
Human Rights in Chinese Foreign Policy
Author(s): Andrew J. Nathan
Reviewed work(s):
Source: The China Quarterly, No. 139 (Sep., 1994), pp. 622-643
Published by: Cambridge University Press on behalf of the School of Oriental and African Studies
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/655133 .
Accessed: 11/12/2011 07:44

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Cambridge University Press and School of Oriental and African Studies are collaborating with JSTOR to
digitize, preserve and extend access to The China Quarterly.

http://www.jstor.org

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=cup
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=soas
http://www.jstor.org/stable/655133?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Human Rights in Chinese Foreign Policy* 

Andrew J. Nathan 

Influence in world affairs is not limited to military and economic power. A 
government can use ideas and values to build support at home and to recruit 
sympathizers among publics and policy-makers abroad.' The struggle over 
beliefs and values may be as complex as the struggle over other forms of 
power. The history of the human rights issue in Chinese foreign policy 
exemplifies such a process. 

The topic supports a second theme as well: the increasing interpenetration 
of issues across the domestic, bilateral and multilateral levels of politics. In 
a pattern that international relations theorists call "the second image," the 
domestic politics of human rights have influenced China's human rights 
policy abroad, and in an example of "the second image reversed," 
international affairs have rebounded to reshape domestic affairs.2 At all 
levels, policies in one issue area, like human rights, have become "linked" 
to other issues, such as those relating to economic relations. 

Together, the two themes demonstrate a new kind of vulnerability for 
China in a world in which ideas are of growing importance in inter-state 
relations and penetrate with increasing ease across borders. China is on 
the defensive on human rights, and the costs of defence are many and 
high. 

It was not always so. For decades, human rights was a useful, if minor, 
tool of Chinese diplomacy. Placing its emphasis on the rights of 
self-determination and development, Beijing used human rights advocacy to 
strengthen friendships with revolutionary movements and Third World 
nations who shared its interest in opposing domination by the big powers. 
Since the late 1970s, however, and especially after 1989, the issue of human 
rights has turned from a shield of China's sovereignty into a spear pointed 
against it. Chinese diplomats have struggled to reinvigorate old alliances, 
find new sympathizers and divide critics. China finds itself cast as a 

* Thanks to Thomas P. Bernstein, Thomas J. Christensen, Edward Friedman, He Baogang, 
Louis Henkin, Deborah Isser, Mike Jendrzejczyk, Margot E. Landman, Steven I. Levine, Li 
Lin, James Lilley, John T. Ma, Brian Murray, Ni Shixiong, Jeremy Paltiel, James D. Seymour, 
Sun Zhe, N.T. Wang, Wang Puqu and Daojiong Zha for comments and to Michael R. 
Chambers for research assistance and comments. Some material from this paper has appeared 
in "MFN and the human rights issue," in James R. Lilley and Wendell L. Willkie II (eds.), 
Beyond MFN: Trade with China and American Interests (Washington, D.C.: The AEI Press, 
1994), pp. 77-90. A different version will be published as a chapter in Steven I. Levine and 
Andrew J. Nathan, China in the New World Order (New York: W. W. Norton). 

1. Joseph S. Nye, Jr., has given this process the name "soft power"; "Soft power," Foreign 
Policy, No. 80 (Fall 1990), pp. 153-171. 

2. Kenneth N. Waltz, Man, the State and War (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1959), ch. IV; Peter Gourevitch, "The second image reversed: the international sources of 
domestic politics," International Organization, Vol. 32, No. 4 (Autumn 1978), pp. 881-912. 
Waltz's interest is in war; Gourevitch focuses on military and economic power. But both 
concepts are legitimately stretched to cover other aspects of foreign policy. 
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conservative against a trend towards increased international activism in 
defence of human rights. 

The benchmark of international law on human rights is the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United Nations General 
Assembly on 10 December 1948. The Declaration represented a compromise 
among many views, and takes the form of a statement of broad principles 
rather than an enforceable code of conduct.3 In 1966 the General Assembly 
adopted the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which were 
intended to convert the UDHR into legally binding treaties. Both entered into 
force in 1976, after ratification by a sufficient number of countries. In 
addition, nations have negotiated 25 major and many lesser human rights 
conventions, protocols and other instruments.4 

The international human rights regime is broad enough to accommodate 
official Chinese views. These differ in important ways from dominant 
Western ideas but have much in common with the positions of other socialist 
countries and many Soviet-influenced Third World countries. Chinese 
official jurisprudence views rights not as "natural" but as given by the state, 
to be limited and defined by law; sees constitutional rights not as limitations 
on the law but as goals whose realization is to be spelled out in laws; stresses 
the priority of social and economic rights over civil and political rights, and 
of national rights of self-determination and development over the rights of 
individual citizens within countries; and holds that the rights of individuals 
are the concern of their governments, and not of the international 
community.5 

Although in practice the Chinese government often violated both 
international rights standards and its own constitution, nothing in its ideology 
prevented Beijing from championing human rights on the international stage. 
The Chinese Communist Party came to power partly as an advocate of 
human rights against the dictatorship of the Kuomintang. Each of the PRC's 
four constitutions contained extensive rights set forth in a special chapter, 
conforming to most of the stipulations of the UDHR and the two covenants. 
The main exceptions were the absence of a presumption of innocence in the 
criminal process, the absence of a freedom of legal residence, and the 
absence in all but one Chinese constitution of the right to strike.6 

3. Louis Henkin, The Rights of Man Today (Boulder: Westview, 1978), ch. 3. 
4. Human Rights: Status of International Instruments (New York: United Nations, 

ST/HR/5), updated periodically, text as of 31 July 1992. 
5. See R. Randle Edwards, Louis Henkin and Andrew J. Nathan, Human Rights in 

Contemporary China (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986). These and other official 
views came under debate after 1989, but most of them have not yet been officially revised; 
see Li Lin and Zhu Xiaoqing, "Shiyijie sanzhong quanhui yilai renquan wenti taolun gaiyao" 
("Summary of discussions of human rights issues since the Third Plenum of the 11 th Central 
Committee"), in Institute of Law, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (comp.), Dangdai 
renquan (Contemporary Human Rights) (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 1992), 
pp. 375-447. 

6. For more on how Chinese constitutional provisions depart from international standards, 
see Henkin in Edwards et al., Human Rights, pp. 30-33. 
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Until recently, there has been little dissent from official theories. When 
Wei Jingsheng was gaoled in 1979 for criticizing official theories of rights, 
few Chinese objected even privately. It was not until Fang Lizhi took up his 
case in 1988 that Wei, then still in prison, got the moral support of a 
substantial number of intellectuals, although still a minority. 

Promoting Human Rights in Chinese Foreign Policy 

From its earliest days the PRC used human rights arguments to help justify 
its foreign policy, emphasizing the rights of sovereignty and 
self-determination against colonial rule. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s 
China charged the United States and other Western powers with violating the 
rights to self-determination, independence and sovereignty of the peoples of 
Korea, Laos, Cambodia, South Vietnam, the Philippines, the Arab world, 
Latin America, Africa and Cyprus, among other places.7 France was a 
frequent target for its policies in North Africa.8 

China joined African governments in criticizing South African violations. 
"The rights of the South African people have been encroached upon 
politically and economically," People's Daily stated in 1950. "The Malan 
government also enforces a policy of racial discrimination and national 
oppression, and humiliates the local non-Europeans with violence."9 A 1964 
statement expressed Chinese support for the South African struggle "against 
colonialism, racial discrimination and for equal rights and national 
liberation."10 Another statement the same year censured the South African 
government for its "most barbarous colonialist and racist rule," and 
demanded that the authorities "stop immediately their persecution of South 
African patriots" and release all political prisoners." 

After the establishment of the Palestine Liberation Organization in 1964, 
Israel became a focus of criticism. Peng Zhen announced China's support for 

7. See, among others, on South-East Asia, China Information Bureau, Daily News Release, 
No. 420, 30 June 1950, p. 188; NCNA, Beijing, 8 March 1955, in Survey of China Mainland 
Press (hereafter SCMP), No. 1003, 9 March 1955, p. 2; on Korea, Chi Lung, "A new move 
for peace," Peking Review, Vol. I, No. 1 (4 March 1958), p. 6; on Korea, People's Daily 
Commentator, 11 November 1958, quoted in "Chinese press opinion," Peking Review, Vol. 
I, No. 38 (18 November 1958, p. 19; on Indonesia, "Chinese statement on U.S. intervention 
in Indonesia," Peking Review, Vol. I, No. 12 (20 May 1958), p. 21; on the Arab world and 
Latin America, Yu Chao-li, "A new upsurge in national revolution," Peking Review, Vol. I, 
No. 26 (26 August 1958, pp. 8-9, originally printed in Hongqi, No. 5; on Africa, Editorial, 
Peking Review, Vol. I, No. 40 (2 December 1958), p. 3; on Cyprus, People's Daily 
Commentator, 7 December 1958, in "Chinese press opinion" column, Peking Review, Vol. 
I, No. 42, 16 December 1958, p. 22. 

