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During the 2000 presidential campaign, 
George W. Bush expressed his support for 
extending permanent normal trade relations 
to China, characterizing trade as a powerful 
means of promoting the cause of freedom 
in China. The United States, he said, must 
engage China’s emerging entrepreneurial 
class. Like Bill Clinton and former Presi
dent Bush, the new president appears to 
favor engagement rather than the use of 
punitive trade measures as the best means 
of fostering democracy and greater respect 
for human rights in China. Precisely what 
forms of engagement his administration 
will support remains to be seen.

China’s economic reforms, coupled with 
global markets and information technology, 
are increasingly connecting not only its busi
ness class but virtually all segments of Chi
nese society to the outside world, thereby 
producing new opportunities for engage
ment. These same trends have also been al
tering the relationship between the state 
and Chinese society in ways that have im
portant implications for the status of human 
rights. Indeed, the Clinton administration 
frequently argued that globalization carried 
with it certain advantages for U.S. human 
rights policy by empowering indigenous 
actors who, through various grass-roots ef
forts, have the potential to advance economic 
and political reforms at the state level. The 
United States, the administration argued, 
should avail itself of opportunities to assist 
these local actors, thereby improving pros
pects for indigenous political reform.

Clinton’s interest in such opportunities 
dated to 1994 when, in conjunction with

his decision to de-link human rights from 
the annual review of China’s most-favored- 
nation trade status, he promised “a new 
and vigorous American program to sup
port those in China working to advance 
the cause of human rights and democracy.”1 
His administration later proposed to work 
with Congress to develop a democracy pro
gram for China that would utilize American 
nongovernmental organizations (N G O s) “to 
strengthen both civil society and the rule 
of law.” China’s economic reforms and the 
opening of Chinese society to the outside 
world had produced new social organiza
tions that in turn offered opportunities for 
the United States and others “to support 
the development of civil society in China.”2

That the United States could address its 
human rights concerns through a proactive 
democracy program was not a new notion. 
President Reagan called for a worldwide 
campaign “to foster the infrastructure of de
mocracy” as early as 1982, and his admini
stration helped establish the National En
dowment for Democracy ( n e d )— a quasi- 
autonomous nongovernmental organization 
authorized by Congress in 1983 to promote 
freedom and democracy around the globe—  
in addition to implementing a number of de
mocracy-building programs through various 
government agencies. Democracy building 
as an explicit component of U.S. human 
rights policy was subsequently adopted by 
the Bush and Clinton administrations.

The Clinton team achieved only limited 
success in mobilizing the necessary congres
sional support. What support the admini
stration did garner, however, was largely
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bipartisan. This may bode well for those who 
hope that the Bush administration will take 
advantage of new opportunities to influence 
Chinese society on behalf of democracy and 
human rights.

It is also important to note that the 
Clinton administration, in championing 
the opportunities for civil-society promo
tion in China, had plenty of company in the 
N G O  community. Civil-society initiatives 
are enormously popular among the inter
national groups working in China today. 
Their appeal appears to rest at least in part 
on the assumption, confirmed for many by 
events in Poland in 1989, that a strong civil 
society can act as a powerful vehicle for de
mocratization by exerting pressure against 
the state from below. Programs designed to 
assist in the development of a vigorous civil 
society are thus often construed as a bottom- 
up, as opposed to a top-down, strategy for 
promoting democracy and human rights.

Characterizing civil-society initiatives 
for China in this way, however, is trouble
some, largely because the emergence of 
China’s civil society has not been a purely 
grass-roots development. China’s n g o s  are 
linked to the state in a way that makes it 
difficult to reconcile the country’s nascent 
civil society with the prevailing Western 
mode, that is, an autonomous sphere of vol
untary associations capable of bringing pres
sure to bear against the state. The limited 
enthusiasm in Congress for Clinton’s pro
posed civil-society initiative was due in part 
to the belief among members of Congress 
that the very notion of a “Chinese n g o ”  is 
an oxymoron.

