ACADEMIC CO-OPERATION
WITH THE PEOPLE’S
REPUBLIC OF CHINA
DANGERS AND TEMPTATIONS

On 26 February this year, Eesti Ekspress ran a
story about how the management of the
University of Tartu banned the publication of an
article in the university publication Universitas
Tartuensis (UT) about an agreement of common
intentions between the university and the
Chinese company Huawei Technologies, because
the article contained inappropriate criticism of
the agreement.! On the same day, UT’s online
version published the controversial article “in the
public interest ... unchanged and in full”, as
explained in the accompanying press release.’
University of Tartu Vice-Rector for Development
Mr. Erik Puura, who was considered the person
behind the ban, denied this in an interview,
stating that bringing up the “slightly dualistic
topic” could have damaged the university’s
reputation.’ On the same day, a group of
members of the Estonian Oriental Society openly
condemned the ban and, referring to, among
other things, a report by the Estonian Foreign
Intelligence Service, drew attention to the
potential dangers of university cooperation with
Chinese authorities and censorship of related
information.*

This minor episode in the flow of
information on the international
research cooperation of Estonian
universities would not deserve to be
highlighted if it were not significant in
the broader context of relations with
China, which include academic
cooperation as a possible risk factor.
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STRATEGIC BACKGROUND:
CHINA'S GOAL FOR THE
CENTURY

The People’s Republic of China (PRC), led by the
ruling Communist Party of China (CPC), has
openly set itself the goal of becoming a world
superpower in the coming decades. The goal is
nothing less than taking over global leadership
from the Europe—US Atlantic coalition that has
dominated the world for the past few centuries.
In the PRC's domestic-policy agenda, it is
formulated as “two centenary goals” (B PM—BE
lidng ge yi bdi nidn): to achieve a “moderately
prosperous society” by the time of the CPC’s
100th anniversary in 2021 (/NE#EE xido kang
shé hui) and “to build a prosperous, strong,
democratic, culturally advanced and harmonious
modern socialist state” by the country’s
centenary in 2049 (BR—1ME3x EA ERE
et RIS EXER jianshe  yigé
fanréng, giangda, minzhi, wénhua xianjin, héxié
de xiandai shéhul zhtyi gudjia), which would

China’s goal is nothing less than taking over
global leadership from the Europe—US Atlantic
coalition that has dominated the world for the
past few centuries

make it one of the world’s leading nations in
terms of economic and living standards, political
influence and military power.” This is Chairman
Xi Jinping’s “Chinese dream” (FE% zhdng gud
meng), which is based on the revanchist
sentiment of “not forgetting the national
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humiliation” (ZI&ERE wd wang gud  chi),
referring to China’s subjugation to the pressure
of the West (including Japan) in the 19th century
and the first half of the 20th century.

In the PRC's foreign-policy agenda, this is
reflected in an aggressive emphasis on China’s
interests, hypersensitive reactions to criticism,
especially in the area of human rights and civil
liberties, economic invasion and the increasing
emphasis on China’s special role or mission in
shaping the future world order. The most
characteristic example of the latter is Xi Jinping’s
vision of a “community of shared future for
mankind” (AEapiztEHE rén lei ming yin gong
tong ti), the advocate’s image of which the PRC
consistently creates, emphasising the
connection between traditional Chinese values
and Marxism.®

Some Western politicians interpret current
events as the rebirth of the Chinese Empire as a
logical course of cyclical change in global
politics.”

Any of the PRC's state-led activities on an
international scale—whether in the realm of
“hard power”, i.e. the economy, politics and the
military, or “soft power”, i.e. society, culture and
science, including academic cooperation—must
be seen and understood in this strategic context
as steps and means serving the purpose of
increasing China’s global influence, which need
not coincide with and may even undermine the
interests and objectives of the target countries.

Academic cooperation and the exchange and
mediation of knowledge between people and
institutions is a perfectly natural phenomenon in
the modern world. The survival of human
civilisation and the resolution of the daily and
global challenges it faces would not be possible
without it. It involves all countries, with the

larger and more developed ones mainly in the
role of donors of knowledge and technologies,
and the smaller and less developed ones as the
recipients.

In this context, nothing could be more natural
than  China’s  growing  participation in
international research. Having become one of
the leading economies from a so-called Third
World’s country and a nation that has
successfully implemented and developed the
latest technological solutions over the past 40
years, it would be impossible to exclude China
from international academic cooperation. So
why do Western countries, in particular, see
cooperation with China as a growing problem
and threat?