8. E.g. NCNA, Beijing, 27 May 1955, in SCMP, No. 1058, 27 May 1955, p. 40, citing 
People's Daily "Observer" article; NCNA, Beijing, 27 August 1955, citing People's Daily 
"Observer" of the same day, in SCMP, No. 1119, 27 August 1955, pp. 35-36. 

9. People's Daily on 17 June 1950, China Information Bureau, Daily News Release, No. 
408, 18 June 1950, p. 105. 

10. "Chinese trade union leader expresses support for South African people's struggle," 
NCNA report, 10 March 1964, in SCMP, No. 3180, 17 March 1964, pp. 29-30. 

11. "Peking mass meeting supports South African people's struggle," NCNA, 13 April 
1964, in SCMP, No. 3200, 16 April 1964, pp. 27-29. 
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the Palestinian people's "just struggle."12 A 1971 mass rally issued a 
message to "firmly support the Palestinian people in their just struggle to win 
their national rights and recover their homeland, and firmly support the Arab 
peoples in their struggle to resist aggression and safeguard state sovereignty 
and territorial integrity."13 

While stressing national rights, Beijing did not hesitate to criticize 
adversaries' civil rights practices. In 1950, a PRC spokesman attacked a 
crackdown on the Japanese Communist Party by the United States 
occupation in Tokyo as violating "freedom of speech and of thought as well 
as respect for fundamental human rights."'4 In South Vietnam, China 
denounced the "U.S.-Diem Clique" for "sanguinary suppression of 
Buddhists, students, intellectuals and the mass of the people."15 On 8 August 
1963, Mao Zedong met an American black radical, Robert Williams, and 
issued a "statement calling upon the people of the world to unite against 
racial discrimination by U.S. imperialism and support the American Negroes 
in their struggle against racial discrimination." The statement supported the 
American blacks' struggle for "freedom and equal rights."16 A commentary 
in the mid-1970s criticized American society for the oppression and 
exploitation of women, noting that "in the capitalist society of the United 
States, discrimination against women is a common practice."17 

Both individual and group rights featured in Chinese polemics against the 
Soviet Union. China charged that the Khrushchev regime used "the state 
machinery for repressing the Soviet working people and the 
Marxists-Leninists," adding, "in the Soviet Union today, anyone who persists 
in the proletarian stand, upholds Marxism-Leninism, and has the courage to 
speak out, to resist or to fight is watched, followed, summoned, and even 
arrested, imprisoned or diagnosed as 'mentally ill' and sent to 'mental 
hospitals'." 8 PRC publications criticized Soviet policies of "discrimination 
and oppression" against national minorities, "oppression and exploitation" of 
women, and the use of the KGB "as an important instrument for cracking 

12. Peking Domestic Service, 4 June 1964, "Peking rally," in FBIS, Daily Report/Far East, 
No. 109, 4 June 1964, pp. BBB7-BBB9. 

13. NCNA, 3 May 1971, "Rally message adopted," in FBIS, Daily Report: Communist 
China, 4 May 1971, pp. Al 1-A12. Hereafter FBIS reports on China under various titles are 
cited simply as FBIS/DR/China. 

14. Statement by Li Jishen, Chairman of the Revolutionary Committee of the Kuomintang 
and a spokesman of the China Democratic League, 11 June 1950, in China Information 
Bureau, Daily News Release, No. 402, 12 June 1950, p. 68. 

15. "Mao statement opposing aggression against South Vietnam and slaughter there by 
U.S.-Diem Clique," Hongqi, No. 17, 6 September 1963, trans. in JPRS, No. 21,559, 22 
October 1963, pp. 1-2. 

16. NCNA, Beijing, 8 August 1963, in SCMP, No. 3038, 13 August 1963, p. 26. 
17. NCNA, Peking, 8 March 1975, in FBIS/DR/China, 10 March 1975, p. A15. For more 

examples, see R. David Arkush and Leo O. Lee (eds.), Land Without Ghosts: Chinese 
Impressions of America from the Mid-Nineteenth Century to the Present (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1989), pp. 241-257. 

18. "Khrushchev's brand of communism and its historical lessons - ninth CCP comment 
to CC CPSU," Hongqi, No. 13, 1964, translated in JPRS No. 26,011, 10 August 1964, 
pp. 23-24. 
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down on the opposition of the people."'9 People's Daily made fun of the 
Soviet constitution - on which in this regard the Chinese constitution was 
closely modelled - for granting rights and freedoms and then denying them 
to those who would use them to infringe on the interests of socialism or the 
state.20 

In South-East Asia, China used human rights arguments to protest against 
the oppression of overseas Chinese. In 1958, China said that the Thai 
government had "violated fundamental, internationally accepted human 
rights, persecuted innocent overseas Chinese and infringed upon the 
legitimate rights of the overseas Chinese."21 In the 1970s, China charged that 
the Vietnamese government had "resorted to a series of measures of 
discrimination, ostracism and persecution against the Chinese residents," and 
had adopted policies that run "counter to general principles of international 
law."22 

As part of its backing for what it considered progressive forces around the 
world, the PRC supported the post-War development of international human 

rights standards. In June 1950, the All-China Democratic Women's 
Federation sent a letter to the Women's International Democratic Federation, 
protesting against the persecution of "democratic" women around the world 
by "imperialist hangers-on and reactionary puppet governments which are 
opposed to democratic rights, deprive people of their fundamental human 
rights and are against peace."23 Chinese representatives attended the 
International Conference in Defence of Youth Rights in Vienna in March 
1953 and spoke in support of young people's struggle for rights in colonial 
countries.24 In 1955, China acceded to the Bandung Conference Final 
Communique, which stated: "The Asian-African Conference declared its full 
support of the fundamental principles of human rights as set forth in the 
Charter of the United Nations and took note of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights as a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all 
nations."25 

The PRC's participation in shaping the international human rights regime 
intensified after it took the China seat in the United Nations in 1971. A 
Chinese commentator argued that China should use human rights to promote 
the interests it shared with other Third World nations, just as the capitalist 

19. National discrimination: "Atrocious rule, weak nature," article by worker theorist at 
Zhengzhou Railway Administration, carried by Peking Domestic Service, 6 February 1975, 
in FBIS/DR/China, 10 February 1975, p. A5, and "The Soviet Union once again has become 
a prison for people of various nationalities," Peking Domestic Service, 17 December 1975, 
in FBIS/DR/China, 18 December 1975, pp. A4-A6. Women: "The lot of working women in 
the Soviet Union today," Peking Domestic Service, 9 March 1975, in FBIS/DR/China, 10 
March 1975, p. A13. KGB: NCNA, 24 October 1975, in FBIS/DR/China, 28 October 1975, 
pp. A7-A10, p. A8. 

20. Renmin ribao, 13 June 1978, p. 6, quoted in China News Analysis, No. 1114, 24 March 
1978, p. 6. 

21. News report column, Peking Review, Vol. I, No. 38, 18 November 1958, p. 20. 
22. "Overseas Chinese affairs spokesman's statement on SRV," Xinhua, 24 May 1978, in 

FBIS/DR/China, 24 May 1978, pp. A6-A8. 
23. China Information Bureau, Daily News Release, No. 430, 10 July 1950, pp. 69-70. 
24. NCNA report, Prague, 25 March 1953, SCMP, No. 540, 27 March 1953, p. 4. 
25. NCNA, Bandung, 24 April 1955, in SCMP, No. 1033, 23-25 April 1955, p. 14. 
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countries used the idea to promote their interests.26 One effective method 
was to get principles serving Third World interests written into UN 
documents and then press for their implementation. Another was to use the 
UN as a forum for human rights criticisms against selected countries. The 
PRC's first statement on the subject stressed the importance of the struggles 
against imperialism, colonialism and racism, and for national independence 
and sovereignty.27 