China’s “ N G O s” do look different from 
their Western counterparts. However, 
China’s civil society is still evolving, and 
neither its future nor the merits of outside 
efforts to foster its development should be 
assessed apart from the forces of globaliza
tion at work in China today. Continued 
economic liberalization, legal reform, and 
global communications technology have 
been strengthening Chinese society vis-à-vis

the state and connecting it to the outside 
world in unprecedented ways. Globalization 
is, in effect, providing outside actors with 
new opportunities to encourage the develop
ment of a civil society that is capable of an
choring political and legal reform deep in 
Chinese society. The evolution of China’s 
civil society may, ultimately, not fit the 
Western model, but if China is to democra
tize, reform must occur at the societal level 
as well as at the top. Civil-society initiatives 
constitute an important means of encourag
ing the changes essential to the evolution of 
a political system that is more democratic 
and more respectful of human rights.

A Fledgling Civil Society 
Recent changes in the relationship between 
state and society in China, including the 
emergence of new social associations or or
ganizations (shehui tuanti) are largely a prod
uct of economic reforms initiated by Chi
nese leader Deng Xiaoping, beginning in 
the late 1970s. There is widespread agree
ment that China’s gradual adoption of mar
ket economic reforms since then has altered 
the relationship between the state and soci
ety by redistributing economic resources in 
society’s favor.

As the state has pulled back, it has also 
created space for the emergence of new 
social groups with economic resources at 
their disposal. A top-down process of eco
nomic liberalization thus triggered at the 
grass roots the formation of new social 
groups, many of which provide services in 
such areas as health and education; others 
engage in environmental advocacy. These 
new social organizations now make up a 
fledgling civil society.

Economic reforms have also provided 
the impetus for legal reform, which has, in 
turn, made possible the emergence of civil 
society. A market economy requires that 
legal protections be extended to independent 
economic activity. Moreover, maintaining 
a viable market economy demands that 
the state honor and enforce the new laws,
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thereby accepting limits on its own power. 
Reforms undertaken to provide the legal 
foundation for a market economy can also 
encourage progress toward the rule of law.

Although reform of China’s legal system 
has proceeded at an uneven pace, the reforms 
that have occurred appear to be fostering a 
new understanding of law and rights among 
the Chinese people. Over the past decade, 
with the assistance of such outside actors as 
the Ford Foundation and the Asia Founda
tion, China has promulgated a number of 
new laws that serve to limit the discretion
ary power of the state. These include the 
State Compensation Law (1992), which al
lows citizens to sue the state for a variety of 
infractions and perceived excesses, as well as 
the Administrative Penalties Law (1996), 
which limits the power of Chinese officials 
by outlining principles of transparency, le
gitimacy, and due process for the admini
stration of punishments and penalties.

Coupled with the rapid growth of 
China’s legal community, these changes 
have prompted an enormous increase in liti
gation, including lawsuits filed against the 
government by private citizens and entities. 
According to China scholar Minxin Pei, the 
number of commercial disputes adjudicated 
by the courts rose from about 15,000 a year 
in the early 1980s to 1.5 million a year in 
the mid-1990s. The number of civil cases 
also increased markedly. Perhaps most re
markably, legislation allowing citizens to 
sue the government precipitated a striking 
rise in the number of lawsuits filed, from 
approximately 600 in 1986 to nearly 80,000 
in 1996.3

Coupled with global markets and infor
mation technology, China’s economic re
forms have also amplified the impact of 
external actors on China’s internal develop
ment. Indeed, the democracy-promotion 
strategy the Clinton administration articu
lated for Asia— including China— hinged 
directly on the region’s rapid economic 
growth. Testifying before Congress in Sep
tember 1997, the State Department’s assis

tant secretary for human rights, John Shat- 
tuck, argued that “economic development 
can gradually undermine authoritarianism 
because it can create social forces that seek 
to develop autonomy from the state.” Shat- 
tuck emphasized that the administration 
was not subscribing to a theory of “eco
nomic determinism,” but, rather, sought to 
ally itself with these new social forces, recog
nizing that “democratization is caused by 
the hard work on the ground by those who 
promote elements of civil society.”4 Shat- 
tuck’s successor, Harold Koh, also defended 
the administration’s policy of engagement 
with China by arguing that human rights re
forms occur “more frequently from inside, 
bottom-up, than outside, top-down.”5 Koh 
characterized the administration’s human 
rights strategy for China as an “outside-in
side” approach, coupling “vigorous support 
for change from outside China with vigor
ous support for internal reform within 
China.”6

