
The march of China's new middle class

Despite the ranks of riot police, they came in their thousands: marching through the streets of
the elegant port city of Dalian to demand the closure of a coastal chemical plant that came
within a whisker of a major toxic leak.

Residents demonstrate against a petrochemical plant in Dalian Photo: REUTERS
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This, however, was no movement of frustrated migrant workers or disgruntled peasants thrown off their land, but an
orderly, 12,000-strong crocodile of China’s (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china) new well-to-do;
smartly-dressed and smartphone-savvy, texting pictures of their defiance all around the world.

China’s authorities deal with a 100,000 'disturbances’ a year, but the protests in Dalian last weekend
(http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/8700549/Chinese-people-power-forces-closure-
of-chemical-factory.html) were different, forcing the local government to announce the closure of the £950m factory
that generates £200m of tax revenues a year.

The march of China's new middle class - Telegraph http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/8707197/The-ma...

1 of 4 04/10/2011 3:14 PM



It was a rare humiliation; a rare demonstration of people power; but also a sign of things to come for China’s rulers
as they confront a new breed of middle-class protestor that knows their 'rights’ and dares to challenge the corruption
inherent in China’s one-party state.

From corner-cutting in China’s high-speed rail network, shoddy schools that collapse during earthquakes, poisoned
baby formula and countless pollution scandals there is a growing revolt against what the official People’s Daily
recently dubbed “Bloody GDP” - economic growth that puts Communist Party prestige (and officials’ kick-backs) over
the welfare of the people.

One of the Dalian marchers, a 26-year-old woman, agreed to meet The Daily Telegraph in a café in one of the city’s
up-market shopping malls.

Chinese people power forces closure of factory (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china
/8700549/Chinese-people-power-forces-closure-of-chemical-factory.html)

Chinese internet-activist on trial (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/8697820/Chinese-
internet-activist-on-trial.html)

Riot erupts in southwest China town over car-parking dispute (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews
/asia/china/8697220/Riot-erupts-in-southwest-China-town-over-car-parking-dispute.html)

She carries a Louis Vuitton bag (not fake), wears rose-tinted designer glasses and admits her father is sufficiently
wealthy that she doesn’t need a job. She is also an online follower of Ai Weiwei, the dissident-artist who spent 81
days in detention earlier this year.

“I was so surprised when I saw so many people were there, I had no idea so many would come” she says, still
thrilling visibly at the memory of the march, “I think the police underestimated us and how much people care about
their environment and their city.

“It’s the environment that makes us angry. In my memory Dalian has always been a clean, beautiful coastal city. We
cannot endure its destruction.

Dalian was the most beautiful city in Northeast China, now there’s dust everywhere, it’s a building site and the
pollution is so serious.” The young woman, who asks not to be named, makes three key observations about the
nature of the Dalian protest: it was arranged via social media, it happened despite government’s attempts to stop it
and it was an issue-based protest, not an open attack on the ruling Communist Party itself.

“If there was someone shouting 'down with the Communist Party!’ people were asking him to keep calm,” she said,
“The participants went there with a clear aim, which was to save the city. There were very controlled and calm. They
even picked up their litter.” But worryingly for China’s security apparatus, the standard coercion tactics that are
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used to control such public protests failed in Dalian.

In the days before the demonstration - called over fears that the local chemical plant could leak after it was damaged
in a typhoon - the powerful neighbourhood committees that make up the first line of surveillance on Chinese society
warned residents against attending; students received SMS messages telling of 'severe consequences’, and any
government employees that attended were threatened with the sack.

But still, the people came: and many more who didn’t obviously supported the protest, tooting their horns in
encouragement as the marchers went past and offering free tea and water to the protestors from their shops and
cafes.

“I just saw the message calling for the protest on Renren [China’s Facebook equivalent] but I didn’t say I was going
because I didn’t want the police to stop me,” added the woman marcher, “that was why I was surprised so many
came. I thought only a few thousand would come at most.”

Many marchers contacted by The Telegraph declined to speak. Some were concerned about reprisals from schools
and employers, others argued there was no mileage in 'crowing’ about the people’s victory in case the authorities
changed their minds.

The fact that the size of the Dalian protest came as such a surprise, demonstrated not only the well-known power of
social networking and microblog platforms, but also the way in which protestors circumvent police monitoring of the
sites.

The presence of pre-printed banners, flags and posters clearly suggested a core of organisers, but participants said
they would have had no way of knowing how many people would actually take to the streets on Sunday morning, and
neither, apparently, did the police.

“Sure, I got the warning message [from the university authorities],” a 21-year-old student who agreed to meet on
Dalian’s seafront, obscured in a bustling crowds of tourist said. “But I ignored it. It was right for people to go. As
citizens we must have courage to express ourselves. It is our duty.” Joshua Rosenzweig, honorary researcher at
Hong’s Kong’s Dui Hua foundation who has been chronicling dissent in China for almost a decade, says the
Dalian-style protesters differ from traditional dissidents like Liu Xiaobo, the 2010 Nobel peace prize winner who was
jailed for 11 years for writing and circulating the Charter 08 petition attacking one-party rule.

“Over the last five years activism has taken a new direction in China,” says Mr Rosenzweig, “There had been a
move away from the classical mode of attacking the system itself, to more issue-based causes like this chemical
factory in Dalian, that people can identify and sympathise with much more directly.” China’s rulers might take little
comfort from this distinction, since participants at the Dalian rally seemed clear that they were using an issue that
has widespread public support to attack the system while avoiding serious charge of 'subversion’.

“It was like a carnival, everyone was so excited. People were coming out of the restaurants to give us tea and
water, they were doing it spontaneously.

It felt like there was revolutionary atmosphere. It was the most exciting thing I’ve ever done,” added the student.
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“People were talking about 'June Fourth’ [the date of the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989],” he added, “There
were some officials walking in the Square, saying if you don’t disperse, the square will be cleared by force, but the
people said it’s different now.

“Back then, they sent tanks in to clear the square, but people said they wouldn’t dare now, the slaughter would be
too much.” Perhaps, but it is clear from the frantic attempt to censor news and pictures of the protest in the Chinese
media, that the government is doing everything in its power to stop other cities getting wind of Dalian’s big news:
that a street protest in China has actually won the day.

“If that connection - between taking to the streets and getting what you want - becomes common knowledge it will be
well-worth watching,” adds Mr Rosenzweig, who predicts such protests will increase in future, and that they might
well not end so peacefully.

“It has the potential to lead confrontation because I don’t see incidents like Dalian being allowed to happen too many
more times before the authorities revert to more 'traditional’ methods of containment.”
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