After a period of cautious observation, in 1979 China began to attend 
meetings of the UN Human Rights Commission as an observer, and in 1982 
it became a member. The PRC participated in the Sub-Commission on 
Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities and in working 
groups concerned with the rights of indigenous populations, human rights 
aspects of communications, the rights of children, the rights of migrant 
workers and the issue of torture. With other Third World countries, it 
promoted the idea of a "right to development," which the UN General 
Assembly enacted by resolution in 1986. China voted in favour of UN 
investigations into human rights violations in Afghanistan and Chile. China's 
UN representatives denounced Israel, South Africa, Vietnam, Afghanistan 
and other targets.28 

Once China entered the international economy under Deng Xiaoping, 
many forces pushed it towards convergence with the outside world across a 
wide front of institutions. China began to change its banking, customs, 
communications, intellectual property rights protection and other institutions 
to comply with world standards. The government adopted a criminal code, 
criminal procedure code, an administrative litigation law, and other laws 
with provisions relating to human rights.29 Such legal codification brought 
increasing convergence on paper of China's domestic situation with 
international human rights standards, even where the laws were deficient by 
international standards or not fully implemented.30 

China also accelerated its participation in the international human rights 
regime. Over the course of several years the PRC joined the Convention on 
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, the Convention 
Relating to the Status of Refugees, the Protocol Relating to the Status of 
Refugees, the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

26. See Hao Ru, "Renquan de lishi he xianzhuang" ("The history and current situation of 
human rights"), Renmin ribao, 13 April 1982, p. 5; Shen Baoxiang, Wang Chengquan and 
Li Zerui, "Guanyu guoji lingyu de renquan wenti," in Hongqi, 16 April 1982, pp. 46-47, trans. 
in Beijing Review (hereafter BR), No. 30 (1982), pp. 13-17, 22; Sha Daxin 1982 article cited 
in Hungdah Chiu, "Chinese attitudes toward international law of human rights in the post-Mao 
era," in Victor C. Falkenheim (ed.), Chinese Politics from Mao to Deng (New York: Paragon 
House, 1989), n. 39. 

27. Samuel S. Kim, China, the United Nations, and World Order (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1979), pp. 484-86. 

28. Among other sources, see "Speech by Chinese representative at the 38th session of the 
U.N. Commission on Human Rights ...," Foreign Affairs China (Ministry of Foreign Affairs), 
Vol. II, No. 1 (March 1982), pp. 44-47; "UN envoy condemns human rights violations," 
Beijing Xinhua in English, 23 May 1985 in FBIS/DR/China, 23 May 1985, p. Al. 

29. According to Qiushi in FBIS/DR/China, 5 February 1992, p. 14, over 1,000 of China's 
newly enacted laws are related to human rights. 

30. Shao-chuan Leng, with Hungdah Chiu, Criminal Justice in Post-Mao China: Analysis 
and Documents (Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1985). 
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Racial Discrimination, the International Convention on the Suppression and 
Punishment of the Crime of Apartheid, the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, and the Convention Against 
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment.31 
The 1984 Sino-British Joint Declaration on Hong Kong committed China to 
allow the International Covenants on Civil and Political Rights and on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights to continue in force32 in Hong Kong 
for 50 years after 1997, although China itself had not acceded to these 
covenants. By 1991, when the PRC issued a White Paper on its human rights 
performance, it had acceded to a total of seven of the 25 major international 
human rights conventions, one more than the United States at that time.33 

Human Rights and Sovereignty: The Chinese Position 

As its human rights diplomacy expanded, China drew a theoretical line at 
the water's edge. The policy-makers wanted to see sovereignty gain, not 
lose, from involvement in the international human rights regime. As a 
Chinese writer explained: "The development of international law of human 
rights helps the Third World countries make use of the issue of human rights 
to oppose hegemonism and colonialism, to preserve sovereignty and 
independence and to promote the development and prosperity of national 
economy."34 

In international human rights law, the relationship between human rights 
and sovereignty is complex and contested. On the one hand, the UN Charter 
states, "nothing contained in the present Charter shall authorize the United 
Nations to intervene in matters which are essentially within the domestic 
jurisdiction of any state." On the other, like all international law, the 
international human rights regime restricts sovereignty by virtue of its 
supra-national character. The trend since the Second World War has allowed 
the international community increasing scope to exercise suasion, impose 
economic sanctions or even intervene militarily against a state on a growing 
range of human rights issues. The trend accelerated after the end of the Cold 
War, with the UN authorizing mandatory sanctions and/or deployment of 
troops wholly or partly on human rights grounds in or against Iraq, Somalia, 

31. Hongdah Chiu, "Chinese attitudes," pp. 255-56. In 1956 the PRC had acceded to the 
1949 Geneva Conventions relating to the treatment of wounded and sick soldiers, POWs and 
civilians in wartime, which are considered part of international humanitarian law rather than 
international human rights law. 

32. Partially, as James D. Seymour points out in "Human rights in Chinese foreign 
relations," in Samuel S. Kim, China and the World, 3rd ed. (Boulder: Westview, 1994), 
p. 221, n. 10, because they are only to be enjoyed insofar as they are already in force, which 
excludes representative democracy and the right to self-determination. 

33. Information office of the State Council, "Human rights in China," BR, No. 44 (1991), 
p. 43. Twenty-five is the most commonly given number of major human rights conventions, 
but there are other ways of counting; see e.g. Winston E. Langley (ed.), Human Rights: Sixty 
Major Global Instruments (Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Co., 1992). Since 1991, the U.S. 
has ratified the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights, bringing its total to 
seven, while China acceded to the International Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
bringing its total to eight. 

34. Gu Yan, "On human rights in international relationships," International Strategic 
Studies (China Institute for International Strategic Studies), No. 3 (September 1991), p. 10. 
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Bosnia and Haiti. This rise of human rights interventionism sharpened the 
conflict of interest between countries that saw themselves as potential targets 
of intervention and those that were its potential executors. This struggle 
generated debate over the definition of matters "essentially within the 
domestic jurisdiction" of states. 

Chinese scholars wrote little on the issue during the decades when China 
was largely isolated.35 Serious study began in the 1980s. The discussions 
started from the common position that states, not individuals, are the subjects 
of international law, so human rights cannot be used as a justification to 
interfere in the sovereignty of a state. But within this framework, Chinese 
scholars put forth a variety of criteria to allow the international community 
to protect human rights. None of the several overlapping arguments that 
emerged has been consistently adopted by the government.36 

First, Chinese scholars say that a human right becomes of international 
concern when sovereign states enter into treaties or otherwise make 
themselves subject to international law with regard to the particular right.37 
Secondly, violations which are particularly heinous, "large-scale, gross," and 
which constitute international crimes can be suppressed by the international 
community. Examples are genocide, invasion, military occupation and 
apartheid.38 Thirdly, violations which threaten the peace and security of 
neighbouring countries or the world are subject to international intervention, 
such as racial discrimination, genocide, international terrorism or violations 
that create flows of refugees.39 Fourthly, some scholars have produced a 
specific list of issues on which the world community can act. These are 
violations of the rights to self-determination or development, aggression, 
colonialism and neo-colonialism, hegemonism, racial segregation, genocide, 
slavery, large-scale creation of refugees and international terrorism. One 
Chinese source explains these as consisting of the "most urgent" and "major 
causes for the development of massive and ruthless violation of human 
rights" and "major human rights issues that attract international 

attention.'"40 
Although not clearly stated, criteria for inclusion seem to be that the acts 
involved operate against collectivities, not individuals, and damage the 
conditions for national independence and development. Finally, intervention 
is said to be justified if the violation is done by Nazi, fascist or militarist 
states or forces - that is, by the losing forces in the Second World War 

35. Hungdah Chiu, "Chinese attitudes," pp. 237-270. 
36. The next few paragraphs follow ibid. pp. 252-54, supplemented by other items noted. 

Chiu cites two textbooks, one by Wei Min and one by Wang Tieya and Wei Min. Also see 
Wei Min," "An examination of some problems on human rights," Renmin ribao, 3 December 
1988, p. 4, in FBIS/DR/China, 9 December 1988, pp. 4-6. 

37. E.g. Fu Xuezhe, "The principle of noninterference in the internal affairs of other 
countries and the question of human rights," Renmin ribao, 8 December 1989, p. 7, in 
FBIS/DR/China, 12 December 1989, p. 3. 

38. Tian Jin, "The development of international human rights activities and some 
controversial issues," Guoji wenti yanjiu, 13 January 1989, pp. 4-7, in FBIS/DR/China, 9 
March 1989, p. 5. 

39. Gu Yan, "On human rights," p. 10. 
40. Guo Qing, "China's basic position on and practice of human rights," Qiushi, 1 

December 1991, pp. 14-19, in FBIS/DR/China, 5 February 1992, p. 15. 
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whose original crimes led to the creation of the international human rights 
regime. 

