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The Pacific Review, Vol. 10 No. 2 1997: 237-255

Human rights and Sino-US relations:
policies and changing realities

Ming Wan

Abstract This paper examines disputes over human rights between the
United States and China since 1972, with its focus on the period since 1989.
The issue of human rights has been intertwined with strategic and economic
issues in the Sino-US relationship. This explains why human rights was not
treated as an important issue in the 1970s, why it became contentious after
the cold war ended, why the Clinton administration decided to delink the
human rights issue and most favoured nation (MFN) trade status for China
in May 1994 and why the US government has become more muted over
human rights in China since mid-1996. But whether human rights tops the
diplomatic agenda or falls somewhere down the list, it is and will remain
an important issue in the Sino-US relationship. It has a logic of its own,
entrenched in domestic politics and cultural values in both nations.

Keywords China; the United States; human rights; the UN Human Rights
Commission; Sino-US relations.

Convenient negligence - the 1970s

Human rights was not an issue between the United States and China in
the 1970s. Human rights in China was rarely mentioned by the govern-
ment, the media or human rights non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
in the United States. There were contentious issues between the two
nations in this period, namely Taiwan's status and US arms sales to Taiwan.
China was a 'human rights exception' even when the United States
pursued an articulated global human rights policy after 1974.1 Human
rights in China emerged as an issue for the media, NGOs and some
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238 Ming Wan

scholars in the United States in the late 1970s.2 Nevertheless, despite 'some
petty tricks played behind China's back' by the US Congress,3 human
rights remained largely a non-issue between the US administration and
the Chinese government until the early 1980s when Ronald Reagan
became president.

There were good reasons why human rights was not an issue between
China and the United States in this period. First, the United States and
China shared strategic interests in containing the Soviet Union. There was
a general understanding that both sides should set aside drastic differ-
ences in social values and political systems and that their bilateral rela-
tionship should be based on non-interference in internal affairs. This
understanding was evident in the Shanghai communique signed during
Richard Nixon's 1972 visit to China; the United States would not criticize
the Chinese government in its internal policies while the Chinese govern-
ment would refrain from exporting revolution to the United States.
Second, having recently experienced defeat in Vietnam and the Watergate
scandal, the Americans were less inclined to criticize other countries. In
addition, China had just started its economic reform, which called for
encouragement rather than criticism. US officials were sensitive to Chinese
feelings at this early stage in their relationship.4

Sino-US interaction in this period did have a normative dimension. The
Americans had high hopes that China would change through its closer
ties with the outside world. As for the Chinese government, there was
increasing concern over 'corrupt' Western influence on Chinese society. It
is true that there was a greater awareness in China of human rights in
this period compared to the past,5 but this official awareness was more
acknowledgment than endorsement of the Western idea of human rights.

While the Chinese government refused to confront the human rights
issue during this period, it was gradually losing its control over Chinese
people's thinking. After a spontaneous protest movement in Tiananmen
Square in Beijing in April 1976 on the occasion of the death of the premier,
Zhou Enlai, a small but persistent dissident movement grew. Chinese dissi-
dents caught world attention during the 1979 'democracy wall' movement,
when posters openly expressing political opinions and sometimes chal-
lenging the communist party were put up on a wall near the centre of
Beijing. Although the movement was eventually suppressed by the govern-
ment, the increasing voluntary involvement of Chinese society and intel-
lectuals in the process of politics and economy in China would have an
important impact on the interaction between China and the West over
human rights in later years.

Increasing tensions - the 1980s

Human rights as a diplomatic issue between China and the United States
emerged in this period. The first human rights incident was Reagan's
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Human rights and Sino-US relations: policies and changing realities 239

granting of political asylum to the Chinese tennis player, Hu Na, in 1983
despite strong protest from the Chinese government. In 1984, 18
Congressmen wrote to the Chinese government, expressing concern over
China's human rights record. In August 1985, Congress passed an amend-
ment, attacking China's alleged forced abortion policies. In October 1987,
Congress passed an amendment regarding China's violation of human
rights in Tibet. When George Bush, a former US ambassador to Beijing,
became president, he chose China as one of the first countries to visit
in order to restructure the Sino-US relationship on a broader basis.6

However, what dominated US media coverage during his 1989 visit was
'the Fang Lizhi Incident', which highlighted the human rights situation in
China.7 This foreshadowed the storm to come later that year.