Events in Eastern Europe in 1989, espe
cially in Poland, undoubtedly encouraged 
the Clinton administration and other out
side actors’ interest in China’s nascent civil 
society. In Poland, civil society in the form 
of an alliance between the independent la
bor movement Solidarity, the Catholic 
Church, and intellectuals emerged in op
position to the state, ultimately generating 
sufficient political pressure to make possible 
a negotiated transition to democracy. Cur
rent Western notions of civil society and its 
potential as a force for democratization in 
China are closely associated with the Polish 
experience. Many outside actors envision 
China’s new social organizations as a place 
for dissent and opposition— as vehicles 
through which ordinary citizens can assert 
their rights against the state. Understood in 
this way, civil society stands in opposition 
to, rather than in harmony with, the state.

Applying this particular conception 
of civil society in the Chinese context is 
problematic. Although China’s economic 
reforms have strengthened Chinese society
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by precipitating a redistribution of social 
and economic resources away from the state 
and toward the society, these same develop
ments have posed substantial challenges to 
the authority of the state, to which it has ac
tively responded. Among the consequences 
of economic reform are a host of new social 
problems (unemployment, corruption, a 
widening gap between rich and poor, and 
serious environmental problems), which 
the regime regards as potential sources of 
social unrest or disorder. At the same time, 
economic reform has diminished the capac
ity of the state to assemble the resources 
necessary to address these various problems. 
Hence, the government has been forced not 
only to tolerate but to rely on China’s new 
“nongovernmental” sector to provide the 
social services it can no longer afford. The 
state’s own acknowledgment of its growing 
reliance on this ngo  community is perhaps 
most vividly illustrated by the Chinese Com
munist Party’s decision in September 1997 
to issue a platform calling for “small govern
ment, big society,” although the actual in
tent underlying this slogan remains unclear.

Challenging the Regime
Indeed, for the Beijing regime, NGO activity 
is not an unmitigated good. The state fears 
the potential of China’s new social organiza
tions to generate pressure for reform from 
below, thereby triggering social unrest and 
a further erosion of its political control. Con
sequently, the Chinese government is at once 
fearful of NGOs and conscious of its depend
ence on them. This ambivalence has led the 
regime to permit ngo  activity.while extend
ing its own tentacles into the “nongovern
mental” sector in an effort to reassert its con
trol. In so doing, it has effectively blurred 
the line that most Westerners beiieve exists 
between the state and civil society.

The government’s effort to use the non
governmental sector to reestablish its con
trol over Chinese society has taken two basic 
forms. First, the government has established 
what have been termed “gongos,” govern

ment-organized ngos that are typically 
staffed by state or party officials. Many of 
China’s most prominent NGOs, such as the 
China Charities Federation and the China 
Youth Development Foundation are, in fact, 
gongos. The government envisions these or
ganizations as “bridges” designed to recon
nect the state with the society, or as “trans
mission belts” for government policy. The 
fact that many of China’s leading ngos are 
government constructions is certainly one of 
the difficulties scholars confront in trying to 
assess the likely political implications of 
China’s emerging civil society.

China’s nongovernmental sector also 
includes numerous organizations resulting 
from individual initiative. This is particu
larly true of environmental groups, such as 
Friends of Nature and Global Village, that 
are engaged in advocacy and education. Indi
viduals have also responded to gaps in the 
provision of social services resulting from 
economic reforms by setting up local chari
table organizations. A New York Times ar
ticle recently featured one such institution, 
a home for the children of prison inmates 
called the Beijing Model Village. Zhang 
Shuqin, the home’s founder, modeled it on 
one she had created in Shaanxi in 1995, and 
plans to provide the children with tutoring, 
counseling, and vocational skills. She de
pends entirely on contributions from busi
nesses, individuals, and foreign charities, 
even though, legally, the center operates 
under the authority of the China Charities 
Federation, one of China’s gongos.7

Individual initiative has also spawned 
a growing number of volunteer organiza
tions, which provide advice and services in 
a wide range of areas, including healthcare, 
personal counseling, assistance to the dis
abled and elderly, and legal information.
One such organization, the Maple Women’s 
Psychological Counseling Center in Bei
jing, manages a telephone “hotline,” which 
is typically staffed by professionals in a vari
ety of fields, and offers a wide range of ad
vice, including family counseling and legal
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information. The Center for Women’s Law 
Studies and Legal Services at Beijing Univer
sity, another voluntary association, also pro
vides legal advice and information.

