
Spying for the People

Since the end of the cold war, the operations of secret police informers
have come under the media spotlight, and it is now common knowl-
edge that vast internal networks of spies in the Soviet Union and East
Germany were directed by the Communist Party. By contrast, very little
historical information has been available on the covert operations of the
security services in Mao Zedong’s China. However, as Michael Schoen-
hals reveals in this intriguing and sometimes sinister account, public
security was a top priority for the founders of the People’s Republic,
and agents were recruited from all levels of society to provide intelli-
gence and ferret out “counterrevolutionaries.” On the basis of hitherto
classified archival records, the book tells the story of a vast surveillance
and control apparatus through a detailed examination of the cultiva-
tion and recruitment of agents, their training, and their operational
activities across an eighteen-year period from 1949 to 1967. These rev-
elations add an entirely new dimension to modern China’s troubled
social and political history. Although the story may be safely set in
the past, the development of human sources to sustain an oppressive
domestic order is nothing if not eerily relevant to students of the present.

Professor Michael Schoenhals has researched the politics and history
of the People’s Republic of China for more than twenty-five years.
Now at Lund University, his publications on the subject include Doing
Things with Words in Chinese Politics: Five Studies (1992) and, with
Roderick MacFarquhar, Mao’s Last Revolution (2006). In 2003, the
Swedish Research Council awarded him the prestigious “researcher of
excellence” title.
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