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China in 2021 started with relative calm in retrospect of the tumultuous initial months of 
2020 due to Covid-19’s alarming and disastrous first wave arising from the country. The 
various socio-economic and political dimensions which play an important role in 
determining the state of peace and conflict in China have been considered for this 
assessment. 
 
 
Introduction 
The year 2021 in China started with relative calm in retrospect of the tumultuous initial 
months of 2020 due to Covid-19’s alarming and disastrous first wave arising from the 
country. China’s external security environment saw some improvement, with the 
bellicose Donald Trump administration in the USA on the way out, and replaced by a 
more moderate sounding Joe Biden administration. China’s standoff with India also 
started easing, with bilateral talks gathering pace. Moreover, China has gained quite 
some confidence through its successful “Zero Covid” strategy, as it appeared to evade 
any major waves of Covid-19 after the initial one which started off the pandemic. China 
has also turned more inwards to avoid the growing external risks. Nevertheless, there 
have been some events which have raised the domestic security risks in China, ranging 
from geopolitical developments to internal social movements. This brief attempts to 
explore these current developments in 2021 and reflect on their impact on the future of 
peace and conflict in China, with a focus on 2022. The developments at the frontiers as 
well as at the domestic front has been evaluated critically to assess the growing 
challenges to the maintenance of peace within China in a very important year. The 
various socio-economic and political dimensions which play an important role in 
determining the state of peace and conflict in China have been considered for this 
assessment. 
 
Major Developments in 2021 
China witnessed the sustained development of tensions along its borders, especially 
along its Southwestern continental and Southeastern maritime frontiers. Unlike the 
previous year, 2021 saw more of force posturing and negotiations from India and China 
over the borders, avoiding any further violent clashes. Meanwhile, China dealt 
bilaterally with Bhutan and got the country, which depends militarily on India, to sign 
an agreement towards resolving their border dispute. (Wang) China has also subtly 
been tightening its grip east of Bhutan by creating new border villages along the claim 
lines with India to further reinforce China’s territorial claims without using military 
force. (The Times of India) This strategy is very much in line with the Land Border Law 
it has passed in October 2021, which will come into effect in 2022. The law seems to be 
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a significant step forward to bring in more legitimacy and irreversibility to the 
territorial expansion imperatives of China. (Luo)   
 
On the other hand, it is the Taiwan Strait which has emerged as the most volatile 
flashpoint in 2021. The war of words across the Taiwan Strait has certainly escalated in 
2021, and along with that has been the muscle flexing of China. Chinese fighter jets have 
conducted a record number of violations of the Air Defence Identification Zone 
established by Taiwan, leading the latter to scramble its fighters in response. 
(Davidson) This renewed aggression by China has led to US and its allies voicing 
support towards the defence of Taiwan in case of an eventuality. (Blanchard) 
Consequently, China’s threat perceptions and the volatility of the cross-strait from have 
risen.  
 
At its peripheral areas, China has enhanced its iron grip. The year 2019 witnessed 
massive anti-Beijing demonstrations in Hong Kong, as a result of which China 
introduced its National Security Law in Hong Kong. By 2021, China has solidified its 
control over Hong Kong affairs. The cancelling of the annual “Tiananmen Vigil”, as well 
as the shutting down of the popular and liberal newspaper “Apple Daily”, among other 
developments in 2021, are emblematic of the rapidly transforming political dynamic of 
Hong Kong. (Toru) At a more substantial level, the elections for the Legislative Council 
of the territory have been made “patriots only” by Beijing to prevent anti-Beijing 
candidates running and winning seats. Consequently, only a third of the citizens turned 
out to vote, in a process which gave overwhelming victory to pro-Beijing candidates. 
(Tan)  
 
