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Chapter One
Introduction

No issue in the relations between China and the West in the past
decades has inspired so much passion as human rights. Much more
is at stake here than moral concerns and hurt national feelings.
To many Westerners, the Chinese government appears ultimately
untrustworthy on all issues because it is undemocratic. To Beijing,
Western human rights pressure seems designed to compromise its
legitimacy, and this threat hangs over what might otherwise be con-
sidered “normal” disputes on issues like trade and arms sales. And
neither side harbors its resentment silently; rather, both bring their
rights views to the table in seemingly unrelated official business. All
these factors make human rights an important subject for the study
of Chinese foreign relations.

This book examines China’s human rights relations with the
United States, Western Europe, Japan, and the United Nations hu-
man rights institutions. Two sets of questions form the core of the
research behind it. The first group focuses on the states and inter-
national institutions that initiate human rights pressure on China.
What is the nature and impact of external pressure on China from
key actors? Why have years of intense human rights pressure on
the Chinese government yielded few tangible results? The second
group puts China at the center. Has Beijing’s engagement with the
international human rights establishment affected how it defines its
national interests, particularly how it approaches relations with the
initiators of rights pressure? What tactics has Beijing employed in
response to such pressure? Does China’s response vary according to
the initiating state or institution? Why has rights pressure contrib-
uted to rising nationalist sentiment within both government and
society?
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Answers to these questions shed light on China’s foreign rela-
tions. As an ongoing contemporary diplomatic issue for Beijing,
human rights offers new means for studying Chinese foreign policy.
As the most important remaining nondemocratic country, and one
subject to constant external pressure, China provides a good test for
the relevance of human rights in the conduct of world diplomacy
today. Comparing the normative dimension of U.S., European, and
Japanese foreign policy toward China and the Chinese response will
contribute to a better understanding of the interplay of ideas and
power in the dynamic interaction among major powers.

This book addresses these questions by examining the views on
human rights and democracy that serve as a foundation for Chinese
diplomacy. Interviews conducted in China, the United States, and
Japan and sources in Chinese, English, and Japanese provide a basis
for an analysis of China’s human rights relations with the United
States, Western Europe, Japan, and UN institutions. The book thus
tells a complex story based on a broad survey of China’s human
rights relations with the West. It offers two key findings. The first is
that, while the idea of human rights is important in Western policy
toward China, it has seldom prevailed over traditional power cal-
culations when push comes to shove. Western governments have
not committed as many policy resources to pressuring Beijing on
human rights as on other issues. And they have not united except
for a short period following the 1989 Tiananmen crackdown. The
different degrees of commitment to rights-oriented foreign policy
and the importance of rights relative to other considerations ex-
plain why Japan, Western Europe, and the United States, in that
order, gradually retreated from confronting China on human rights
issues.

The second finding is that, after a decade of persistent exter-
nal pressure, Beijing still plays human rights diplomacy as tradi-
tional power politics, and its rights exchanges with the West have
mainly led to adaptive learning about how to fend off Western
pressure rather than to cognitive learning about the importance of
human rights per se. China has mobilized its propaganda machine
to refute Western criticism. Beijing has also made compromises
when intense foreign pressure has threatened its core interests.
Respecting power, China is more accommodating to the United
States than to Western Europe and Japan. At the same time, China
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has offered commercial incentives and promised human rights dia-
logues to prevent a unified Western front from developing. At the
United Nations, Beijing has largely succeeded in rallying develop-
ing nations to defeat Western attempts at censure.

The main reason for Beijing’s intransigence, of course, is that the
Chinese Communist Party leadership has no incentive to yield to
foreign rights pressure, pressure that undermines its political legiti-
macy and control. But another reason is that, while human rights
has become an important theme in international relations, power
remains a central factor shaping the conduct of human rights diplo-
macy. Itis a structural conundrum that, as ideas of human rights be-
come more important in Western policy formulation toward China,
it becomes more necessary to resort to conventional power to im-
plement human rights policy. As a result, human rights pressure
appears to target nations like China just as old-fashioned power
politics has targeted such nations, albeit with new motivations. In
Beijing this induces a perceived need to defend national inter-
ests and simultaneously makes it harder for the Chinese govern-
ment to accept the enlightened ideas embedded in external pres-
sure. Foreign countries’ power plays against China, ironically, also
generate resentment and contribute to rising nationalist sentiment
among the same ordinary Chinese citizens in whose name pressure
is exerted in the first place.