There were several reasons for the shift in US policy over human rights
in China. First, after the United States and the Soviet Union resumed
annual summits in 1985 to improve bilateral relations, the United States
did not need China as a strategic balance against the Soviet Union as
much as it used to. The United States was now 'freer' to criticize China.
Second, as China became more involved in international politics, it was
held to higher standards. There was hope that China could be pushed to
make further improvements in human rights. After all, the Chinese
government under Deng Xiaoping had been rehabilitating the cadres and
citizens wronged in previous political campaigns. Third, closer interaction
between the two nations connected human rights NGOs in the United
States and emerging dissidents in China. Fourth, with a more open China,
Western media acquired better knowledge of the extent of past and
present human rights violations in China. Ironically, the West became
aware of the human rights issue in China just after China made its greatest
progress in this area in decades.

Despite increasing tensions over human rights, the issue did not domi-
nate the agenda between the two nations in this period. One important
reason was that Deng was widely perceived to be a pioneering reformer
leading China down a path of economic and political liberalization. In
fact, Deng was selected by Time magazine as the 'Man of the Year' in
1984.

Explicit linkage - 1989-94

In June 1989, the Tiananmen Incident seriously strained the Sino-US rela-
tionship. Congress, the media, the public, human rights NGOs and Chinese
students in the United States exerted tremendous pressure on the White
House to take strong action against the Chinese government. Bush found
himself in a difficult situation. He could not ignore the public sentiment
and intense pressure from Congress, but he did not want Sino-US rela-
tions to deteriorate beyond repair. Based on his experience in China and
friendship with Chinese leaders, Bush personally took charge of China
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240 Ming Wan

policy in the crisis period of 1989-90.8 He attempted to engage China
while avoiding criticism at home, adopting calculated and moderate
measures.9

The dominant issue in 1990-94 was the linkage between China's human
rights record and its MFN status with the United States. There was pres-
sure from Congress and the public to use MFN as a weapon to force
China to improve its human rights record. The annual renewal of China's
MFN became a highly contentious political issue in the United States. In
the first annual renewal of the MFN in 1990, which coincided with the
first anniversary of the Tiananmen Incident, China initially ignored US
protests due to its focus on domestic politics.10 But China responded to
Bush's obvious displeasure early in 1990 and made some gesture based
on pragmatic calculations rather than a willingness to change domestic
politics.11 In this period, China was reactive to foreign pressure on human
rights. Using China's gestures as evidence to support a positive engage-
ment approach, Bush renewed China's MFN.

Bush came under heavy criticism for 'kowtowing' or bowing to the
'Beijing butchers'. His critics wanted to take into consideration the new
realities in the post-cold war era. China's strategic significance was
perceived to have drastically diminished with the collapse of the Soviet
Union. With the former Soviet Union, East European nations and South
Africa taken out of the list of 'human rights offenders', China moved up
in the priority list of the United States and Western Europe. A wide range
of human rights issues caught the attention of the United States and the
international community such as political imprisonment, religious repres-
sion, criminal procedures, capital punishment, Tibet, family planning and
labour camp exports.12

As a presidential candidate, Bill Clinton criticized Bush's China policy
and promised a firm stand against China on human rights, but he modified
his attitude soon after he was elected in 1992. In September 1993, in a
major policy shift, he announced that his administration would adopt an
'enhanced engagement' policy toward China instead of a 'confrontation'
approach.13 The state department secretary, Warren Christopher, visited
Beijing in March 1994 and, as a journalist later commented, was 'treated
scandalously'.14 Partly due to domestic politics and partly in defiance of
the Americans, the Chinese government detained several high-profile
democracy activists, including Wei Jingsheng and Wang Dan, on the eve
of Christopher's visit. In fact, a number of activists were arrested while
John Shattuck, US assistant secretary of state for democracy, human rights
and labor, was in China discussing the human rights issue with the Chinese.
Still, as expected, Clinton delinked China's human rights record and its
MFN status in May.