At the domestic political sphere, the year 2021 is extremely important from the 
standpoint of the Communist Party of China (CPC) as it celebrates its centenary. 
Coincidentally, 2021 is also when the sixth plenary meeting of the CPC’s Central 
Committee was held, which reflects on politico-ideological affairs. The 2021 meet was 
supposed to officially show the green light from the Party for Xi’s indefinite rule over 
CPC and China. However, it has been observed that the sixth plenum did not match Xi’s 
expectations. More importantly, it is seen that the “historic resolution” which was 
supposed to come out of the meeting was not revealed; instead, what came out was a 
communique which reinforces the established Party view since 2018. (Xinhua News 
Agency) This apparently reflects on a lack of consensus on the final draft of the 
resolution, and thereby, the ongoing resistance within the Party against Xi’s political 
ambitions and direction. (Kondapalli)  
 
The events of prominence in the political calendar of the CPC and China are usually 
dealt by Chinese authorities with a high degree of caution and meticulousness. On the 
eve of important events like the National Party Congress, The Two Sessions, Annual 
Plenums of the CPC, etc., a high degree of preparation is made to ensure that the events 
are held smoothly and without any glitches. However, during two such occasions of 
importance, events occurred which could have created massive distractions at the 
national level, even though they took place at local levels. The first one occurred in late 
February, in the buildup to the Two Sessions of 2021. At this juncture, very close to the 
Zhongnanhai, the CPC’s leadership compound in Beijing, an explosion happened. 
(Chinascope) The second one was a series of events of similar scale which happened 
across China. (Chinascope) The details of the events are given in Figure 1. The 
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frequency, distribution and scale of the explosions which went during the span of a 
week, leading up to the Sixth Plenum, raises some very important questions about the 
socio-political stability in China. 
 
 
Figure 1. Screenshot of News Brief about the Ten Explosions of October 2021 

 
Source: Chinascope (http://chinascope.org/archives/28161) 
 
In addition to possible kinetic measures of creating unrest, there are already more silent 
and peaceful movements of resistance within China. The ancient Chinese philosophical 
tradition of Daoism is known for its focus on “non-effort”. Remnants of such thinking 
seems to have surfaced in China of 2021, with the rise of what is known as “lying flat” 
movement. This movement is a decentralized one led by employed youth who have 
become disillusioned with China’s “996” culture of overtime, also known as “involution”.  
The “lying flat” movement focusses on the skilled youth of the country to perform just 
the bare minimum to earn a basic living, and without indulging in consumerist excesses 
which facilitate less of needs and wants. (Meng)  
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There are also other similar movements in China such as “Workers Life Matter” rhyming 
with and possibly inspired by the “Black Lives Matter” movement in USA. With the 
rising economy, worker’s wages have been kept low to sustain the cheap costs which 
justify manufacturing in China. (Law) However, the costs are also simultaneously rising 
with the economy and therefore there is growing demand from the working class to 
raise their pay as well as working and living conditions. China has of late stopped 
providing information regarding the number of protests which happen across the 
country, which usually amount to tens of thousands every year. However, some 
organizations based outside the mainland disseminate information on protests within 
China. Their numbers suggest that the protests have not stopped despite them not being 
reported. One such set of data is graphically represented in Figure 2. 
 
Figure 2: Map of Labour Unrest in China in 2021 

 
Source: China Labour Bulletin (https://maps.clb.org.hk/) 
 