The first two sections of this chapter summarize my arguments
about China’s human rights relations with the West and illustrate
the contributions of my work to the study of China’s foreign policy.
The last section highlights the implications of the China case for
international relations theories.

Human Rights in China’s Foreign Relations

Human rights in China became a subject for Western media cover-
age and academic research in the late 1970s. Ross H. Munro pub-
lished a series of articles on China’s rights abuses in the Toronto Globe
& Mail in October 1977, and Amnesty International issued a de-
tailed study, “Political Imprisonment in the People’s Republic of
China,” in November of the same year.! Significantly, a democratic
movement also emerged in China in the late 1970s.2 The movement
is yet to win popular Chinese support, but it has been persistent.
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Persecution of Chinese citizens fighting for democracy and rights
has helped rally Western human rights advocates to pressure their
governments and international organizations to take action against
Beijing. With better access to Chinese society, Western reporters
and scholars have written extensively on human rights in China.?
This work lays the foundation for the study of China’s human rights
diplomacy, elucidating the substantive focus of external pressure.

At the same time, scholars have given insufficient attention to the
state-to-state interplay at the heart of rights diplomacy. Andrew J.
Nathan and James D. Seymour have offered article-length over-
views of human rights in Chinese foreign policy, but the depth of
their analysis is limited by space constraints.* Ann Kent has pro-
duced a book-length treatment of China’s human rights diplomacy,
but her principal focus is UN human rights activities.®

The main reason for this “neglect” is that human rights in China
has become a serious diplomatic issue only in the past decade.
When the United States and Western Europe started incorporating
human rights into their foreign policy in the 1970s, China was
“exempted” from Western criticism.® The U.S. State Department
started including China in its annual human rights report in 1979,
and several isolated diplomatic incidents—over a Chinese political
asylum seeker, the Chinese family planning program, and China’s
policy toward Tibet—occurred in the 1980s between Beijing and
Washington. Still, human rights was basically a nonissue in China’s
diplomatic relations with the West through the decade. The reasons
for China’s exemption included an information gap about China’s
situation, guilt about imperialism, respect for Chinese civilization,
and an absence of a strong lobby concerned with human rights
in China.” It is now also widely recognized by both American and
Chinese analysts that the United States and other Western nations
ignored human rights in China due to the Cold War imperative of
containing the Soviet Union.?

The Chinese government’s brutal crackdown on demonstrators
in Tiananmen in June 1989, televised live around the globe, dramat-
ically pushed human rights in China onto the diplomatic agenda
of Western nations and UN human rights organizations. The subse-
quent collapse of communist governments in Eastern Europe and
the end of the Cold War removed the common strategic bond that
had existed between China and the West in their opposition to
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the Soviet Union, and this allowed Western governments to pres-
sure the Chinese government, now considered a political laggard.
Human rights became an issue sharply contested between China
and the West in the 1990s.

Works published in the West on China’s human rights diplomacy
are largely devoted to Beijing’s exchange with the United States.?
Little has been written on other international sources of rights pres-
sure.’® A similar bias exists in Chinese writings on Chinese foreign
policy. Chinese writers have written books on the Sino-U.S. human
rights exchange,"! but they have given little attention to rights issues
involving other Western nations.!? This disparity between works on
Sino-U.S. relations and on China’s relations with other countries
certainly reflects the reality that the United States has been the
leader of Western criticism. However, the disparity also results from
an imbalance in intellectual resources and research interests be-
tween the United States and other countries. Most China specialists
are based in the United States and tend to look at China mainly
through the prism of the United States. As for scholars based in
China, most see studies of the United States as more prestigious and
more financially rewarding than studies of other countries, thanks
to the Chinese public’s fascination with the “beautiful country” and
opportunities to visit the United States with American funding.!?