Several factors explain the Clinton administration decision to yield on
the MFN issue. First, China adopted a comprehensive strategy to deal
with the United States and the West, including propaganda, diplomacy
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and economic statecraft. In propaganda, the Chinese government gradu-
ally shifted from denial and silence to a head-on approach, launching an
intense media campaign on the human rights issue.15 Articles in Chinese
newspapers and magazines both defended China's record in human rights
based on its historical and development circumstances and criticized US
human rights practices. The effectiveness of such publicity campaigns
should not be dismissed quickly. China's official response strengthened its
position in two important ways. By engaging in a 'dialogue', the Chinese
campaign created some doubt about the validity and applicability of
Western ideas in the Chinese context. More important, the campaign
helped to create a strong 'collective Asian voice' that the Western decision
makers could not ignore. In fact, China engaged in active diplomacy to
both avoid isolation in the international community and isolate the United
States on the human rights issue. China cultivated closer relationships with
other Asian nations, some of which were also targets of US and Western
criticism on human rights.16 There emerged an Asian perspective on
human rights versus the Western view,17 as reflected in documents from
the UN Human Rights Conference held in Bangkok and Vienna in 1993.
Indeed, one reason for Clinton's decision to delink human rights and MFN
for China was the negative response from most Asian governments.

China's strategy also included the use of its UN Security Council seat
and its growing market to exert pressure. As a permanent member of the
UN Security Council and an influential political and military power in
Asia, the United States needs China's cooperation in both global and
regional affairs. The most important component of the Chinese strategy
was to further the economic reform. China's economy bounced back from
the dip in growth in 1989-90 to enjoy the fastest economic growth in the
world in the early 1990s. This had two implications for the United States.
One was that democracy might indeed come if the economic reform
continued. The other was that a growing economy gave China greater
bargaining leverage over the West.

However, economic interaction was a double-edged sword. As the
largest market and the most crucial source of high technology in the world,
the United States was important for China. It would clearly lose more
than the United States if such an economic tie were cut. As a result, China
made what some hard-liners believed to be excessive concessions to the
United States, releasing some dissidents in advance of the US annual
review of MFN and the International Olympic Committee voting on the
site of the Summer Olympics in 2000.

Clinton faced a difficult choice. China's growing economic clout and
strategic significance in the region, mixed with US frustration in the human
rights area, polarized the US policy community between pragmatists and
idealists.18 As a result of this division Washington sent mixed signals
to the Chinese, undermining Christopher's human rights policy. Human
Rights Watch complained that the former treasury secretary, Lloyd
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242 Ming Wan

Bentsen, had visited Beijing in February 1994 and hinted at the US inten-
tion to delink human rights and MFN. Then the visit by the assistant secre-
tary of state, John Shattuck, to China was crippled when the
undersecretary of commerce, Jeffrey Garten, visited China at the same
time to strike commercial deals for American businesses.19

Chinese scholars who offered advice to the Chinese leadership confirm
this point. Their assessment was that since the United States would give
China MFN trade status there was no reason to make concessions,
although some gesture should be made to allow Christopher and Clinton
to save 'face'.20 In addition, the Chinese students in the United States,21

the Chinese Americans, the Taiwan and Hong Kong business communi-
ties generally did not support withdrawing MFN from China. In the end,
Clinton sided with the economic officials backed by the business commu-
nity and the trade caucus in Congress.22 His decision was welcomed across
Asia.23

Drift to confrontation - 1994-96

Human rights remained a contentious issue in the relationship between
China and the United States between May 1994 and early 1996. Although
the United States no longer demanded improvements in human rights as
a condition for continued economic and political dealings with China, it
continued to press China on human rights in both bilateral and multi-
lateral contexts. More important, there was an implicit linkage between
human rights and other issues in dispute between the two nations.
However, US human rights policy toward China largely failed except for
securing the release or better treatment of a few high-profile dissidents.

Sino-US human rights diplomacy should be viewed in the context of
Sino-US relations. March 1996 was an important turning point in these
relations. China staged waves of military exercises across the Taiwan
Straits in response to the visit by the Taiwanese president, Lee Teng-hui,
to his alma mater, Cornell University in the United States, a move Beijing
interpreted as a calculated effort by Lee to move Taiwan toward inde-
pendence. China timed its military exercises, which included firing missiles
near the island of Taiwan, to intimidate Taiwan voters before Taiwan's
first fully democratic presidential election. To counter Chinese exercises,
Clinton sent two carrier groups to the Taiwan area, the largest US show
of military force in East Asia since the end of the Vietnam War. The US
and Chinese military thus found themselves confronting each other, albeit
not directly. The March crisis was a wakeup call for both China and the
United States. In the United States, the arguments against an ad hoc China
policy were vindicated.
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Human rights and Sino-US relations: policies and changing realities 243

Bilateral human rights exchange

The Clinton administration remained critical of China's human rights
record, but it refrained from using pressure tactics to push for the human
rights issue in China. As Human Rights Watch/Asia complained, Clinton's
decision to delink human rights and MFN removed the 'last vestige of
meaningful pressure on China from the international community' since
'other governments and key trading partners with China had long since
given priority to expanding economic ties'.24 The basic thrust of the new
US policy was to demonstrate to the Chinese that unless the Chinese
government improves its human rights the Sino-US relationship could not
be fully developed. For example, there would be limited normal inter-
actions such as exchanges of visits by high-level officials.