Although proceeding from slightly different premises, these arguments 
reach roughly the same conclusions. Human rights must be used against 
fascism, hegemonism and imperialism, but may not be used against 
socialism and the Third World (both categories including China).41 But such 
arguments depend on distinctions which are difficult both to justify and to 
apply, such as the distinctions between group and individual rights, rights 
violated by a state that is party to a convention and by one that is not, gross 
and smaller-scale violations, violations by progressive forces and by 
reactionary forces. By the early 1980s, China's position was an inconsistent 
mix, arguing on the one hand for "the struggle of Third World countries and 
other justice-upholding countries against the large-scale violation of human 
rights by hegemonism, imperialism, colonialism and autocracy," and on the 
other that "using alleged charges of human rights violations to vilify and 
attack China and to interfere in China's judicial and administrative affairs is 
an act unfriendly to China and the Chinese people and a violation of China's 
sovereignty."42 

International Human Rights Pressure on China43 

In the mid-1980s, China seemed set to expand its participation in the 
international human rights regime. Beijing issued favourable press and 

diplomatic commentaries on the two international covenants, indicating an 
intent to sign them. On the 40th anniversary of the UDHR on 10 December 
1988, the document was celebrated at a ceremony in Beijing.44 Senior leaders 
Zhao Ziyang and Hu Yaobang on several occasions responded to inquiries by 
denying that China had any political prisoners, false statements that 
nevertheless showed a desire to be seen as complying with international 
norms.45 By expanding its involvement in the international human rights 
regime, China could have highlighted the achievements of reform, 
contributed to its international respectability and helped attract foreign 

41. Xin Chunying, "Xiandai guoji zhengzhi douzhengzhong de renquan wenti" ("Human 
rights issues in the contemporary international political struggle"), Xuexi yu sikao (Study and 
Reflection) (Graduate School, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences), No. 1 (1981), pp. 49-52. 

42. Shen Baoxiang et al., "Guanyu guoji lingyu de renquan wenti," pp. 15, 17. 
43. Along with the sources cited, the next three sections draw on Seymour, "Human rights 

in Chinese foreign relations," cited above. 
44. Hungdah Chiu, "Chinese attitudes," pp. 256-57; also see e.g. "Wu Xueqian's speech 

at the UN General Assembly," BR, No. 40 (1986), pp. 16-17; Shao Jin, "Holding high the 
banner of human rights," Shijie zhishi, No. 23, 1 December 1986, pp. 4-6, in JPRS-CPS-87- 
808, pp. 53-58; Patrick Lescot, "Beijing ready to sign UN human rights conventions," South 
China Morning Post, 25 September 1988, p. N6; "China applauds human rights," BR, No. 
51 (1988), pp. 9-10. 

45. Lu Keng, An Interview with Hu Yaobang (New York: Sino Daily Express, 1985), p. 61 
(Hu tells interviewer Lu Keng: "These [Wei Jingsheng and others] are not cases of political 
crimes, as people say outside. From now on, we won't do such things"); "[Hu Yaobang] 
answers questions from audience [during visit to London]," Xinhua, 11 June 1986, 
FBIS/DR/China, 12 June 1986, p. G3; "Premier Zhao interviewed by NBC," BR, No. 40 
(1987), p. 5. 
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investment, without compromising its stance of diplomatic independence and 
Third World leadership. 

In a double irony, however, it was precisely in the late 1970s, when China 
began to improve its domestic human rights situation and to increase its 
activity in human rights diplomacy, that it started to become a target of 
international human rights pressure. Under Mao, China was truly the "human 
rights exception," with neither governments nor non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) choosing to make an issue of the repression of 
millions.46 Sustained Western attention to Chinese human rights abuses did 
not begin until Deng Xiaoping came to power. 

The PRC's status as a human rights pariah was no less justified because 
it came late. As one of the last surviving Communist countries, Deng's China 
ranked with North Korea and Cuba for ruthless suppression of even 
moderate, peaceful dissent. The monitoring organization Freedom House has 
classified China as "not free" since it began annual rankings in 1973, giving 
it scores of 6 or 7 (with 7 the lowest possible) in both political rights and 
civil liberties.47 Certain types of human rights violations are pervasive and 
systematic, such as the deprivation of the rights of speech and publication, 
freedom of association, freedom of choice of legal residence, the right to a 
fair trial, religious freedom and humane treatment in prison. Police powers 
are unchecked, gaol conditions appalling, and official abuse of citizens' 
rights rampant. 

Yet Deng's regime is an undoubted human rights improvement over 
Mao's.48 It rehabilitated tens of millions of political victims, dissolved the 
caste-like "class status" (chengfen) system, promoted economic freedom, and 
loosened political and religious repression. China made strides in the 
provision of economic and social rights by increasing incomes and the 
availability of consumer goods, extending the length of compulsory 
education from six years to nine, increasing average life expectancy to 70 
years, and so on. The government campaigned against torture and 
ill-treatment of prisoners, cadre abuse of powers, and female infanticide and 
the kidnapping and sale of women.49 

Chinese both inside and outside government were puzzled by the timing 
and substance of Western human rights concerns. Both, however, had their 
logic. First, it was in the late 1970s that information about former and current 
violations of human rights began to appear in Chinese news reports, fiction 
and wall posters. At the same time, Beijing gave unprecedented access to 

46. Roberta Cohen, "People's Republic of China: the human rights exception," Human 
Rights Quarterly, Vol. 9, No. 4 (November 1987), pp. 447-549. 

47. R. Bruce McColm et al., Freedom in the World: Political Rights and Civil Liberties, 
1990-1991 (New York: Freedom House, 1991), pp. 454, 460, 462; and earlier editions edited 
by McColm or by Raymond D. Gastil. 

48. According to R.J. Rummel's estimate, which is probably high, 37.8 million citizens 
died in the Mao years due to political repression, not counting 20-30 million victims of 
state-induced famine; China's Bloody Century: Genocide and Mass Murder Since 1900 (New 
Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 1991). 

49. James D. Seymour, "Cadre accountability to the law," Australian Journal of Chinese 
Affairs, No. 21 (January 1989), pp. 1-28; James D. Seymour (ed.), Cadre Accountability to 
the Law, special issue of Chinese Law and Government, Vol. 21, No. 3 (Fall 1988). However, 
these campaigns have not been very effective. 
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Western journalists, who began to report harsh truths about the Chinese 

system.5? James D. Seymour published the first systematic information on the 
Chinese human rights situation in a periodical, SPEAHRhead (1979-84), and 
a book, China Rights Annals 1.51 

Secondly, the Helsinki Accords of 1975 gave new impetus to the 
international human rights movement and led to the founding of numerous 
NGOs in the human rights field. The first among them to draw attention to 
China were the Federation Internationale des Droits de l'Homme in Paris, 
Freedom House in New York and Amnesty International in London.52 

Amnesty's 1978 Political Imprisonment in the People's Republic of China 
was the first NGO report on human rights in the PRC.53 These groups were 
later joined by Asia Watch (founded in 1985, now called Human Rights 
WatchlAsia), the International League for Human Rights, the Lawyers 
Committee for Human Rights, the Committee to Protect Journalists, and 
other organizations. An active pro-Tibet lobby developed, including the 
Office of Tibet in New York, the Tibetan Relief Fund and Tibet Information 
Network in Britain, and the International Campaign for Tibet in Washington, 
D.C. 

Thirdly, although Chinese human rights were never exclusively an 
American concern, the dynamics of American politics gave impetus to the 
issue. First raised in Congress, human rights were adopted in 1977 by the 
new president, Jimmy Carter, as a theme that could restore the national sense 
of mission after the nightmares of Vietnam and Watergate. A Chinese writer 

argued perceptively that Carter used human rights to "compensate [for 
American] deficiency in military strength [after Vietnam] with moral 
force."54 The crusade continued to perform a unifying role in American 

politics under subsequent presidents. Speaking before the British Parliament 
in 1982, Ronald Reagan clothed his anti-Communism in human rights garb, 
calling for "a global campaign for freedom ... [that would] leave 
Marxism-Leninism on the ash heap of history as it has left other tyrannies 
which stifle the freedom and muzzle the self-expression of the people."55 
George Bush stated in his inaugural address: "America is never wholly 
herself unless she is engaged in high moral principle. We as a people have 
such a purpose today. It is to make kinder the face of the Nation and gentler 
the face of the World."56 Human rights helped generate support for overseas 

50. E.g. reports by Ross Munro in Toronto Globe and Mail, 1977, cited in Hungdah Chiu, 
"Chinese attitudes," p. 238; Fox Butterfield, Alive in the Bitter Sea (New York: Times Books, 
1982); Richard Bernstein, From the Center of the Earth (Boston: Little, Brown, 1982). 

51. Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 1985. 
52. Roberta Cohen, "Human rights exception," pp. 502-508. 
53. London: Amnesty International, 1978; except, that is, for a report on Tibet by the 

International Commission of Jurists in 1960: Tibet and the Chinese People's Republic: A 
Report to the International Commission of Jurists (Geneva: The Commission, 1960). 

54. Gu Yan, "On human rights," p. 9. 
55. "Promoting democracy and peace," speech by President Ronald Reagan before the 

British Parliament in London, 8 June 1982, in U.S. Department of State, Current Policy, No. 
399 (June 1982), p. 4. 

56. American Foreign Policy: Current Documents, 1989 (Washington, D.C.: Department 
of State, 1990), p. 5. 
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engagements from a public otherwise sceptical about foreign policy.57 In 
1979, Congress passed a requirement that the annual human rights review of 
countries receiving American aid should be extended to include all countries, 
including China.58 The State Department reports on China in subsequent 
years were increasingly accurate and tough, helping create public opinion in 
favour of NGO and governmental pressure on Beijing. 

In the late 1980s developments in Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union and 
South Africa removed these areas from the top of the United States' 
international human rights agenda. Violations in certain other countries had 
never received much American attention: in India, for example, because it is 
not a major strategic partner of the United States; in the Israeli occupied 
territories because of America's complex strategic dependency on Israel and 
the domestic influence of pro-Israel lobbying groups. With growing Western 
involvement in China, Chinese violations moved higher in the list of 
American and European concerns. In the United States the trend was 
reinforced by trade disputes and Chinese arms transfers. Although American 
administrations tended to raise human rights sparingly and quietly, they 
found public and Congressional anxiety about the issue useful when they 
needed to bring pressure to bear on China with regard to other issues. 

The main foreign concerns with China's human rights were as follows. 
Political imprisonment. Amnesty International and Asia Watch drew 

attention to the cases of people who had not used or advocated violence who 
were imprisoned for their political beliefs.59 These included democracy 
movement activists, Tibetans who supported independence, Mongols 
involved in a cultural revival movement, those who protested about personal 
grievances, people accused of divulging state secrets, and former officials 
who had supported Cultural Revolution-type leftism. 

Religious repression.60 Amnesty and Asia Watch publicized the cases of 
adherents of Catholic and Protestant movements that rejected Chinese 
government control. Priests, ministers and worshippers in so-called "house 
churches" were often arrested, especially in Henan, Shandong and 
Guangdong. In addition, the two organizations publicized cases of Tibetans 
detained for religious practices. 

Problems with criminal procedure.61 Amnesty, Asia Watch and the 
Lawyers Committee for Human Rights highlighted the lack of fair trials (no 
publicity, insufficient provision for notice to family and preparation of a 

57. Anne E. Geyer and Robert Y. Shapiro, "The polls - a report: human rights," Public 
Opinion Quarterly, Vol. 52, No. 3 (Fall 1988), pp. 386-398. 

58. Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 1979 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 1980), p. 1. 

59. See, for example, China: Violations of Human Rights: Prisoners of Conscience and 
the Death Penalty in the People's Republic of China (London: Amnesty International, 1984); 
Punishment Season: Human Rights in China After Martial Law (New York: Asia Watch, 
1990); Anthems of Defeat: Crackdown in Hunan Province 1989-1992 (New York: Asia 
Watch, 1992). 

60. Asia Watch, "Continuing religious repression in China," June 1993. 
61. China: Punishment Without Crime: Administrative Detention (New York: Amnesty 

International USA, September 1991); Criminal Justice with Chinese Characteristics: China's 
Criminal Process and Violations of Human Rights (New York: Lawyers Committee for 
Human Rights, May 1993), written by Timothy A. Gelatt. 
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defence, lack of a presumption of innocence); the lack of safeguards against 
police abuse, especially during the process of "shelter and investigation" 
(shourong shencha); insufficient safeguards against unlimited detention 
without trial; absence of real independence of the judiciary; sentencing 
standards which include severer punishments for those who fail to confess 
and repent; and the widespread use of "labour re-education" as a form of 
imprisonment at police initiative without benefit of a trial. 

Capital punishment.62 As part of its world-wide campaign against capital 
punishment, Amnesty International criticized China for the wide range of 
crimes punishable by death, the lack of adequate procedural safeguards 
against executing the innocent, the exceptionally high number of death 
sentences (in the thousands annually, and as high as 20,000 during the 
anti-crime campaign of 1983), the parading and public execution of the 
condemned, and the use of executed prisoners' organs for transplants. 

Tibet.63 In addition to individual cases of political and religious repression 
in Tibet, critics abroad focused on the repression of Tibetan culture, the 
movement of non-Tibetan population into Tibet and alleged nuclear dumping 
on the Tibetan plateau. 

Coercive population planning. American right-to-life groups spearheaded 
an attack on China for coercive implementation of population control 
policies by local officials (apparently against central government policy), 
especially the used of forced sterilization and forced abortion (sometimes 
late-term abortion amounting to infanticide).64 

Prison maltreatment and labour camp exports. These issues have been 
highlighted by reports from Amnesty, Asia Watch, and in a book by former 
labour camp inmate Harry Wu, who subsequently founded the Laogai 
Research Foundation to maintain attention to the issue.65 

Other human rights problems have received passing attention abroad 
without becoming major items on the agenda of international concern. These 
include denial of the right to strike, denial of freedom of the press, the 
kidnapping and abuse of women and girls, mistreatment of homosexuals, 
interference with foreign journalists in China, eugenic practices, and state 
interference in the practice of Islam and Buddhism. And the international 
community has ignored at least one issue on which the Chinese government 
violates international human rights law in a way that affects the entire 

62. Amnesty International, "China: victims in their thousands: the death penalty in 1992," 
London, July 1993, 10 pp. 

63. See, for example, Amnesty International, "People's Republic of China: repression in 
Tibet 1987-1992," May 1992; Merciless Repression: Human Rights in Tibet (New York: Asia 
Watch, May 1990). 

64. Barbara B. Crane and Jason L. Finkle, "The United States, China, and the United 
Nations Population Fund: dynamics of U.S. policymaking," Population and Development 
Review, Vol. 15, No. 1 (March 1989), pp. 23-59. In late 1993, Chinese consideration of a 
eugenics law seemed likely to enlarge the foreign constituency viewing population control 
policies as a human rights issue. 

65. China: Torture and Ill-Treatment of Prisoners (London: Amnesty International, 
September 1987); Amnesty International, "Torture in China," December 1992; Asia Watch, 
"Prison Labor in China," 19 April 1991; Hongda Harry Wu (trans. Ted Slingerland), Laogai: 
The Chinese Gulag (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1992); Laogai Handbook (Milpitas, CA: 
Laogai Research Foundation, 1993). 
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Chinese population. China does not allow the right to move one's place of 
legal residence, a right which is clearly provided in the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights.66 

Few, if any, of the issues which most concern the international community 
have strong support in China, judging from conversations there. Most 
Chinese appear to be unconcerned with protection of the rights of political 
dissidents, religious minorities and criminal defendants. Most Han Chinese 
consider that Beijing has been generous to the Tibetans. Many urban Chinese 
support an aggressive programme of population planning. 

In addition, some of the international community's concerns have 
questionable status as human rights. Capital punishment not only has wide 
support in China but is not prohibited by international law. Forced labour 
violates international law, but the export of prison products does not (and the 
Chinese press has pointed out that American prison products are also 
exported). Stringent population planning policies are legal, so long as they do 
not cross the line into coerced abortion, coerced sterilization or female 
infanticide, all of which are forbidden by Chinese government policy, 
although practised by local cadres. 

It should not be surprising that the international community focused on 
issues that reflected its preconceptions and concerns, the information 
available to it, and the political processes by which governments and human 
rights organizations mobilized their constituencies. The Chinese government 
had imposed double standards in the 1950s and 1960s, benefited from them 
in the 1960s and 1970s, and found itself grappling with their consequences 
in the 1980s. 