It is important to study China’s human rights exchanges with
other players, especially Western Europe and Japan. The obvious
reason is that we need to have a comprehensive picture of China’s
human rights diplomacy. Beijing has engaged continuously in hu-
man rights exchanges with Western Europe, Japan, and others, and
these interactions are worthy of study. From an analytical point
of view, by examining similarities or differences in China’s human
rights relations with a variety of countries, we can differentiate char-
acteristics of human rights diplomacy in China from the idiosyncra-
sies of Chinese relations with any one state. In fact, China’s relations
with Western Europe and Japan are better cases than its relations
with the United States to test how important human rights has be-
come in current international relations. After all, it is not surprising
that Americans promote human rights abroad. As the world’s sole
superpower since the end of the Cold War, the United States can
satisfy both ideological and strategic objectives by promoting rights
and democracy in the world. By contrast, China’s human rights ex-
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changes with Western Europe and Japan test the relevance of rights
in the conduct of international relations between nonhegemonic
powers.

To better understand Chinese human rights diplomacy, this book
includes an in-depth discussion of Chinese views on human rights
and democracy. It pays particular attention to the evolving opin-
ions and calculations of the Chinese “silent majority” and to the dy-
namic state-society relationship that helps explain the possibilities
and limits of Western rights pressure.

In the early 1990s a wide range of external actors pressured Bei-
jing on behalf of universal values. The United States, more con-
vinced of the values of human rights and democracy with the end
of the Cold War, led the way in exerting pressure on China. Wash-
ington acted in a high-profile manner and linked human rights
explicitly and implicitly to other issues such as trade and interna-
tional security. Western European governments joined the United
States in pressuring China in a public and critical fashion, though
they engaged in less confrontation after 1993. Japan, unlike the
West, chose a nonconfrontational approach and struck a balance
between the West and China. Given the importance of its relation-
ship with the West, Japan could not afford to do nothing. But given
the importance of its relationship with China, it could also not af-
ford to do too much. In the United Nations Commission on Human
Rights, the West unsuccessfully sponsored resolutions on human
rights in China. Latin American and Eastern European members
leaned toward supporting the West while Asian and African mem-
bers were mostly supportive of China.

Beijing adopted a defensive human rights diplomacy. To avoid
international isolation, the Chinese actively cultivated relations
with neighboring nations. To fend off Western pressure, the gov-
ernment stood firm on principles of sovereignty and noninterfer-
ence in domestic affairs but remained flexible in making opportune
concessions, such as release of prominent dissidents, signing inter-
national human rights treaties, and publishing human rights white
papers. It also employed economic statecraft to influence Western
policy and strengthened a propaganda campaign to counter West-
ernideas of human rights and democracy. To drive a wedge between
the United States and its main allies, China identified Japan as a
weak link that could be helpful in ending its international isolation,
and Beijing also adopted a more conciliatory approach to Western
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Europe than to the United States. Also, China was more willing to
accommodate international human rights institutions than bilat-
eral human rights diplomacy because China respected the legiti-
macy of these institutions—and recognized that their enforcement
mechanisms were weak.

China paid dearly for its clash with the West over human rights.
Needless to say, Chinese citizens suffered when they continued to
be denied basic civil and political rights, but the government paid
a high price too. It expended considerable diplomatic resources,
which could have been used for other purposes, on rights issues.
More significant, China’s need for support over human rights weak-
ened its bargaining leverage regarding other issues. And Beijing’s
loss in reputation compromised its core value in territorial integ-
rity: a democratizing Taiwan gained diplomatic ground and the
Tibetan cause, led by the Dalai Lama, received greater interna-
tional sympathy.