Quite simply, it is the global strategic context
described above, in which the PRC is in a special
and  completely  unique  position. The
strengthening of China’s position
threatens to unbalance the current
world  order, with  unforeseen
consequences. China’s political
system is—from a Western
viewpoint—autocratic and
chauvinistic, centralist and
hierarchical. The CPC, which forms the axis of
the system, controls everything and everyone
with its rigidly hierarchical structure. It needs
more and more resources, especially
information on research and technology, not
only from China but from all over the world, to
keep the growing and increasingly complex
system running.

The Western academic tradition is by nature an
autonomous, independent network of
universities and individuals free from any
political interference, and has been widely
accepted as such by governments. The
politicisation of academia and excessive state
control have been considered inappropriate,
even from a pragmatic point of view, as it has
long been clear that the quantity and quality of
scientific information coming from a political
and overregulated academy suffers as a result.
Today, free academic activity and cooperation
are protected by laws and international
agreements.

The story is quite different in China, where
laws—in  particular the 2017 National
Intelligence Law—stipulate that all agencies and
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companies must cooperate with the country’s
security and intelligence agencies, and this takes
precedence over the staff of the relevant
agencies.® The interests of the Chinese state are
paramount in international academic
cooperation. The rules and agreements of other
countries are followed insofar as they do not
conflict with China’s interests. If they do, they
can and must be ignored and every effort must
be made to enforce China’s rules.

China’s  nationally  coordinated influence
operation in the guise of academic cooperation
can be broadly divided into three areas:

e direct scientific espionage;

e directing and influencing joint projects
through financing and using the results
in the interests of the Chinese state;

e the use of so-called “soft power”, i.e.
cultural and humanitarian education, to
create  attitudes and  sentiment
favourable to China.

Of these, scientific espionage is the most
widespread and the most damaging to the
target countries. It includes the theft of scientific
and technological information, bribery of
researchers, disguised financing of

projects that benefit China and

plagiarism of Western research

results. This is the most difficult to

control, as Western universities and

research institutions are generally

open and background checks on all

Chinese researchers and students

are neither possible nor effective. However, in
recent years, a number of cases have been
uncovered in the United States and Australia,
where the problem is most acute. In several
cases, it has been ascertained that academics
caught in espionage worked directly under the
PRC’s intelligence or military structures, so that
the main purpose of their work was espionage.
The counter-intelligence services of these
countries are heavily involved in gathering
information and setting up measures, while
scientific espionage by the PRC is actually
expanding.’

Financing from China, both direct and covert, is
often linked to the previous point, as it opens up
good opportunities for Chinese researchers to
participate in direct research and access data
and results. Researchers from target countries

are also recruited to work for China, as has
recently been the «case in American
universities.’® Universities in poorer countries
such as Estonia and elsewhere in Eastern and
Central Europe are more vulnerable to influence
through funding, as their own national financing
is often insufficient. The potential risks of
Chinese-funded joint projects are often not
analysed, while censorship and concealment and
influencing public opinion may be used to obtain
funding. All this happened in the case of the
University of Tartu and Huawei mentioned at
the beginning of this paper. A special form of
influencing through financing is the funding of
academic  activities (conferences, lecture
courses, etc.) promoting Chinese activities
through PRC embassies or undercover agents. "

The most important and widespread instrument
of China’s “soft power” is the Confucius Institute
network, through which Chinese language and
culture are taught in collaborations between
universities in the PRC and in the target
countries, mainly with Chinese funding and
teaching staff. Curated by the PRC Ministry of
Education, this network includes about 450

Confucius Institutes worldwide; a total of 37 are
in the Eastern and Central European countries
belonging to the 17+1 cooperation network,
including one in Estonia that has been operating
at Tallinn University since 2010." Their main
activities could be considered worthy of merit, if
it were not for the numerous cases where
Confucius Institutes have tried to interfere in the
academic activities of universities in target
countries by demanding that they follow
Chinese standards in presenting Chinese issues,
etc. As a rule, the Confucius Institutes act as
extensions of PRC embassies. In addition, other
international networks are run and funded by
China to promote so-called traditional Chinese
values and to justify the PRC’s political practices.
One example is the International Confucian
Association, with which the author of this paper
has close experience.™
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