Impact 

The human rights issue did only modest damage to China's interests until 
1989. The Beijing massacre, however, exerted a powerful effect on China's 
relations with most of the outside world. Many countries imposed sanctions, 
including diplomatic cold shoulders of one kind or another, cancellation of 
cultural exchanges, freezes on bilateral aid and loans, voting for temporary 
suspension of World Bank and Asian Development Bank loans, and 
interruption of military sales and links.67 China experienced a two-year 
decline in its credit rating, foreign investment, export orders and tourism.68 

66. UDHR, Art. 13.1: "Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and residence 
within the borders of each State." ICCPR, Part III, Art. 12.1: "Everyone lawfully within the 
territory of a State shall, within that territory, have the right to liberty of movement and 
freedom to choose his residence." The international instruments allow limitation of rights for 
pressing public interests, but the limitations should be the minimum needed to achieve the 
purpose. Although the regime has loosened control of movement of rural residents to the cities, 
they are still denied the rights and benefits given to legal city residents; see Dorothy J. Solinger, 
"China's urban transients in the transition from socialism and the collapse of the Communist 
'urban public goods regime'," unpublished paper, p. 8. 

67. For details, see James D. Seymour, "Human Rights and the world response to the 1989 
crackdown in China," China Information, Vol. 4, No. 4 (Spring 1990), pp. 1-14. 

68. Ibid. pp. 5-6. 
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Companies like Levi Strauss, Reebok, Timberland and Sears, with corporate 
good-citizen policies, either imposed human rights standards on Chinese 
contractors or reduced or cancelled their business in China. The U.S. 
Congress considered adopting a human rights code for American businesses 
in China.69 

Some industrialized nations gave sanctuary to refugee dissidents. President 
Bush extended the visas of the estimated 80,000 Chinese students and 
scholars in the United States to 1994 to avoid sending them back to a 
repressive environment. In 1992 Congress passed the Chinese Student 
Protection Act, under which Chinese nationals resident in the United States 
before April 1990 were eligible to apply for permanent resident status in 
1993. These actions signalled that the PRC was unsafe to return to, and 
deprived China of the services of tens of thousands of its brightest, 
best-educated citizens. 

The massacre turned the estimated 110,000 Chinese students overseas into 
a potent lobby against their own government.70 In New York, Chinese 
activists had recently founded Human Rights in China, the first human rights 
group devoted exclusively to China and led by PRC citizens. HRIC 
published a newsletter which provided a locus for writing in both English 
and Chinese on Chinese human rights issues. The incident also mobilized 
members of the Chinese-American, Chinese-Canadian and similar 
communities who had previously been politically quiescent.71 

China suffered repeated humiliations in UN bodies concerned with human 
rights. In August 1989 the UN Subcommission on Prevention of 
Discrimination and Protection of Minorities adopted by secret ballot a 
resolution mildly critical of China, marking the first time that a permanent 
member of the Security Council had been censured for its human rights 
performance in a UN forum. In the 1990 session of the Commission on 
Human Rights, Chinese representatives had to sit through the presentation of 
a Secretary General's report on human rights violations based on material 

compiled by Amnesty and other groups, and a debate on a resolution to 
condemn China, although the resolution was ultimately not adopted. In 1991, 
Beijing came under fire again in the Subcommission, which by secret ballot 
voted to request China to respect the human rights of the Tibetan people, and 
asked the Secretary-General to prepare a report on the situation in Tibet, 
which he submitted in 1992. In 1993, China managed to stave off action on 

69. International League for Human Rights, "Getting down to business: the human rights 
responsibilities of China's investors and trade partners" (July 1992), pp. 15-17, 35-36; 
Newsweek, 17 May 1993, p. 46. President Clinton endorsed the concept when he extended 
MFN for China in May 1994. 

70. The number 110,000, which is probably an underestimate, comes from Liaowang 
overseas edition, No. 4-5, 25 January 1993, pp. 11-13, in JPRS-CAR-93-022, 8 April 1993, 
p. 26. Also see Deng Ziduan, "China's brain-drain problem: causes, consequences and policy 
options," The Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Fall 1992), pp. 6-33. 

71. See "On U.S. policy towards Chinese mainland, Taiwan and Hong Kong: a 
Chinese-American/Canadian perspective," a position paper endorsed by Tiananmen 
Memorial Foundation and 11 other groups, 25 May 1993. On "community-based 
organizations," see James D. Seymour, "What the agenda has been missing," in Susan 
Whitfield (ed.), After the Event: Human Rights and Their Future in China (London: 
Wellsweep Press, 1993), pp. 36-49. 
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a resolution presented before the full Commission by the United States, 
Japan and a group of other countries. Chinese problems were discussed at 
one time or another in reports or meetings of the UN's Special Rapporteur 
on Religious Intolerance, Working Group on Arbitrary Detentions, Special 
Rapporteur on Summary and Arbitrary Executions, Committee against 
Torture, Special Rapporteur on Torture, and Working Group on Enforced or 
Involuntary Disappearances.72 

Each subsequent year, the meetings of UN bodies provided an opportunity 
for NGOs to present disparaging information about China. In 1992, for 
example, one report criticized China for policies undermining the 
independence of the judiciary and the effectiveness of lawyers; Amnesty 
International cited China for its "long-term pattern of serious human rights 
violations"; the International Fellowship of Reconciliation brought up 
China's exploitation of prison labour; Human Rights Advocates charged 
China with abuses in Tibet amounting to a "genocidal policy"; and the 
International Association of Educators for World Peace attacked China's 
policies in Tibet.73 China had to expend diplomatic resources to respond to 
these attacks and to mobilize friendly countries to defeat unwelcome 
resolutions. 

To be humiliated by advanced nations around the world exacerbated the 
legitimacy crisis that had been at the root of the 1989 events. Precisely as the 
G7 nations, led by Japan, moved in 1990 to begin easing economic and 
political sanctions, Western governments and politicians felt it politically 
necessary to maintain verbal pressure on China.74 From 1991 onward, an 
endless procession of VIP visitors made public representations on human 
rights, including the French Prime Minister, the Japanese Prime Minister, 
two Australian parliamentary delegations, several U.S. Congressional 
delegations, an EC delegation, the Polish Foreign Minister, a Canadian 
parliamentary delegation, a delegation of EC ambassadors visiting Tibet, and 
so on. Likewise, China expended diplomatic capital denouncing the proposal 
for an American-funded "Radio Free Asia" which, if implemented, could 
have protracted negative effects on the regime's internal legitimacy. In 1993, 
Beijing's bid to host the Olympics in the year 2000 encountered international 

72. Felice Gaer, "Human rights and social issues: human rights," in John Tessitore and 
Susan Woolfson (eds.), Issues 45: Issues Before the 45th General Assembly of the United 
Nations (Lexington, MA: Lexington Books, 1991), pp. 121-133, 153-55; Felice Gaer, 
"Human rights and social issues: human rights," in John Tessitore and Susan Woolfson (eds.), 
A Global Agenda: Issues Before the 46th General Assembly of the United Nations (Lanham, 
MD: University Press of America, 1991), pp. 171-183, 197-98, 200; Felice Gaer, "Human 
rights and social issues: human rights," in John Tessitore and Susan Woolfson (eds.), A Global 
Agenda: Issues Before the 47th General Assembly of the United Nations (Lanham, MD: 
University Press of America, 1992), pp. 224, 226-29, 232; Yearbook of the United Nations, 
1991 (Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Martinus Nijhoff, 1992), p. 606; UN Economic and Social 
Council, Commission on Human Rights, Document E/CN.4/1993/L.104 (8 March 1993). 

73. See, respectively, E/CN.4/Sub.2/1992/25, pp. 27-29, 30-31 (although not an NGO 
report, this report by Louis Joinet, chairman and rapporteur of the Working Group on Arbitrary 
Detention, was based on material supplied by the International Federation of Human Rights); 
E/CN.4/Sub.2/1992/SR. 13, p. 15; E/CN.4/Sub.2/1992/SR.7, pp. 11-12; E/CN.4/Sub.2/1992/ 
SR.17, pp. 7-8; and E/CN.4/Sub.2/1992/SR.25, pp. 3-5. 

74. E.g. for the U.S., see Lawyers Committee for Human Rights, "Human rights diplomacy 
and strategies: a country case study of China," November 1991, pp. 23-27. 
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opposition on human rights grounds, again embarrassing the government 
abroad and at home. 

Human rights took an indirect toll on Beijing's bargaining position on a 
host of other issues. For example, in Sino-U.S. relations, Tiananmen 
combined with the trade deficit and arms exports to create a synergy of 
anti-Beijing sentiments that thrust China's preferred priority issue, Taiwan, 
so far down the agenda of bilateral issues that it was hardly discussed, at 
least in public. The renewal of normal trading rights with the United States 
("most favoured nation privileges") was threatened annually from 1989 to 
1994 by public and Congressional desire to push China toward human rights 
improvements. This in turn weakened Beijing's negotiating position in talks 
over intellectual property rights and market access; in both negotiations, 
China made major concessions to American demands. Likewise, the fact that 
China was on the defensive on human rights weakened its ability to block 
American and French arms transfers to Taiwan, and probably helps explain 
the replacement of a conciliatory Hong Kong Governor with one who 
confronted Beijing on the issue of Hong Kong democratization. The 
international response to the Beijing massacre amplified the incident's 
impact in Taiwan and Hong Kong, where Beijing was trying to win friends 
and mollify doubters. 