Regulating Civil Society 
Further complicating the picture, however, 
are the efforts by the Chinese regime to co
opt and constrain the NGO community 
through a series of administrative regula
tions. Between 1980 and 1989, China’s 
State Council and Ministry of Civil Affairs 
issued various rules intended to regulate 
the rapidly expanding number of social or
ganizations. Not until 1989, however, did 
the state enact a comprehensive set of regu
lations for the registration and management 
of social groups.

The 1989 regulations, which were part 
of a much larger effort by the government to 
reassert control in the wake of Tiananmen 
Square, require that all social organizations 
register with the Ministry of Civil Affairs af
ter first obtaining a state or party sponsor, 
often referred to as a “mother-in-law.” This 
provision was designed to prohibit similar 
associations from forming within the same 
administrative jurisdiction, and thereby to 
limit the total number of legally recognized 
organizations.

In 1998, the State Council issued two 
new sets of regulations covering all nonprofit 
groups. While similar to the 1989 regula
tions, the new rules appear to be somewhat 
more restrictive. All groups are still required 
to register with the Ministry of Civil Affairs 
or its departments, and only one social or
ganization in a particular issue area is per
mitted at each administrative level. How
ever, the 1998 rules also extended the regis
tration system to a new category of associa
tions— “people-run, non-enterprise units” 
(minban feiqiye danwei)— which includes pri
vate charitable groups, small-scale service 
providers, and public benefit institutions. 
The previous regulations applied only to 
“social organizations” (shehui tuanti), which 
are defined as membership organizations.

Though the long-term impact of the 1998 
regulations on China’s civil society remains 
unclear, the regulations are indicative of 
an effort by the state not only to constrain 
the NGO community but also to extend its 
own reach.

The government’s crackdown on the Fa
lun Gong spiritual movement, beginning 
in July 1999, also demonstrates that its 
promotion of the NGO sector is generally 
not based on an appreciation of the virtues 
of freedom of association. Even China’s vil
lage committee elections, which have fre
quently been heralded as a manifestation of 
an emerging civil society and a harbinger of 
democracy, reflect the regime’s efforts to co
opt grass-roots movements to serve its own 
political ends.

The village committees, which were 
recognized by the 1982 constitution as a 
legitimate form of local political organiza
tion, initially emerged as a peasant response 
to Deng Xiaoping’s early economic reforms. 
In November 1987, following considerable 
debate within the Chinese leadership, the 
National People’s Congress passed the ex
perimental Organic Law of Village Com
munities, which officially recognized the 
committees and required that members be 
elected by village residents. However, the 
new law was not a response to popular 
demand. Peng Zhen, a conservative party 
official and former head of the National 
People’s Congress, first advocated recogniz
ing the elections as a means of preventing 
the villagers, who had become increasingly 
estranged from local leaders, from revolting. 
The regime understood that the village elec
tions could serve as “transmission belts be
tween the government and the villagers.”8

Yet, the village election process also at
tracted support from younger, more reform- 
oriented party members who had “been in
fluenced both by Western political values 
and by the success of democratic reform in 
Taiwan.”9 China scholar Tianjian Shi thus 
concluded in a 1999 analysis of the village 
elections: “The case study of the implemen
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tation process of the Organic Law of the 
Village Committees shows that just as in
stitutional settings can be used by conser
vatives to resist reform they can also be 
used by reformers to promote political 
change.”10

The village election process also demon
strates that genuine reforms have been sup
ported and furthered by the state. Recogniz
ing this, a number of outside actors have 
championed the village elections as a means 
of promoting local political participation 
and extending democratic elections to higher 
levels of government. The Ford Foundation, 
the Asia Foundation, the United Nations 
Development Program, and the Interna
tional Republican Institute— one of the 
National Endowment for Democracy’s four 
core grant recipients— have all provided as
sistance in support of the village elections to 
the Ministry of Civil Affairs, which contin
ues to oversee the process. Ultimately, how
ever, the process surrounding the village 
elections reflects the same contradictory im
pulses the state has demonstrated with re
spect to the NGO community as a whole.