Washington also paid a high price for its cause. By treating hu-
man rights as a central issue in its relations with a major power, the
United States jeopardized other important interests such as trade
and security and found it difficult to maintain a working relation-
ship with a rising power over a range of key international issues.
Human rights disputes arguably led to a deteriorating bilateral re-
lationship, which slipped to the brink of military confrontation in
March 1996 when President Clinton sent two carrier battle groups
near Taiwan in response to China’s massive military exercises aimed
atinfluencing Taiwan’s first direct presidential election and prevent-
ing the island’s perceived move toward independence.

Western Europe did not pay such a high price for its human rights
pressure on China. This is because Europeans preferred approaches
thatimposed less cost on China than did those pursued by Washing-
ton. While almost as vocal about China’s rights problems as Ameri-
cans, they did not link trade with human rights. Conversely, the
Chinese did not feel as threatened by Western Europe as by the
United States. Thus, in a reciprocal relationship, Beijing did not
focus on Western Europe as much as on the United States for rhe-
torical counterattack.

Japan avoided offending its giant neighbor, from concern more
about the negative impact of a collapsed China on itself than about
Chinese domestic practices. Tokyo worked hard at the sometimes
awkward task of preventing deterioration in relations between Bei-
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jing and Washington; it actually benefited diplomatically and com-
mercially from China’s efforts to improve bilateral relations with
Japan.

While ensuring release and better treatment of prominent dis-
sidents and forcing the Chinese government to engage in human
rights discourse with the West, Western rights pressure largely failed
to improve human rights in China. It is true that China continued
to relax economic and social controls on citizens, but mainly as a
continuation of domestic reform, not as a result of explicit foreign
pressure. Beijing continued to repress political dissent and, in its
exchanges with the West, defended its human rights policy. China
did not fundamentally redefine its national interests in a way that
appealed to the West.

Since the mid-1990s, human rights in China has settled in as a
mere diplomatic issue with the United States. While human rights
remains an issue between Chinese and Western governments as a
result of domestic pressure in the West, Beijing has succeeded in
marginalizing human rights disputes in its official relations with
the West. While insisting on a vigorous stance on human rights in
China, the U.S. government now sees human rights as only one of
a whole series of issues with China. Western Europe, Japan, and
other advanced nations have now largely replaced pressure tactics
with symbolic, toothless rights dialogues. In the UN Human Rights
Commission, Beijing has won solid support from most developing
members and has divided the Western camp, complicating the al-
ready difficult task of passing a resolution concerning human rights
in China.

Beijing has won a “diplomatic victory” because overcoming de-
termined resistance of a major power to foreign interference in its
internal affairs is inherently difficult. As a rapidly rising economic,
political, and military power, China has considerable resources at
its disposal. At the same time, human rights is yet to prevail consis-
tently over traditional realist calculations for Western governments,
despite its periodic rise to the top of the issue pile.

Equally important, Western criticism does not resonate with Chi-
nese society at this stage. Since the 1989 mass demonstrations, the
government has offered Chinese citizens an implicit bargain: they
will be left alone to engage in nonpolitical affairs, especially if they
want to get rich, but they will pay a high price if they dare to mount
a direct challenge to the Communist Party. The government in-
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creasingly uses economic performance as the basis of its legitimacy.
Having observed expanded economic opportunities and personal
choices and the government’s demonstrated resolve in crushing dis-
sent, most Chinese citizens have chosen to focus on economic gain
rather than political protest at this point.

More significant, based on China’s rapid economic growth and
Russia’s collapse as a world power, most Chinese, who are averse to
political turmoil, have concluded that the party leadership is a nec-
essary evil to ensure political stability and economic success. They
also doubt that Western notions of democracy and human rights
can help them advance economically. The country’s rising power
has also contributed to growing national pride and anti-Western
sentiment when the West has continued to criticize Beijing over a
wide range of issues.