The Clinton administration talked about the 'unacceptable' human
rights record in China when China's MFN status was extended on 3 June
1995. Clinton had promised to create an 'honor code of conduct' for
American businesses operating in China as an indirect way of improving
the human rights situation in China. In April 1995, the White House
offered a draft, which invited much criticism from human rights NGOs
for being too broad and lacking enforcement mechanisms.25 A staff
member from Amnesty International complained that the code 'has no
teeth, no enforcement, no technical support from Commerce Department,
and only vague language'.26 But the draft was welcomed by the business
community precisely because the voluntary code would not constrain their
business activities in China.27 The code has not been heard of since then.

The State Department concluded in its 1996 human rights annual report
that the human rights situation in China had deteriorated. But there was
little advocacy for using trade as leverage over China. Even Shattuck
admitted that 'there is little evidence that denying trade to China would
lead to major improvements in human rights'. In fact, he argued that 'it's
possible that the contrary could occur'.28 As expected, Clinton renewed
China's MFN on 21 May 1996. On 27 June, the House voted 286 to 141
to block a resolution to revoke China's MFN trade status despite the fact
that some erstwhile supporters for China's MFN had voted for the reso-
lution earlier that year.29

Besides the State Department report on China's human rights and the
renewal of MFN, other incidents tested the Sino-US relationship. One
case was China's arrest of the China-born American human rights activist,
Harry Wu, who went to investigate the forced labour situation in China
in 1995. In response to pressure from the United States, the Chinese
government expelled Wu on 24 August after sentencing him to 15 years
in jail. It was believed that he was released to pave the way for Hillary
Clinton's participation in the Fourth UN Women's Conference in Beijing
in September 1995. In another case, Wei Jingsheng, who is widely consid-
ered to be China's most famous dissident, was sentenced to 14 years
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244 Ming Wan

imprisonment in a one-day trial on 13 December 1995. Wei had already
been in detention since April 1994. The Americans protested. Shattuck
stated at a Congress hearing that 'Wei Jingsheng and his case have been
at the forefront of all of our public and private statements about the
human rights situation in China' as his sentence was 'far beyond anything
that was expected'.30

The UN Commission on Human Rights

The United States has played a leading role in sponsoring and lobbying
for resolutions criticizing China's human rights record at the UN Human
Rights Commission in Geneva. As Shattuck suggested, 'the UN Human
Rights Commission is probably the single-most important instrument for,
at least on a multilateral basis, addressing the human rights violations in
China'.31 Compared to trade sanctions, a UN Human Rights Commission
resolution would allow Washington to pressure China without putting US
trade and investment opportunities at risk. But the United States and
Western Europe have failed six times in passing resolutions. In 1995, the
US-led coalition, for the first time, defeated China's procedural man-
oeuvring and brought a resolution criticizing China for votes at the
Commission. But when voting on the substance of the resolution, Russia
and others changed their votes, sending the resolution to defeat by a single
vote. The small margin did produce much anticipation on the US side that
a China resolution might be passed in 1996.

On 23 April 1996, of the 53 countries at the UN Commission on Human
Rights, 27 voted to put aside both discussion and a vote on a modified
draft resolution. Most of these members were from Asia and Africa.
Twenty countries voted in favour of the resolution, mainly Western nations
plus nine countries from developing nations and the former Soviet bloc.
Six countries abstained. Shattuck called the result 'another day in China's
failure to recognize the fundamental power of human rights'. China's
Xinhua Agency concluded, on the other hand, that the outcome, 'contrary
to the expectations of the United States and certain other Western
countries, is evidence that power politics, confrontation and the imposition
of Western values upon others are doomed to fail'.32