China’s economy is still on the rise; however, it has been slowing down during the past 
decade.  China has not been able to sustain the break-neck momentum of Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) growth which it has been used to during the turn of the 
millennium. In fact, some suggest that China has already entered into a middle-income 
trap which it has been trying to dodge, as it may become too old before it gets rich. That 
China’s population is set to decline in the near future was a fact which got the official 
stamp as the People’s Republic of China (PRC) released its decennial census in 2021. 
China’s One Child Policy driven culture of single children has further created a situation 
where even its relaxation may not work to reset the population back to a trajectory of 
growth. This will have a huge negative impact on China’s economic prospects.  
In addition to this, Xi has come up with his grandiose concept of “Common Prosperity” 
in 2021, now that China has supposedly freed itself from absolute poverty in 2020 as 
per its goals. The concept suggests that China’s economy will be dictated by the 
imperative to deliver equitable growth. (Xinhua News Agency) The immediate casualty 
of this development was the crackdown on private firms in the services sector. China’s 
Big Tech firms like Alibaba, Tencent, Meituan, etc. which emerged as startups have 
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ended up as corporate multinationals which could expose China to international risk, 
turn monopolistic, and heighten the domestic economic inequality. What if they grow so 
powerful that they may challenge the CPC establishment itself? – this strategic thinking 
has led to the PRC adopting stringent measures to limit their ability to attract Western 
capital, as well as curtail their domestic power and influence. (McGreggor) The timeline 
of the crackdown is given in Figure 3. These measures have disrupted the peace in 
China’ economic ecosystem, starting with plunging stock markets, as well as growth of 
fear in the minds of private corporate firms which may have sought to ride the state 
aided wave of the Fourth Industrial Revolution to gain massive profits. All major 
industries of the services sector – fintech, real estate, online tutoring and even cab 
hailing can be seen as facing the effects of this massive disruption underway in China’s 
economic landscape since 2021. 
 
Figure 3: The Economic Crackdown in China in 2021 

 
Source: Eric Sturdza Investments (https://ericsturdza.com/insights/china-regulatory-
crackdown/) 
 
In addition to this premeditated use of economic force was the inevitable fall from grace 
of the Evergrande real estate company in 2021, which has led to yet another set of 
shockwaves, within and outside China’s economic sector. The possible collapse of 
Evergrande has been compared widely to that of the Lehmann Brothers which led to the 
Global Financial Crisis out of which the world is yet to fully recover. A side-effect of this 
disruption in the economic sector has been rising protests by the public who have 
invested in Evergrande or will have to face wipeouts of their savings as the economic 
effects flow downstream. (Agence France Press) Meanwhile, on the financial front, 
China is attempting to tighten its grip by its 2021 ban on cryptocurrency, while at the 
same time working on establishing its own digital currency. (Amy and Ephrat) 
 
In the age of social media, negative news about the regime can spread faster and farther 
than ever before. Therefore, China in 2021 has taken additional steps to ensure that the 
control of information and the flow of data is tightly regulated by the state/CPC. The 
PRC’s high handed control over information was demonstrated globally in the recent 
Peng Shuai scandal. (Schuman) The Party is also on an ideological offensive to pre-empt 

https://ericsturdza.com/insights/china-regulatory-crackdown/
https://ericsturdza.com/insights/china-regulatory-crackdown/
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rebellious thinking against its centrality in Chinese society. Xi Jinping thought, which 
has been established as the current paradigm within the CPC ideological framework has 
been propagated throughout the Chinese society. Xi Jinping thought is part of the school 
curriculum starting from the primary level itself. (Global Times).  
 
Recent regulations involving restrictions of private entities in the generation and 
propagation of original news content, restrictions on livestreaming, as well as limiting 
the hours of gaming for children demonstrate stringent social control through 
information controls. (CNN) There have also been regulations for the media to curb the 
wave of portrayal of men in an effeminate manner. (The Associate Press) This could be 
read along with the state media coverage of the Peng Shuai case as well as the sexual 
assault of a female employee at Alibaba which surfaced in 2021 (Global Times) 
reflecting on the regime’s insecurities even on the media coverage of gender issues. 
 
Trends and Issues is 2021 
China has utilized its extensive state power to keep the peace in China during 2021. 
Though the domestic dimensions of China did have an appearance of peace and order, 
some of its the border areas and peripheral regions remain tense. To make more sense 
of the developments which happened in 2021, they need to be contextualized and put in 
perspective of the emerging trends in China. 
 