However, the current societal support for the government will
not last indefinitely. First, contingent as it is on economic perfor-
mance, the support would be upset by a serious downturn, a pros-
pect the party understands and dreads. Second, a large segment of
Chinese society has not benefited from economic reform, making
it a hotbed for antigovernment sentiment and activities. Even or-
ganized “nonpolitical activities” such as the Falun Gong spiritual
movement have struck fear in the party leadership, whose harsh re-
action ensures continuation of human rights as a contentious issue
between China and the West. Third, a more affluent and better-
educated Chinese society is bound, sooner or later, to embrace civil
and political rights as essential to its quality of life. In short, the Chi-
nese government’s success in marginalizing human rights pressure
may well be only a temporary victory.

The Study of Chinese Foreign Policy

China’s human rights diplomacy is both unique and indicative of
its general foreign policy. On the one hand, human rights is much
more sensitive than “traditional” issues. As the Chinese government
sees it, Western human rights pressure challenges the very existence
of its political regime. This political sensitivity sets human rights
apart and explains why, for example, a few months after the acci-
dental NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, Bei-
jing resumed negotiations on the WTO and struck a deal, and then
resumed military-to-military exchanges and arms control talks but
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has shown no signs of resuming human rights dialogue. On the
other hand, human rights is indicative of current Chinese foreign
policy. As the country continues to integrate into the global econ-
omy and global institutions, “nontraditional” issues such as human
rights have become diplomatically unavoidable for Beijing.

This book examines how the Chinese government defines and
defends its national interests in its human rights relations with the
West. National interest is a term used frequently by policy makers
and analysts but it is elusive and vague. It is difficult to determine
a country’s national interests independent of its behavior; we often
explain government actions on the basis of interests we infer from
the actions we are attempting to explain in the first place. To mini-
mize this tautological problem, I devote Chapter Two to a detailed
analysis of the Chinese definition of human rights, and the follow-
ing four chapters to how Beijing defends its interests in its rela-
tions with the United States, Western Europe, Japan, and the UN
human rights institutions. Also, we need to consider the basic ques-
tion of whose national interests we are talking about. This book ex-
amines mainly the evolving views of the state and a dynamic state-
society nexus. From a critical perspective, one may argue that the
Chinese government’s definition of national interests is fundamen-
tally flawed, that the society should not be thinking the way it does
at this point and that dissidents’ views should be taken more seri-
ously. However, my objective in this book is not to add to a long list
of existing critiques of human rights problems in China but to pro-
duce a comprehensive study of human rights as an official policy
issue between China and the West. In this context, it is necessary to
analyze Beijing’s human rights views and behavior as they are rather
than as they should be.

This book contributes to the study of Chinese foreign policy in
three ways." First, to understand Chinese foreign policy we need to
examine the national objectives the government pursues at a par-
ticular historical moment and how committed the leadership is to
those objectives. A country’s national purpose determines its most
fundamental national interests. China’s national purpose since
1978, as defined by Deng Xiaoping and his successor Jiang Zemin, is
to achieve economic modernization through economic reform and
to maintain party dominance in the process. This book shows that
the Deng line sets the parameters for Chinese human rights diplo-
macy and explains why Beijing has doggedly engaged in a defensive
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approach, not yielding to foreign pressure but also not withdraw-
ing from international entanglements. Rather, the government has
stayed the course of furthering economic reform while repressing
challengers to party rule. This strategy leads to continued Western
criticism but also has so far ensured the strong economic perfor-
mance and relative political stability that have strengthened Bei-
jing’s ability to withstand Western pressure.

Second, Chinese foreign policy has become more pragmatic and
effective than before. Beijing is no longer as ideological as it was
through the 1970s. Rather, the Chinese government has become
focused on maximizing its national interests even though it still
thinks it adheres to high principles.!> This pragmatic foreign policy
is consistent with Deng’s approach to solving China’s problems. As
China has shifted priorities from revolution to modernization, the
government has realized the need for flexibility in advancing the
country’s interests in a complex and uncertain world. This book
shows that a pragmatic diplomacy allows Chinese human rights
diplomats to design and carry out strategies in a result-oriented
fashion to advance Chinese goals, operating within the parame-
ters of the central leadership’s basic national program. They have
learned quickly how the international system works. And they have
worked hard to defend the nation.