There are different views about how seriously China and the United
States treat the UN resolution. 'China obviously takes this extremely
seriously,' Shattuck believes. 'It lobbies around the world, it presses other
governments very aggressively not to take up these issues in the UN
Human Rights Commission'.33 The Chinese side believes that the United
States worked hard to pass the resolution. 'We had confidence that the
resolution would not pass,' said a senior Chinese diplomat. He then
suggested that the Chinese delegation had not been nervous in 1995 either
because of the dialogues they had had with developing nations. The
diplomat also insisted that the adoption of a China resolution would not
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damage China, but would put the United States in a difficult position. The
Sino-US relationship would suffer seriously now that the US intention of
undermining China became explicit and apparent. In addition, the United
States would then have no easy way out of continuously backing UN
resolutions against China since such resolutions would now attract more
public attention.34 To put such remarks in perspective, it is certainly in
China's interest to discourage the United States from sponsoring anti-
China resolutions at the UN Commission. Trying to convince the United
States and others that the Chinese do not care about such resolutions and
that the United States has no chance of winning is one strategy for doing
that. In fact, some Chinese scholars believe that the Chinese Foreign
Ministry was indeed nervous and worked hard to prevent the passing of
such resolutions.35

China's success was due to a number of reasons. Developing nations
supported China out of fear that they might be the next targets for
criticism from the West. The Chinese government waged a successful
campaign, winning the support and sympathy of developing nations. The
Chinese UN ambassador, Wu Jianmin, told the delegates before the vote
that if a resolution criticizing China was passed, similar things 'could
happen to any other country tomorrow'.36 Developing nations sent
supporting correspondence to the Chinese Foreign Ministry. In fact, even
European and Japanese privately expressed reservations and reluctance
in supporting the Americans.37

Implicit linkage

How important was the human rights issue in this period? At first glance,
human rights did not look important. After all, human rights was only
one of the issues between China and the United States. The two nations
had disputes over a wide range of issues such as military buildup, trade
balances, intellectual property rights and nuclear proliferation. And, of
course, there was the dangerous situation in the Taiwan Straits in March
1996.

After 1994, the US administration gave more attention to issues other
than human rights. 'The Administration is willing to exert major political
and economic pressure on China to press Beijing to abide by global trading
rules,' Mike Jendrzejczyk of Human Rights Watch/Asia complained. 'But
when it comes to moving China to respect its international human rights
obligations, the Administration has yet to develop a credible and effective
strategy, analogous to its stance on intellectual property rights and the use
of the threat of sanctions to obtain results'.38 In early 1996, the United
States threatened to impose economic sanctions over China's sale of
nuclear-related materials to Pakistan and violation of an intellectual
property rights agreement with the United States. But there was little
mention in the administration regarding sanctioning China over human
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246 Ming Wan

rights. It is true that there was no longer an explicit linkage between
human rights and other issues for the United States in this period.
However, there was an implicit linkage between human rights and other
disputes between the two nations.

Human rights affected the US relationship with China in important
ways. First, due to the human rights situation in China, the Clinton admin-
istration refrained from conducting normal high-level official exchanges,
seeing such visits as 'rewards' to the Chinese government and potential
political liabilities at home. President Clinton did not visit China. He also
refrained from inviting Jiang Zemin for a state visit to Washington despite
three meetings with Jiang at APEC and UN conferences. Clinton agreed
to meet Jiang Zemin in the White House for a working visit after the 50-
year anniversary of the UN in New York in October 1995, but he refused
to invite Jiang for a state visit as requested by the Chinese. 'A state visit
is reserved for allies, for countries with which we have excellent relations,'
a State Department official was quoted as saying. 'It would have been
inconsistent with relations that have been in the deep freeze'.39 In the
end, a meeting was arranged in New York.

As for the secretary of state, Warren Christopher, he was most inter-
ested in the Middle East during his tenure. Between 1993 and 1996, he
paid two visits to China - the failed mission on human rights in March
1994 and a farewell visit after his resignation in November 1996. In
contrast, he had visited Israel 26 times, Syria 24 times, Egypt 13 times and
Jordan 11 times as of 8 June 1996.40