The human rights issue did no damage to China's relations with ASEAN, 
India and some other countries who would have been vulnerable to similar 
charges and pressures.75 But it did require China to seek voting support from 
these countries in multilateral forums. 

China Deals with the Issue 

Because Chinese foreign policy is made by what some international 
relations theorists call a "strong state," Beijing's response to international 
human rights pressures demonstrated strategic consistency, central 
co-ordination, realism and tactical flexibility. Chinese policy consisted of 
ideological and substantive measures combining resistance and compromise. 
The mix of policies was designed simultaneously to rally Third World 

support, especially in multilateral settings, to appeal to advocates of 

realpolitik in the West, and to construct policy dilemmas for human rights 
advocates. 

China mounted a variety of ideological counter-attacks on its critics. 
Official spokespersons pointed to a series of double standards: that China 
drew condemnation while other countries whose violations were in some 
sense worse (such as Israel and India) were ignored; that Westerners who 
said nothing about Mao's violations complained about less severe violations 
under Deng; that prosperous Westerners insisted on immediate 
implementation of modem standards in a developing China; that the West 
itself had committed human rights violations more deplorable than those it 
was criticizing, such as slavery and the Holocaust; and that the West today 

75. In fact, the human rights issue contributed to closer relations between China and 
ASEAN; see Chen Jie, "Human rights: ASEAN's new importance to China," Pacific Review, 
Vol. 6, No. 3 (1993), pp. 227-237. 
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continues to be rife with human rights problems from which it distracts 
attention by criticizing others. Such double standards revealed the accusers' 
bad faith, Chinese officials claimed. The real motive was to deny the Chinese 
their own choice of political system.76 In addition, it was argued that cultural 
standards differ. No culture's concept of human rights has greater claim to 
be accepted than any other's. Thus the foreigner has no moral right to judge. 
Interference constitutes cultural imperialism. 

Thirdly, the Chinese raised the issue of sovereignty, arguing that problems 
foreigners consider human rights violations are matters of domestic Chinese 
law, such as counter-revolutionary crimes or the death penalty. Many of 
them are not human rights violations at all. Those which are - and such 
things exist in any country - are the purview of the Chinese government to 
fix, and it is doing so. 

Finally, the government argued that China's rights record was excellent, as 
good as its critics'.77 The most important rights are those to survival and 
development, the argument went, which are better assured in China than in 
most other places, including the West. Even where the process of achieving 
socialism has led to mistakes which damaged human rights, only by building 
socialism can human rights be realized.78 The United States, with many 
human rights problems of its own "has no right whatsoever to comment on 
the human rights situation in other countries."'79 "I cannot see those countries 
who are promoting human rights have a better record than ours," stated 
Vice-Premier Zhu Rongji on a visit to Canada in May 1993.80 

Such arguments garnered vocal support from regional leaders such as 
Prime Minister Mahathir of Malaysia and Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore. At 
the same time, the cultural relativism, double standard and national 
sovereignty arguments proved congenial to Americans of the realist school, 
who believed that a moralistic foreign policy was neither justified nor 
sufficiently flexible to be useful.81 

Propaganda arguments dovetailed with diplomatic activity carried out in 
conjunction with like-minded governments. For example, the 1990 UN 
Human Rights Commission meeting decided to shelve action on a motion 
dealing with human rights in China, after China gained either support or 
abstentions from the Soviet Union, Ukraine, Yugoslavia, Cuba, and most 
participating African and Latin American countries. In 1990 China helped 

76. Citations are too numerous to list, but see, for example, Jiang Zemin interview in BR, 
No. 46 (1991), p. 15. Many of these themes are outlined in a purported Propaganda 
Department document, "Confidential document on study of human rights issue (Part One)," 
published in Hong Kong Dangdai No. 15, 15 June 1992, pp. 67-70, in FBIS/DR/China, 23 
June 1992, pp. 32-36. 

77. Information Office, "Human Rights," cited above, pp. 8-45. 
78. Among others, Gu Yan, "On human rights," p. 11; Tian Jin, "development," p. 5. 
79. Zhang Yishan, Chinese representative to the UN Commission on Human Rights, 

quoted by BR, No. 9 (1992), p. 27; after the 1992 Los Angeles riots, there was a rush of 
commentary making this point in specific reference to the riots. 

80. South China Morning Post, 25 May 1993, p. 10, in FBIS/DR/China, 25 May 1993, p. 7. 
81. See e.g. "Cultural divide," Far Eastern Economic Review, 17 June 1993, pp. 20-22; 

Bilahari Kausikan, "Asia's different standard," Foreign Policy, No. 92 (Fall 1993), 
pp. 24-41; Kenneth Lieberthal, "Forget the Tiananmen fixation," New York Times, 14 July 
1993, p. A19. 
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block a Western initiative to establish an emergency mechanism to enable 
the Human Rights Commission to be called into session following a major 
event like the Tiananmen massacre. In 1992 China joined the Philippines and 
Syria, among others, to limit the mandate of the UN Special Rapporteur on 
Torture.82 

Beginning in 1990, China worked to structure the agenda of the 
UN-sponsored World Conference on Human Rights that was to take place in 
Vienna in June 1993. At the regional preparatory meeting for Asia held in 
Bangkok, China gained the co-operation of 38 of the 39 countries 
represented to establish the concepts that UN human rights work should be 
guided by the principles of non-interference in the internal affairs of states; 
non-selectivity (that is UN bodies should not single out specific countries for 
criticism); the priority of collective, economic and social rights encompassed 
in the notion of a right to development; national sovereignty; and cultural 
particularism (the non-universality of human rights values across regions).83 
Indonesia, Malaysia and Iran were especially strong allies; only Japan 
dissented from the regional consensus. 

Together with rhetorical rejection of human rights interference, the 
government offered a series of measured, timed concessions, combined with 
occasional, selective use of hardline tactics. In 1990-91, Beijing announced 
the release of three batches of Tiananmen prisoners, totalling 881 people, at 
times when such releases would affect the politics of MFN in the U.S. 
Congress; lifted martial law in Beijing; permitted Fang Lizhi to leave his 
refuge in the U.S. Embassy to go abroad; agreed to initiate a human rights 
dialogue with American officials; gave assurances to U.S. Secretary of State 
James Baker that Chinese citizens would not be prevented from going abroad 
for political reasons; and freed Han Dongfang when he was in danger of 
dying in prison. The government released information on, and improved the 
treatment of, prisoners who had drawn especially intense international 
concern, such as Wei Jingsheng, Wang Juntao and Chen Ziming.84 In 1992 
China signed an agreement with the United States not to export prison labour 
products there.85 In 1993, in the week prior to the International Olympics 
Committee's decision on the 2000 Olympics, China freed its most famous 
political prisoner, Wei Jingsheng, and other prisoners. In 1994, in the lead-up 
to the annual American MFN decision, Beijing signed a second agreement 
with the United States on prison labour exports; provided information to 
American diplomats on political prisoners; initiated discussions on prison 

82. 1989, Gaer in Issues 45, pp. 153-54; 1990, Gaer in 46th General Assembly, p. 121; 
1992, Gaer in 47th General Assembly, pp. 237-38. 

83. E.g. Kong Youzhen, "The right to develop is an extended human right," Zhen Di, No. 1, 
10 January 1993, pp. 54-56, in JPRS-CAR-93-029, 6 May 1993, pp. 2-4; Gaer, in 46th 
General Assembly, pp. 171, 197, and in 47th General Assembly, pp. 240-41; Alan Riding, "A 
rights meeting, but don't mention the wronged," New York Times, 14 June 1993, p. A3. 

84. E.g. "Justice officials: dissident 'refuses to repent'," Hong Kong AFP, 8 April 1992, 
in FBIS/DR/China, 10 April 1992, pp. 21-22; Nicholas D. Kristof, "China offers peek at 
famed prisoner," New York Times, 8 April 1992, p. A13; Kristof, "China is reported to plan 
release of some political prisoners soon," New York Times, 6 May 1992, p. 12. 

