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/leaders/2020-
05/15/c_1125989644.htm 