This unwillingness on the US side to conduct high-level exchange repre-
sents a drastic change from before 1989 when American dignitaries saw
visits to China as a boost to their prestige and political fortunes. This
change in elite thinking is a reflection of a changed environment in the
United States. US domestic politics is an important factor in shaping policy
toward China. As long as there is a sizeable constituency in the United
States lobbying for a strong stance on human rights in China, human rights
will not go away in Sino-US relations. In the period of 1994-96, Congress
remained interested in the human rights issues in China. Human rights
concerns combined with trade disputes and China's arms sales to produce
a strong anti-China sentiment in Congress. Local governments also got
into the act. In October 1995, the Massachusetts legislature, for example,
passed a human rights bill, requiring Massachusetts companies that
received state funds to abide by basic human rights and labour safety
standards when doing business with China. This was the first state bill to
require a code of conduct in business relations with China.41

Implicit linkages with human rights showed up in other disputes as well.
Human rights was linked with arms buildup. There has been much discus-
sion in recent years in the US academic and policymaking circles on
'democratic peace', a notion that democracies do not fight each other.
Logically, non-democratic countries like China pose a potential threat to
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the United States and its allies. From this perspective, it is in the US
interest to promote democratization and human rights in China, a move
that ultimately promotes US security interests. Human rights was linked
with trade. There were allegations in the United States that China toler-
ated inhumane labour standards and even used forced labour to export
cheap goods to the United States. Human rights was also linked with intel-
lectual property rights in the sense that the role of law, a fundamental
characteristic of societies that respect human rights, was a better guarantee
for foreign intellectual properties than the prevailing situation in China.

Most important, human rights was linked with the Taiwan issue, which
became a flash point after the Clinton administration allowed - under
heavy pressure from Congress - the Taiwanese president, Lee Teng-hui,
to pay a visit to Cornell in June 1995. The US decision and Lee's diplo-
matic efforts to expand diplomatic space for Taiwan greatly angered
Beijing. China temporarily recalled the Chinese ambassador to the United
States and subsequently tested missiles near the Taiwan island. Chinese
political and military leadership has repeatedly stated Beijing's determi-
nation to use force if Taiwan declares independence or 'foreign forces'
interfere in Taiwan affairs. But democratization in Taiwan means that
Taiwan is unlikely to reunify with the mainland any time soon and may
seek greater autonomy in the international community since this is what
most voters in Taiwan want. Respect for human rights and respect for
values and institutions that Americans hold dear led to increasing US
support and sympathy for Taiwan in Congress, the media and the public
at large. Taiwan came to be seen as a new democracy worthy of US support
while China was perceived as lagging in political reform. In fact, Beijing
was seen, incorrectly, as reacting mainly against the threat of Taiwan
democracy rather than against the threat of Taiwan independence.

For the Chinese government, human rights impact on the very survival
of its political regime. Even an open-minded senior Chinese diplomat
asserted, 'US human rights policy toward China is in essence about China's
one-party system. But China cannot learn everything from the US. China
has its own tradition and situations'.42 Such views are common among
Chinese government officials. There is increasing anger that the United
States would not deal with China fairly unless China were changed in the
US image. Some simply see US human rights foreign policy as an excuse
for interfering in other countries' internal affairs and practicing hege-
monism.43 The importance of this assessment is that disputes over human
rights between China and the United States provided a strong reason for
the Chinese to see US pressure on China in other issues as evidence of
a comprehensive US design to weaken, contain and undermine China. In
other words, human rights disputes gave the Chinese a different light
on what may be called 'normal' disputes between states in international
relations.
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An emerging strategic understanding - mid-1996 to the
present

The US and Chinese governments have sparred over human rights in bilat-
eral and multilateral contexts since mid-1996. The implicit linkage between
human rights and other issues, discussed above, remains true. What has
changed since mid-1996 is a gradual shift in the United States from an
ad hoc China policy to a strategic dialogue with China.

Both the United States and China have made efforts to prevent conflict
and promote cooperation, with frequent exchange of visits by government
officials, members of Congress, active and retired military officers, scholars
and businesspeople. A consensus is gradually emerging in the US policy
community that it is necessary to reach a strategic understanding with
China, which is now widely perceived to be the only country capable of
posing a serious challenge to the United States in the future. China was not
an issue in the 1996 presidential election. Neither Bill Clinton nor the
Republican presidential candidate, Robert Dole, touched the issue, a delib-
erate attempt to avoid worsening the Sino-US relationship. But since the
election, there have been numerous suggestions in the US media that China
has emerged as an important foreign policy issue for the second term
Clinton administration. Gerald F. Seib of The Wall Street Journal, for
instance, listed reviving US relations with China as the second most impor-
tant issue that the Clinton administration has to tackle. And the other four
issues he mentioned were all domestic issues. He supported the recent
advice provided by the Council on Foreign Relations that the United States
should hold regular summits with China. 'Such summits helped stabilize
US-Soviet relations for two decades,' he argues, 'Today, US-Chinese rela-
tions are in the same league. The next president should act accordingly'.44