Third, the book confirms the conventional wisdom that Chinese
foreign policy is still based on a traditional notion of sovereignty,
driven by narrowly defined national interests.'®* While making con-
cessions to fend off foreign human rights pressure and maintain co-
operative economic ties with the West, Beijing has engaged mainly
in adaptive learning, with no serious change of mind about its do-
mestic practices. Based on its narrow notion of state sovereignty,
the Chinese government continues to block society’s participation
in foreign policy-making despite pluralization of government agen-
cies involved in foreign policy.

Human Rights in International Relations

This book is not designed to test international relations theories.
Nevertheless, as the book examines China’s relations with major
Western powers and UN human rights institutions in a nontradi-
tional issue area, it has theoretical implications for our understand-
ing of current international relations.
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Human rights has become a central research topic for interna-
tional relations scholars.!” The issue illustrates some of the “great
debates” in the field. Neorealists, for example, argue that inter-
national power structure determines state behavior. Human rights
norms are not persuasive in and of themselves; instead they are im-
posed as the values of the dominant state.’® By contrast, neoliberal
institutionalists maintain that international norms such as universal
protection of human rights help shape state preferences by setting
authoritative standards that condition how states calculate the costs
and benefits of a particular course of action.!® Unlike realists and
institutionalists, who largely take interests as a given, constructivists
argue that principled ideas like those on human rights produce a
fundamental shift in the way states define their interests. As norms
emerge and take hold, states undergo a learning process that in-
cludes gradual internalization of norms and eventually alters states’
perceived interests.2

This book shows that the interplay of ideas and power is the cen-
tral issue of international relations, necessarily drawing on all three
schools. The constructivist approach effectively explains why initi-
ating states have come to accept human rights as an important issue
on which to engage China. The idea of human rights now affects
the behavior of not only liberals who are already convinced that
promotion of rights is important in its own right, but also conser-
vatives who see promoting rights overseas as facilitating pursuit of
traditional interests such as security and trade. The constructivist
approach also offers a partial explanation for why countries vary in
their behavior. Those countries most convinced of the importance
of promoting human rights in world politics, such as the United
States and some small Western European nations, are most willing
to pay a price to engage in rights diplomacy; those less convinced of
the wisdom of incorporating human rights into foreign policy, such
as Japan, are less willing to confront offending governments. Con-
structivists can also predict, correctly, that Beijing would act differ-
ently if, independent of its power status, it adopted a more liberal
view of human rights and democracy.

However, the constructivist approach does not explain why states
holding the same principles behave differently. The institutional-
ist approach explains how an evolving international human rights
regime influences member states’ calculations of interests. This
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book shows that the international human rights regime has affected
China’s human rights relations with the West. For the West, the
presence of the rights regime legitimizes its pressure on China and
offers a less costly alternative to bilateral clashes. For China, its par-
ticipation in the rights regime means that it needs to adapt its be-
havior. At the same time, the regime’s impact on China is limited
due to its weak enforcement mechanism.

While recognizing the contributions of the constructivist and in-
stitutionalist approaches, this author concludes, based on the em-
pirical evidence in this book, that the realist approach offers a
better explanation of China’s human rights relations with the West.
To start with, for strategic reasons, Western governments did not
pressure China on human rights until the late 1980s. Soon after they
initiated vigorous human rights diplomacy with China, their resolve
weakened significantly because their human rights policy compro-
mised other diplomatic issues. Realists can also fully understand
why the United States has been more willing to pressure smaller
countries such as Cuba while engaging with a major power like
China. As for China, Beijing would not pay much attention to West-
ern criticism and pressure if the West did not have superior power
to back its moral claims. The Chinese government also sees its diplo-
matic activities in the UN Human Rights Commission as centered
on defending its national interests against the West. And its rising
power is a decisive reason that it has largely succeeded in fending
off the Western human rights offensive.