85. BR, No. 42 (1991), p. 10. Beijing did not honour this agreement, perhaps because it 
lacked control over local prison authorities. 
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visits with the International Committee of the Red Cross; gave passports to 
Yu Haocheng and other citizens whose names had been raised by the United 
States; and released or gave medical parole to Wang Juntao, Chen Ziming 
and some other political prisoners. 

China amplified its position that human rights are a valid subject of 
international dialogue, and within certain limits are a subject of international 
law, so long as there is no trespass on the internal affairs of states. It 
dispatched two human rights delegations to the West in 1991-92 to engage 
in dialogue and gather information (a third delegation went to South Asia). 
In 1991, the State Council issued a White Paper on human rights, followed 
by white papers on the criminal law and the situation in Tibet.86 Although 
unyielding in tone, these were significant as a sign of willingness to respond 
to international concern.87 Premier Li Peng stated at the UN Security Council 
"summit" on 31 January 1992: "China values human rights and stands ready 
to engage in discussion and co-operation with other countries on an equal 
footing on the question of human rights...." In his government work report 
in March 1992, Li stated: "We believe that the human rights and 
fundamental freedoms of all mankind should be respected everywhere.... 
China agrees that questions concerning human rights should be the subject 
of normal international discussion."88 

Indirect concessions included the release without trial or the imposition of 
more moderate sentences than in the past to many political prisoners, 
primarily those of international note like Liu Xiaobo, Wang Dan, Bao 
Zunxin and Bao Tong. In connection with the 1989 demonstrations, death 
sentences and prison terms of 15 years or more were given exclusively to 
prisoners who for one reason or another had been virtually ignored by the 
outside world, mostly workers and intellectuals living in remote locations. 
The regime also responded to international pressure by giving passports to 
dissidents like Wang Ruowang, Wang Ruoshui, Li Honglin and Yu 
Haocheng, and to the family members of political exiles. 

The government structured its concessions in such a way as to divide its 
critics. Productive results were conspicuously tied to friendly and quiet 
intercessions such as those by Japanese Prime Minister Toshiki Kaifu and 
pro-MFN American businessman John Kamm. Concessions were timed to 
provide cover for the resumption of World Bank lending, to reward Japan's 
renewal of lending under the Third Yen Loan Package, and to help George 
Bush beat back Congressional critics who tried to revoke or add conditions 
to MFN. Although China appeared to reward quiet diplomacy instead of 
public pressure, the former achieved its results against the background of the 
latter. 

86. "Human rights in China," cited above; "Tibet: its ownership and human rights 
situation," BR, No. 39 (1992), pp. 10-43; "Criminal reform in China," BR, No. 33 (1992), 
pp. 10-25. 

87. Also, the White Paper included some tacit revisions in official human rights theory, 
treating political rights as of equal importance with social and economic rights, and 
acknowledging the "international aspect" of human rights. 

88. UN statement in PRC Mission to the UN Press Release, New York, 31 January 1992, 
p. 4; work report statement in BR, No. 15 (1992), p. xvi 
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In selected cases, the regime used regression on human rights issues to 
influence the international debate. Wei Jingsheng, the political prisoner given 
perhaps the highest priority abroad, and certain other well-known prisoners 
were subjected to harsh treatment for years. After his release in 1993, Wei 
was re-detained in 1994 together with his assistant, Tong Yi, a few weeks 
before President Clinton had to make his decision on whether to extend 
MFN. Long sentences were handed out for political crimes to victims to 
whom the outside world paid relatively little attention and to exemplary 
cases like Wang Juntao and Chen Ziming. In November 1992 China 
interrupted its dialogue with the United States on human rights issues, as a 
protest against F-16 sales to Taiwan and a warning to incoming President 
Bill Clinton. Selective use of hardline measures created for human rights 
activists a moral dilemma of reverse effects, in which pressure sometimes 
appeared to be more damaging than beneficial to a specific victim. The 
dilemma helped sustain a policy debate over the most productive forms of 
human rights pressure on China. 

The most important effects of international pressure were probably 
measured in actions the regime did not take. Scores of dissidents were not 
arrested, and many detainees were released without trial. The most likely 
explanation was the anticipated foreign as well as domestic reactions. 

Conclusion 

Beijing's policies were successful in achieving a gradual return to 
mainstream diplomacy and, in 1994, a de-linking of American MFN 
privileges from the human rights issue. But Chinese decision-makers 
underestimated the depth of Western support for human rights. In a good 
example of misperception in international affairs,89 they attributed a strategic 
quality to Western policy that was more characteristic of their own conduct. 
One Chinese commentator argued: "The essence of 'human rights 
diplomacy' is to make use of the issue of human rights to facilitate the 
realization of national interests..., to achieve the end which [some Western 
countries] have failed to achieve through trial of military strength."90 
Another said: "The Western countries ... are in no way genuinely concerned 
about the fundamental human rights of [target] countries.... Rather, their 
objective is to change these countries' social, political and economic 
systems, undermine their sovereignty and independence, and intervene in 
their internal affairs so that they will be subservient to them."91 By failing to 
understand the cultural roots of Western human rights policy and the power 
of the pluralistic public opinion that helps drive it, Beijing policy-makers 
underestimated the issue's importance and overestimated its negotiability. 

89. On misperception as a theme in international relations, see Robert Jervis, Perception 
and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976), 
esp. ch. 8. 

90. Gu Yan, "On human rights," pp. 9, 11. 
91. Fu Xuezhe, "Essence of major contemporary Western theories on human rights, Shijie 

zhishi, No. 16, 16 August 1992, pp. 16-17, in FBIS/DR/China, 9 September 1992, p. 9. 
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The leaders also lacked an antidote to the appeal of the human rights idea 
within China. What ultimately made foreign pressure effective was that it 
pushed in the same direction as internal forces; their growth in turn was 
sponsored in part by the Chinese government, which was acting on its need 
for information and theories to help it deal with the issue abroad. Starting in 
1990 the government authorized research projects, academic conferences and 
the publication of books and articles on human rights. In the aftermath of 
Tiananmen, Chinese lawyers, scholars, journalists and Party liberals formed 
what seems to be a near-consensus on the cultural universality of human 
rights, the legally binding status of the international law of human rights, the 
political wisdom of China joining the world mainstream, an end to crimes of 
counter-revolution, implementation of a presumption of innocence in 
criminal trials, and reduced use of the death penalty, among other issues.92 

They argued these points in open publications and internal reports. The 
regime found itself pushed in the direction of a more proactive human rights 
policy not only to mollify foreign critics but to help support its shaky 
legitimacy at home. 

The Chinese government's assets for the exercise of cultural and ideological 
power at home and abroad remain weak. The nature of the regime forces it into 
a defensive posture on rights, illustrating how a country's domestic regime 
constrains its foreign policy. Despite the resourcefulness of Beijing's 
ideological and policy responses and its entente with like-minded Third World 
regimes, the government has so far been unable to regain the initiative. So long 
as democratization and promotion of rights remain dominant world trends and 
China remains outside the trend, human rights are likely to remain a structural 
weakness for China's diplomacy. China will be a taker, not a shaper, of 
emerging world norms and institutions in the rights field, just as it is in the 
economic field where it has to adjust to norms favoured by economically more 
powerful trading and investment partners. 

If human rights are a Chinese vulnerability, for China's interlocutors the 
issue has proven a useful if delicate instrument of influence. As Joseph Nye 
has observed: "When ideals are an important source of power, the classic 
distinction between realpolitik and liberalism becomes blurred."93 In bilateral 
negotiations, the human rights issue helped tip the balance towards Chinese 
concessions in seemingly unrelated issue areas. Domestically, the effects of 
human rights pressure showed how an international regime can influence a 
domestic one. Although often derided as idealistic, human rights diplomacy 
has proven to be a realistic component of China policy for the West. 

92. Waiguo wentiyanjiu (Research on Foreign Issues), special issue on human rights, 1990 
No. 2 (15 March 1990), neibu; Gu Yan, "On human rights"; CASS Institute of Law, Dangdai 
renquan, cited above; Sun Zhe, Xin renquan lun (A New Discussion of Human Rights) 
(Zhengzhou: Henan renmin chubanshe, 1992); numerous publications of Yu Haocheng; 
Jeremy T. Paltiel, "Self and authority in contemporary China: the end of ideology?" Institute 
Reports, East Asian Institute, Columbia University, April 1993, p. 19; Baogang He, "Three 
models of democracy: intellectual and moral foundations of liberal democracy and 
preconditions for its establishment in contemporary China," Ph.D. dissertation, Australian 
National University, 1993, pp. 3, 257. 

93. Nye, "Soft power," p. 170. 
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