There is every indication that the new Clinton administration will treat
China as a priority issue. Clinton himself is trying to send a clear message
to Beijing. "The emergence of a stable, an open, a prosperous China, a
strong China confident of its place and willing to assume its responsibilities
as a great nation is in our deepest interest,' he commented in Australia
in November 1996, 'The United States has no interest in containing China.
This is a negative strategy. What the United States wants is to sustain an
engagement with China . . . in a way that will increase the chances that
there will be more liberty and more prosperity and more genuine coop-
eration in the future.'45 Christopher visited Beijing on 20-22 November
1996 to pave the way for an exchange of state visits by Clinton and Jiang
Zemin in 1997-8. Clinton and Jiang met for 85 minutes during the APEC
forum on 24 November and confirmed Jiang's visit to the United States
in 1997 and Clinton's return visit to China in 1998. The vice-president, Al
Gore, will visit China in the first half of 1997. Although there is consid-
erable confusion over the proper word to describe the objectives for
Sino-US relations - 'engagement,' 'cooperation' or even 'partnership'
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have all been discussed46- there is clearly an intention on the US side to
promote cooperation and avoid conflict. In short, if US business interests
prevailed in the domestic policy debate in May 1994, US strategic inter-
ests are prevailing in the current administration. The concern for the
United States then was that China was the big market and the US concern
now is that China may become the next superpower.

For its part, China has made concessions, especially on the nuclear non-
proliferation issue. The US intelligence community recently confirmed the
Chinese statement that the Chinese are complying with a promise made
in May 1996 to stop selling nuclear-related materials to Pakistan. 'We are
satisfied, without just taking their word for it, that the Chinese are making
a real effort to comply with their commitment in May,' commented a
senior US official.47 In addition, during discussions with the US under-
secretary of state, Lynn Davis, in November, the Chinese indicated that
China may cancel the proposed sale of a nuclear facility to Iran.48 At a
press conference on 20 November, Christopher announced that China had
agreed to establish a comprehensive, nationwide system to monitor the
export of nuclear materials. This step would allow US companies to export
nuclear technology and equipment to China.49 Chinese cooperation in
controlling weapons of mass destruction, along with other issues such as
environmental protection, intellectual property protection and the Korean
peninsular, will provide incentives for the United States to continue a
strategic dialogue with China.

In this context, the importance of human rights has been downplayed
by the US government not because the issue has been dismissed but
because the United States is now more focused on common strategic
concerns rather than divisive issues such as human rights. A widely shared
view in the US policy community is that Christopher's focus on the human
rights issues in Beijing in March 1994 and Shattuck's meeting with Wei
Jingsheng in a Beijing hotel prior to Christopher's visit started a drift
toward confrontation in Sino-US relations. And a consensus appears to
be emerging that the United States should use its limited political capital
with China on issues where Washington has greater influence than on
human rights.

Clinton himself has made it clear where human rights stands in current
US policy toward China. Right before his meeting with Jiang Zemin on
24 November, Clinton was asked whether it would be a mistake to meet
with Jiang given the human rights situation in China. 'No, we're doing
the right thing having this meeting,' Clinton replied.50 A few days earlier
in Beijing, Shattuck, the highest US human rights official, kept a low
profile in the negotiations between Christopher and the Chinese. He did
not hold separate talks with the Chinese. Direct human rights dialogues
between the United States and China have not been held since 1995 when
Chinese broke off the negotiations due to the US attempt to condemn
China at the UN Human Rights Commission. 'Shattuck got his fingers
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burned by taking the president at his word and being a courageous and
fierce advocate of the victims of Chinese human rights practices,' Adrian
Karatnycky, president of Freedom House, observed recently. 'But when
it comes to trade and economic interests, he has been.. .shut out of the
game'.51 Even more than trade interests, it is geopolitical interests that
are prevailing in Washington.