A Force for Democratization?
The state’s penetration of China’s newly 
emerging social sector raises the question of 
whether it is appropriate to characterize this 
sector as “civil society,” or to use the term 
“ngo” to describe the country’s social or
ganizations. Even Yan Ming Fu, president 
of the China Charities Federation— a govern
ment-organized NGO— when asked whether 
there were any “real” ngos in China, re
sponded: “We need to use Chinese stand
ards to measure whether or not NGOs in this 
period are real. The ‘pure’ kind of Western 
NGO is very difficult to find in China.”11

If, however, China’s civil society does 
not fit the dominant Western model, must 
we then also question the virtue of civil-soci
ety initiatives as a means of fostering democ
racy in China? Are such programs based on 
false assumptions? Barnett Baron, executive 
vice president of the Asia Foundation, has

suggested that “the dominant but overly 
simplistic ‘civil society’ paradigm...is a real 
obstacle to understanding the context in 
which non-profit organizations are emerg
ing in China today.” Baron cautions, “If 
China has an embryonic ‘civil society,’ it is 
surely not developing in opposition to the 
State.”12 Yet, the Asia Foundation has been 
actively engaged in the promotion of civil 
society and the rule of law in China, along 
with many other international and U.S.- 
based ngos, including the Ford Foundation, 
the American Bar Association, the National 
Committee on U.S.-China Relations and the 
Rockefeller Foundation.

The Directory of International NGOs Sup
porting Work in China, published by China 
Development Research Services in Hong 
Kong in late 1999, observed that civil-soci
ety initiatives appeared “set to become a sig
nificant trend among large donor organisa
tions in the coming decade.” The directory 
lists a total of 120 international organiza
tions from the United States, Canada, Eu
rope, and Asia currently working in China, 
many of which have implemented programs 
that support China’s “nongovernmental” sec
tor. These may be the “most active groups 
with sizeable programs,” but the directory 
estimates that they represent “probably no 
more than a quarter of the total number of 
organisations engaging with China at some 
level.” In fact, the number of international 
NGOs currently working in China is large 
enough that the directory’s publisher has, 
since 1996, also produced a quarterly Eng
lish-language publication, chinabrief whose 
stated mission is “to increase the flow of in
formation to and between international 
agencies funding or implementing develop
ment projects in China.”13

Legal and civil-society programming 
has not been limited to private foundations. 
In 1999, Temple University in Philadelphia 
launched an unprecedented experiment to 
train Chinese lawyers, judges, and prosecu
tors in American law. In response to a re
quest made by the Chinese Ministry of
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Justice in the mid-1990s, the university es
tablished a master of laws degree program at 
the Chinese University of Political Science 
and Law in Beijing. According to the pro
gram’s Beijing director, Zhang Mo, the 
University’s intent was not to impose the 
American legal system on China but to 
offer the Chinese “information about how 
America has chosen to handle the legal 
problems that it has faced in the develop
ment of a legal system.”14

Despite the popularity of civil-society 
initiatives within the NGO community and 
among some foreign governments, the pro
vision of assistance to the Chinese govern
ment in any form remains a sensitive topic 
on Capitol Hill, where human rights policy 
still tends in some quarters to be identified 
with withholding assistance from abusive 
regimes. Indeed, assistance to the Chinese 
government is currently illegal under legis
lation Congress passed in the 1970s prohib
iting economic and security assistance to 
governments engaged “in a consistent pat
tern of gross violations of internationally 
recognized human rights.”

That said, beginning in fall 1998, Con
gress did take a small step in the direction 
of a democracy program for China by pass
ing legislation, in conjunction with the 
FY1999 appropriations process, authorizing 
the State Department to set aside a portion 
of its “economic support funds” to provide 
assistance to “nongovernmental organiza
tions located outside of the People’s Repub
lic China” for the purpose of “fostering 
democracy” in China.