Border Areas/Contested Territories/Peripheral Regions  
Though India and China had a brief border clash in 2020, the situation has remained 
without incident in 2021, with the buildup of militaries continuing. Meanwhile, 2021 
has seen China pivoting more towards its neighbourhood in the maritime East, than 
focusing on its Southern and Western continental borders. Ever since the Democratic 
Progressive Party (DPP) has come to power in Taiwan, the island has made consistent 
efforts towards cutting its links with the PRC. It is the CPC’s ambition to complete the 
reunification of China, a precondition to reviving the PRC’s status as the most significant 
power in the international system. In 2021, therefore, China has shifted from its 
apparent distraction towards India to focus more on the most fundamental of steps in 
its path to superpowerdom – retaking Taiwan. Even though China may not succeed in 
its goal, there is a high possibility of China attempting to militarily take over the island, 
as it is deemed an essential task to be completed at least before the middle of this 
century.  
 
The city’s importance to China before the beginning of the 21st century as an island of 
freedom attractive to Western finance no longer holds today. A number of cities in the 
mainland have now overshadowed the once dominant stature of Hong Kong. A Greater 
Bay Area is being developed by China, integrating the big cities at the mouth of the Pearl 
River, including Hong Kong, into a large urban conglomeration. (Constitutional and 
Mainland Affairs Bureau of the Government of Hong Kong) Hong Kong is being 
integrated into China much ahead of schedule, and it is getting mainlandized, and 
perhaps irreversibly so. The transition period between the city’s transfer to China from 
UK and its full integration into China was supposed to take half a century. However, 
China’s patience has run thin in light of a decade of intensifying protests against 
mainland rule of Hong Kong. Since 2019, the political tide in the Special Adminstrative 
Region has seen a sudden shift towards Beijing. China enacted its National Security Law 
in Hong Kong in 2020, and acted swiftly in using the law for cracking down on 
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democratic political groups which are against the CPC/mainland forces controlling 
Hong Kong affairs. Hong Kong, which until recently was seen as a symbol of democracy 
and liberal resistance in an increasingly totalitarian PRC, has been witnessing virtually 
the end of the “One Country, Two Systems” which gave it a politico-economic identity 
totally different from yet attached to the mainland. 
 
Regime Security and Public Order 
At a more domestic level, the unchallenged dominance of the CPC in China is a fact that 
the country’s ruling regime wants to sustain for the foreseeable future. The changes in 
all aspects of life in China – political, economic, military, legal, social, cultural, 
environmental – are all monitored by the CPC with extreme caution. Though the Biden 
administration’s assertion in 2021 of its unwillingness to pursue a fundamental 
transformation of China’s political system, (Zakaria) it can never be taken at face value. 
Ever since Xi Jinping’s rise to the commanding heights of the CPC in 2012, he has been 
systematically transforming the Party, the State, the Military and even the society to 
accommodate his worldview as well as his need to stay in power indefinitely. This has 
been witnessed in the anti-corruption movement which he initiated to get rid of the 
Party of corruption, and through the process restoring its legitimacy and more 
importantly perhaps, eliminating his rivals. Xi has imprinted himself on the Party’s 
constitution itself in 2018, while taking out the two-year term limit for the post of 
China’s President which he holds. However, there seems to be currently a growing 
opposition towards Xi’s rule. (Lam) 
 
In this context, there have been speculations that the series of explosions in China 
discussed earlier have been timed to coincide with key CPC meetings. (Chinascope) 
Though the sources of these explosions are not established, the fact that a large number 
of similar types of explosions can happen at such a crucial period of the Chinese political 
calendar could be seen as an indicator of the nature of socio-political stability in China. 
Even if these events can be seen as coincidence, which could have been exploited for 
propaganda by forces opposed to the regime, it does indicate that there are pockets of 
resistance which have created and/or utilized these events for political purposes. Even 
if such forces could be discounted, it still remains demonstrative of the emerging 
inability of China’s public security mechanism known for tight societal control to deliver 
peace and stability at critical times. Moreover, China’s quick cover-up of the news also 
illustrates its glaring insecurities in the front of domestic order. 
 