As a result, human rights incidents that once would have damaged
Sino-US relations today draw protest but have not derailed efforts to
improve relations. In a recent case, the United States permitted Wang
Xizhe to enter the country on 15 October 1996. Wang is a Chinese dissi-
dent who had escaped to Hong Kong a few days earlier after the Chinese
government's latest crackdown on dissidents. In another case, a Chinese
dissident,Wang Dan, was sentenced to 11 years in prison on 30 October,
after 17 months in detention without a hearing. This trial took place right
before Christopher's visit to Beijing. The Chinese government is hoping
to finish off the domestic dissident movement, which has been so badly
crippled that it is now virtually non-existent. Equally important, it wants
to send a strong message to the Americans that its human rights is China's
internal affair. Upon his arrival in Beijing, Christopher told reporters that
he would talk about human rights with Chinese, but 'no single' issue
should be allowed to dominate the Sino-US relationship.52

Looking to the future

Human rights will remain an issue in Sino-US relations. China and the
United States have different political systems and social values, and this
situation is not likely to change quickly. There is now a stalemate between
the two nations over human rights, although both nations understand the
other's position on the issue. The Chinese know that the United States
will time and again raise the issue and the Americans know that direct
pressure has limited success in dealing with China. However, due to
domestic politics in the United States and China, human rights will
continue to condition their relations. Even the advocates for deeper
engagement and a strategic dialogue with China insist that human rights
remain important. In addition, Chinese domestic politics will have a pull
on the United States. Chinese dissident individuals or groups operating
in the United States may have a limited impact in China now, but they
still influence public and Congressional opinions in the United States,
supported by sympathetic media and scholars.

What is to be done given these fundamentals? This question is more
important for the United States than for China since it is US protests that
turn human rights into a bilateral political issue. First, the United States
should treat China as what it is rather than what it should be. The key
question is whether the United States can maintain a normal and cordial
relationship with China even if China is not shaped in the US image.
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Americans want to see China adopt a democratic system which they can
identify with and which they consider the guarantee for human rights and
peaceful foreign policy. Such an inclination to mould China is having a
backlash in China, even among open-minded and liberal-inclined intel-
lectuals, who resent such interventionist attitudes.

Second, US human rights policy should be based on what is rather than
what is assumed to be the reality in China. US policy towards China is based
on two assumptions that no longer hold: the Chinese government is a repres-
sive communist regime that may collapse at any moment; the Americans are
speaking up for Chinese society, which cannot speak up for itself.

The reality is that China is no longer a communist country in a mean-
ingful sense. The Chinese Communist Party still exists, but its main
concern is to maintain power. Despite tremendous social and political
problems and public resentment towards corruption, the party still main-
tains its control over the country, a fact that is not likely to change any
time soon. There are no clear alternatives to the party at this stage in
Chinese politics, and Chinese society has a genuine aversion to political
chaos, which has in the past brought much suffering to the people.

More important, US policy now looks out of place in the Chinese
context. There is virtually no positive response to US policy from Chinese
society, including reform-minded intellectuals. This is the key reason for
the US failure in its human rights approach toward China in recent years.
Chinese society has become more aware of human rights and complains
about government corruption, but agrees with the government that situ-
ations in China are improving and should improve slowly, with stability
to ensure its success. Ironically, US efforts to link human rights and various
other issues has narrowed the gap between the Chinese government and
society. The Chinese now generally believe that the United States is using
human rights pressure to prevent China's rise as a competitor.

The China of 1996 is different from the China of 1989. People are having
second thoughts about the democracy movement for four reasons. First,
although they are still angry about the overuse of violence by the govern-
ment, the people now believe that China might have been plunged into
social chaos and a possible civil war if the student demonstrations had
succeeded. Second, they see what is happening in the former Soviet Union
and believe that China's approach to reform is better. Third, there is disap-
pointment at the leaders of the democracy movement. Finally, there is a
widely shared view that sooner or later the official verdict on the
Tiananmen Incident will be reversed, and therefore, there is no need to
push the issue now.

Given such a situation, a high-pressure human rights approach toward
China is bound to fail. Needless to say, linking trade or any other normal
state-to-state transaction with human rights is an intervention in another
country's internal affairs. The justification or success for such intervention
is contingent upon support from domestic groups in that country. Since
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there is little support from Chinese society, it is time for the United States
to back off on the human rights issue and concentrate on improvement
in state-to-state relations, which are essential for the stability in the Asia-
Pacific region. The current trend in Sino-US relations, therefore, should
be encouraged and furthered.
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