Congress again authorized such assis
tance in its FY2000 and FY2001 Foreign 
Operations appropriations bills. However, 
all of these bills specify that “none of the 
funds made available for activities to foster 
democracy in the People’s Republic of China 
may be made available for assistance to the 
government of that country.” The one entity 
exempted from this rule is the National En
dowment for Democracy. In making appro
priations for both FY2000 and FY2001,

Congress specified that funds may be made 
available for the National Endowment for 
Democracy or its grantees to carry out de
mocracy programs in China “notwithstand
ing” the proviso that no funds “be made 
available for assistance to the government 
of that country.” The exception was made 
to allow NED grantees currently working in 
China on programs involving local govern
ment officials to continue their projects.15

During its final year in office, the Clin
ton administration made greater progress in 
the area of rule-of-law programming. In its 
fiscal 2001 Foreign Operations bill, Con
gress for the first time authorized the State 
Department to make funds available to non
governmental organizations “located outside 
of China” engaged in activities intended to 
“foster rule of law” in China. Support for 
this measure was ultimately bipartisan and 
came from both those opposing and those 
supporting permanent normal trade status 
for China.

Congress has also indirectly supported 
programs aimed at fostering democracy and 
human rights in China through its annual 
appropriation to the National Endowment 
for Democracy, which, in turn, has sup
ported pro-democracy activities in China 
through two of its grantees. One of those 
grantees, the International Republican In
stitute, has been working with the Chinese 
Ministry of Civil Affairs and other govern
ment agencies and academic institutions 
on village elections, legal reform, and other 
projects. The other grantee, the Center for 
International Private Enterprise, has con
ducted policy forums with Chinese scholars 
and government officials on reforming vari
ous aspects of China’s economic policy.

However, Congress remains reluctant 
to support initiatives involving direct U.S. 
cooperation with the Chinese government. 
Many members are more comfortable sup
porting dissident activities through ned  
and Radio Free Asia (rfa) than they are 
with authorizing U.S. assistance that they 
fear might somehow benefit the Chinese
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government. Nevertheless, legitimate ques
tions as to whether China’s civil society can 
ever truly serve as a force for democratiza
tion do exist.

Presently, there appears to be general 
agreement that, at least in its current form, 
China’s civil society lacks both the strength 
and the independence necessary to pressure 
the state to move in a more democratic di
rection. Not only is Chinese civil society 
lacking in autonomy, but key segments of 
society, including workers and intellectuals, 
currently have few connections with one 
another. That said, China’s ngos possess 
at least the potential to gravitate gradually 
away from the state, thereby creating a more 
autonomous social sphere. For example, the 
Amity Foundation, an organization linked 
to the Chinese Protestant church and en
gaged in rural development and blindness 
prevention, has close ties to the Chinese 
government but, like many other NGOs in 
China, essentially sets its own agenda.

A small number of local ngos, includ
ing a bankruptcy law advisory organization 
in Beijing, Siyuan Bankruptcy and Amalga
mation Consulting, operate with little or no 
government interference. The bankruptcy 
firm has avoided the government scrutiny 
most nonprofit associations in China face by 
registering as a for-profit corporation, even 
though it operates as more of an independent 
policy institute.

To be sure, China’s civil society is un
likely to enjoy the autonomy assumed by 
the Western paradigm without a further 
commitment to political reform at the top. 
At the same time, any future political re
form will need to be rooted in society if 
China is to experience a smooth transition 
to democracy. China’s civil society, though 
still constrained, should therefore be under
stood as laying the groundwork for future 
political reforms by fostering the participa
tion, pluralism, and decentralization gener
ally associated with liberal democracy. Out
side efforts to assist in the development of 
civil society in China are perhaps thus better

conceived as serving to build a sort of infra
structure for democracy rather than as a 
force capable of opposing the state.

To some extent, the issue here is the 
age-old question of whether it is morally 
permissible to work from within the sys
tem in an effort to reform it. For some, this 
practice is simply unacceptable and those 
who engage in it little more than collabora
tionists. Others, however, believe strongly 
that not only are there plenty of “closet . 
democrats” in China but that institution 
building at all levels must occur if China 
is to democratize peacefully.

Harnessing the Forces of Globalization 
Global markets and information technology 
are multiplying the channels through which 
outside actors can influence Chinese society 
and, simultaneously, undermining the re
gime’s strict control. China’s leaders appear 
to have gambled that they could move for
ward with economic liberalization without 
jeopardizing their political authority. In do
ing so, however, they have unleashed forces 
in Chinese society that, especially in an age 
of globalization, will be extremely diffi
cult, if not impossible, to control over the 
long term.