Moreover, realism explains how external pressure is interpreted
in China. To carry out human rights diplomacy, initiators still need
to use conventional means of power—not only moral suasion but
also threats, sanctions, and occasionally, as we saw in Kosovo, force.
For people in the target nations, it is difficult to tell the difference
between the nobly motivated idea that drives external pressure and
the traditional power instruments by which that pressure is brought
to bear. What China experiences directly is the latter, no matter
the motivation. In particular, it makes practical sense for the exter-
nal power to link human rights with other issues like trade or tech-
nology sales or aid disbursement. But from the point of view of the
target state it seems as though the true interest is trade and strate-
gic concerns—that human rights serves as a mere cover for power
concerns.
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A Note on Conventions

Chinese and Japanese names in this book generally have their sur-
names listed first, as is the custom in China and Japan. When Chi-
nese and Japanese scholars choose to reverse their names when
writing in English, names are presented in Western style. The pinyin
system is used for Romanization of Chinese words, except names of
individuals living outside mainland China.



Chapter Two
Chinese Views of Human Rights

Western diplomatic pressure has produced little progress on human
rights in China. Indeed, human rights advocacy rarely yields im-
mediate results whenever target governments, especially major
powers such as China, put up strong resistance. But a lack of under-
standing of political and social developments in China has also ag-
gravated the situation and led to misjudgments about timing and
degrees of pressure. What has been missing in the public debate
in the West is the Chinese voice. Western attention has focused
mainly on Beijing’s declared policies and Chinese dissidents’ opin-
ions. Hence, U.S. policy prescriptions and media commentaries are
too often based on the simplistic view of a repressive Communist
government ruthlessly frustrating a society composed of aspiring
democrats, as represented by courageous human rights fighters like
Wei Jingsheng. But does anyone know what China’s “silent ma-
jority” think? The evidence suggests that they are in fact quite vocal
in their own circles, expressing strong opinions about China and
U.S. policy toward it.

Decision-makers and observers should know and care about the
views of ordinary Chinese since what is being debated in the West
is not conventional diplomacy but rather a campaign to pressure
the Chinese government according to the Western notion of how a
“civilized” member of the international community should behave.
That implies an attempt to reweave the very fabric of Chinese politi-
cal and social life; hence the receptivity of Chinese society is central
to the wisdom and feasibility of such an interventionist approach.

One basic assumption in much Western writing about China is
that its repressive government is standing in the way of progress
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and is thus “on the wrong side of history.” That assumption is what
legitimizes Western pressure on China. Since the end of the Cold
War, the West has displayed increasing confidence in the inevitable
triumph of human rights and democracy and can point to some
evidence to substantiate such a view. The 1989 Tiananmen inci-
dent illustrated, on prime-time TV, the extent of discontent within
China, and Chinese dissidents strike Western audiences as sympa-
thetic speakers for democracy. But what if such impressionistic evi-
dence does not reflect the normal situation? What if Chinese society
as awhole does not share the same fundamental values as American
society at this point of history? Should the West still exert pressure
on China over human rights and democracy?

This chapter discusses the views on human rights and democracy
held by the Chinese state and Chinese society and, to a lesser ex-
tent, what these views tell us about the legitimacy of the Chinese
regime. The chapter’s goal is to present Chinese views as objectively
as possible. This is a difficult task because Chinese views on human
rights and democracy are increasingly diverse, not only among offi-
cialdom, civil society, and the dissident community, but also within
each of these broad categories. Chinese views are also evolving as
domestic and external circumstances change. Nevertheless, mount-
ing empirical evidence and personal observations suggest that we
should be neither too optimistic nor too pessimistic about the pros-
pect for human rights and democracy in China.