Socio-Economic Stability 
Meanwhile, China, faced by an increasingly adverse international situation after 
Trump’s imposition of a “Trade War”, and further followed by international criticism in 
the wake of Covid-19’s transformation as a pandemic emanating from the country, is 
pivoting back to its domestic economy. China feels that the current trends in 
international politics and economy are getting unfavourable for the country as 
economies try to decouple from China and diversify supply chains away from the 
country in a post-Covid world. Therefore, from 2020 onwards, China has officially set 
itself on the course of economic rebalancing by pivoting to the domestic market by 
rebranding the concept of “dual circulation”. (Herrero) It implies that the Chinese 
economy will continue to be driven by both foreign and domestic economic engines, but 
the focus will shift towards the domestic. It is in this context that the “Common 
Prosperity” slogan and the associated corporate crackdowns can be seen as 
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economically significant – the need to raise the domestic market and its purchasing 
power by cutting down on towering inequalities.  
In addition to this imperative, the PRC government under Xi Jinping has demonstrated a 
high degree of insecurity as far as the flow of data and information is concerned. This is 
especially important in light of the demonstrating dissatisfaction at the culture of 
overwork and sexual exploitation, which is also a reflection of a growing trend of 
domestic response at the Chinese model of governance and development itself. The 
securitization of data is part of an ongoing trend in the past few years, and this has 
strengthened substantively through strong controls by the state of the internet and the 
cyberspace. The PRC administration certainly wants to enculture the youth and the 
armed forces in Xi Jinping thought – a stark reminder of the Cultural Revolution era.  
 
Forecast for 2022 
The year 2022 will be extremely crucial for the status of peace and stability in China, 
primarily because the 20th National Congress of the CPC is supposed to be held next 
year. The Congress is supposed to give Xi one more chance to establish his dominance 
within the Party for the period until 2035. Clearly, the imperative of the state would be 
to conduct an “orderly extension of leadership” during this vital year. There is high 
probability that it might happen, given the current level of control Xi is exerting over the 
Party. However, the possibility of disruptive acts getting orchestrated by forces 
opposing Xi’s continued leadership of the organization cannot be ruled out, if trends in 
2021 are to be considered. There might be attempts to discredit Xi’s political stature 
through subversive actions, so as to impress upon the Party elders that the organization 
is going on a self-destructive path under Xi. The elders will be meeting in the secretive 
annual Beidaihe summit next year to decide the fate of the next five/ten years of the 
Party’s leadership.  
 
The volatile situation in the borders may continue as the stalemate is persisting and 
buildup from India and China is progressing. Except for an inadvertent crisis, the 
possibility of a deliberate conflict getting initiated is low due to the abovementioned 
political significance of 2022 for Xi. On a conservative estimate, a fourth Taiwan Strait 
crisis might be brewing, which may play out in the immediate term, if not in 2022. With 
the Legislative Council of Hong Kong also becoming completely pro-Beijing in 2021, the 
next year may certainly see a strengthening of stability at the surface level. The same 
can be said about Xinjiang, especially considering the fact that the new Taliban regime 
in Afghanistan, traditionally a supporter of Uyghur insurgency, is currently beholden to 
China. 
 
The socio-economic sector perhaps pose a credible threat to the peace in China in 2022. 
The bursting of debt bubbles, and its ramifications are hard to predict, but the 
likelihood of disruptive events of this front cannot be ruled out. If it happens, it will have 
massive downstream effects on societal stability. At a more societal level, the Party’s 
ingress into people’s daily lives could see a consistent growth, and may also witness a 
subsequent pushback. The year 2022 may see innovative ways in which citizens may 
demonstrate their resistance to an increasingly intrusive state. As the effort to maintain 
domestic order and security intensifies in China, they may turn out to be counter-
productive, the signs of which are already visible and may get increasingly obvious in 
the coming years.  
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