New information technologies, includ
ing the Internet and e-mail have greatly fa
cilitated the ability of overseas dissidents 
and international ngos to circumvent the 
Chinese government and make direct con
tact with Chinese society. These technolo
gies have not only expanded the informa
tion and ideas to which individuals in 
China have access, they have also created 
a pro-reform community that transcends 
political borders. The Internet, for example, 
constitutes a sort of forum for free associa
tion, but it also expands the community 
in which one can exercise freedom of asso
ciation. As chinabrief editor Nick Young 
has observed: “Who you associate with is 
largely a function of who you can communi
cate with, and modern technologies have, 
famously, opened completely new horizons.”
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Perhaps it is not unreasonable then to ques
tion whether the very concept of civil soci
ety is becoming a borderless one.

The growing ease of communication is 
facilitating the formation of global networks 
of ngos, as international advocacy groups 
seek to promote democracy and human 
rights through collaboration with indige
nous social groups. Asian NGOs are also or
ganizing forums for discussion and coopera
tion. For example, the NED-supported Mon
golian leos (Liberal Women’s Brain Pool), 
in 1998 hosted the third meeting of the 
East Asian Women’s Forum, involving par
ticipants from Mongolia, China, North and 
South Korea, Japan, and even Taiwan. Col
laboration among Chinese ngos has also 
been growing, as evidenced by the forma
tion of a Chinese nonprofit organization 
network, initially funded by the World 
Bank and the Asia Foundation. The net
work, which publishes a newsletter and 
has its own website seeks to represent its 
members by relaying their concerns to the 
Ministry of Civil Affairs and other govern
ment entities. Such cooperation among 
ngo s, coupled with and facilitated by in
formation-age technology, will make it 
increasingly difficult for the Chinese gov
ernment to isolate and constrain civil society.

International radio broadcasts, includ
ing Radio Free Asia’s weekly call-in pro
grams also serve to increase access to infor
mation and provide an opportunity for dis
cussion that is out of the reach of state au
thorities. Programs such as “Listener Hot
line,” “Democracy Salon,” and “Voices of 
the People” take listener calls from main
land China, and thereby provide a forum 
for open and anonymous discussion of sen
sitive political issues. Rfa has also harnessed 
the power of the Internet, offering visitors to 
its website news and transcripts of its pro
gramming in a total of nine languages. Seven 
of the nine language services also provide 
for feedback through a bulletin board sys
tem to which visitors can post and respond 
to messages.

Indeed, the Internet is increasingly re
garded by outside actors as a powerful tool 
for breaking through government censor
ship and, because of the anonymity it of
fers, for empowering Chinese society. The 
National Endowment for Democracy, for 
example, has supported a number of reform- 
oriented Internet publications based out
side of China, including China News Digest 
and the Press Guardian Freedom. Another 
NED-supported publication, Democratic 
China, went from a print run of 6,000 
copies per month to registering 1.7 mil
lion hits a month when it switched to an 
on-line format.

O f course, access to the Internet in 
China remains limited for a variety of rea
sons. One factor is simply cost. The price of 
a computer is prohibitively expensive for 
most Chinese, as is the cost of Internet ac
cess at the growing number of Internet cafes 
springing up in China’s cities. A lack of Chi- 
nese-language material on the Worldwide 
Web also limits the Internet’s usefulness as 
a source of information for average Chinese.

However, Internet use in China has been 
increasing rapidly. Figures vary, but accord
ing to the state-sponsored China Internet 
Information Center, China had nearly 22.5 
million Internet users as of January 2001, 
up from 8.9 million the previous year. Chi- 
nese-language sites are becoming more com
mon as well. And, China’s own NGO com
munity has also tapped into the power of 
the Internet. Larger organizations are acquir
ing their own websites, and some are even 
taking donations over them.

From the regime’s perspective, how
ever, the Internet poses a serious dilemma.
As evidenced by the release of regulations 
intended to restrict Internet use, the authori
ties in Beijing perceive the Internet to be at 
once vital to continued economic growth 
and a serious threat to their ability to con
trol Chinese society. The latest rules, issued 
in January 2000, forbid organizations and 
individuals “from releasing, discussing or 
transferring state secrets on bulletin boards,
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in chat rooms, or in Internet news groups.” 
Determinations as to what constitutes a 
“state secret,” are, of course, largely left to 
the discretion of the regime. Additionally, 
companies and individuals using software 
intended to protect transfers of sensitive in
formation are required to register that soft
ware and the names of those using it with 
the government.16

Chinese authorities have also attempted 
to block access to websites they deem dan
gerous, such as those of overseas Chinese dis
sident organizations and other Western 
sources of news and information. At best, 
this is proving to be an extremely difficult 
task. New websites appear every week, and 
Internet users can circumvent the firewalls 
the government has erected through various 
means, including the use of proxy servers 
and encryption technologies, which the gov
ernment is loathe to ban because of their 
role in protecting commercial transactions.

Current restrictions on foreign invest
ment in Chinese Internet service providers 
are also set to end with China’s entry into 
the World Trade Organization (wto), which 
is widely expected by the end of the year.
The 1999 U.S.-China trade agreement, 
which paves the way for China’s accession 
to the WTO, requires that China initially al
low up to 49 percent foreign ownership of 
telecom service providers, including Inter
net service providers. That percentage is 
scheduled to rise to 50 percent two years 
after China accedes to the WTO.

Implications for U.S. Foreign Policy 
China’s WTO membership is yet another 
example of how the forces of globalization 
are transforming from above and below the 
very shape of Chinese society and its rela
tionship with the regime in ways that may 
ultimately benefit the status of human rights 
in China. During a press conference on Feb
ruary 25, 2000, following the release of the 
State Department’s 1999 human rights re
port on China, Harold Koh said that the 
1999 U.S.-China trade agreement “will

benefit both countries economically, but it 
will also require China to follow interna
tional trading rules, open its regulations to 
public scrutiny, and reduce the role of state- 
owned enterprises. This should expand the 
rule of law and hasten the development of a 
more open society. The human rights situ
ation in China will not be transformed over
night, but joining the WTO will add to the 
pressures welling up from within China for 
greater personal and political freedom.”

During the debate over whether to ex
tend permanent normal trade relations to 
China, the Clinton administration also em
phasized that normalizing trade with China 
would foster China’s fledgling civil society. 
Those on the opposite side of the debate, 
however, suggested that a vote for normaliz
ing trade was not a vote for human rights. 
Eliminating the annual review of China’s 
trade status, the critics argued, amounted to 
surrendering a primary tool for obtaining 
human rights concessions from the Chinese. 
In an effort to address this concern and facili
tate passage of the trade legislation last 
May, House members included in the bill a 
provision creating a commission to monitor 
human rights developments in China, much 
as the Commission on Security and Coopera
tion in Europe monitored human rights de
velopments in the former Soviet Union and 
Eastern Europe during the Cold War. As 
prescribed by the legislation, the commis
sion will submit annual reports and recom
mendations based on its findings to the 
president and Congress.

This new commission clearly under
scores U.S. concern about the status of hu
man rights in China. It also provides a ve
hicle through which the United States can 
shine a spotlight on specific human rights 
abuses. Punitive measures, however, will do 
little to nourish the necessary grass-roots 
changes in Chinese society if China is to 
democratize and its human rights situa
tion improve.

Globalization in no way guarantees 
China’s peaceful transition to democracy or
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greater respect for human rights. The forces 
associated with globalization, however, are 
connecting Chinese society to the outside 
world in unprecedented ways, and in the 
process they are improving the prospects for 
a more autonomous civil society and provid
ing outside actors with new openings to en
courage its development. The United States 
should, where possible, take advantage of op
portunities to assist the development of both 
civil society and the rule of law in China, 
even if, in some cases, this means cooperat
ing with the Chinese government.

Civil society is unlikely ever to play the 
sort of role in China that it did in Poland in 
1989. Rather, many China scholars and NGO 
advocates believe, China will democratize 
in an evolutionary rather than revolutionary 
way. Regardless of the pace of change, the 
evolution of liberal democracy in China will 
require that reform occur from the bottom 
up as well as from the top down— at the so
cietal as well as the state level. A strength
ened and increasingly autonomous civil 
society will serve not only to encourage re
form at the top but also to ensure that re
forms are firmly rooted in Chinese society 
— in its habits, institutions, and values.#
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