Optimism must be tempered with the realization that Chinese
society is neither ready nor willing at this stage to push for democ-
racy and human rights. For despite serious social and economic
problems, Chinese society appears to be largely content with the
country’s economic performance. A broad developmentalist con-
sensus has emerged, in government and society alike, that em-
phasizes stability as a precondition for economic development.
The concern for stability and growth on the part of ordinary
Chinese conditions their cautious and even suspicious views on
human rights and democracy. Even most Chinese intellectuals have
adopted an instrumentalist view, asking what these Western ideas
and institutions can do to improve the lives of the people. As a re-
sult, the current regime enjoys significant popular support while
the dissident movement attracts little sympathy. What this means
for China’s relations with the West is that human rights in China
is a Western concern rather than one that strikes a chord with the
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Chinese nation. In fact, human rights is now largely a foreign, not
domestic, policy issue for the majority of Chinese.

But excessive pessimism is also unwarranted. Chinese society has
evolved markedly since the present era of reform began in 1978.
Ordinary Chinese have become more individualistic and conscious
of their rights, especially property rights. More important, popu-
lar support for the political regime in China today does not mean
that Chinese people have fallen in love with the party-state all over
again. Rather, the society supports the regime because of a cyni-
cal but rational calculation of its best interest. The party-state is
widely considered a necessary evil for the achievement of economic
goals that society supports. Hence, a dialogue between the West and
China on human rights is not quixotic, but only so long as the West
continually takes the pulse of Chinese society while it communi-
cates with Beijing.

Official China on Human Rights and Democracy

As Hungdah Chiu has noted, not a single article devoted exclusively
to human rights was published in China before Mao Zedong’s death
in 1976. The Chinese government’s engagement in human rights
dialogue with the outside world started with the reform in 1978.
Ironically, Western scrutiny of China’s human rights situation inten-
sified just as China started making progress in this area.

The Information Office of the State Council has issued twenty
one White Papers (listed below) since November 1991, thirteen of
which deal with human rights. Eight of the thirteen respond to spe-
cific Western criticism of China’s criminal justice system, its policy
toward Tibetans and other minorities, its family planning program,
its religious policy, and the status of Chinese women and children.
The other five White Papers discuss human rights in general, and all
of these five cover similar issues, thereby shedding light on changes
in government views during the 1990s.

Human Rights in China November 1991
Criminal Reform in China August 1992
Tibet—Its Ownership and Human

Rights Situation September 1992

The Taiwan Question and Reunifi-
cation of China August 1993
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The Situation of Chinese Women

Intellectual Property Protection
in China

Family Planning in China

China: Arms Control and
Disarmament

The Progress of Human Rights in
China

The Situation of Children in China

Environmental Protection in China

The Grain Issue in China

On Sino-U.S. Trade Balance

Progress in China’s Human Rights
Cause in 1996

Freedom of Religious Belief in China

New Progress in Human Rights in the

Tibet Autonomous Region

Development of China’s Marine
Program

China’s National Defense

Progress in China’s Human Rights
Cause in 1998

National Minorities Policy and Its
Practice in China

Fifty Years of Progress in China’s
Human Rights

June 1994

June 1994
August 1995

November 1995
December 1995
April 1996
June 1996
October 1996
March 1997
March 1997

October 1997
February 1998

Undated

July 1998

April 1999
September 1999

February 2000

The general human rights White Papers treat people’s rights to
subsistence and development as taking precedence over civil and
political rights in China’s current situation. Economic rights are
therefore given priority in all these documents. The 1991 Human
Rights White Paper maintains that “the right to subsistence is the
most important of all human rights, without which the other rights
are out of the question.” It also begins with a six-paragraph discus-
sion of imperialist aggressions against China. The 1995 White Paper
toned down the anti-imperialist theme and summarized past Chi-
nese humiliation in a single sentence. The paper highlights instead
China’s rapid economic growth, its rising incomes, the declining
mortality rate, and government efforts to assist the poor. The 1997
and 1999 White Papers follow the format of the 1995 document and
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focus on China’s economic performance in 1996 and 1998 respec-
tively. The 2000 White Paper maintains that China has achieved
major progress in human rights in all areas.

All five documents treat political and civil rights in China as an
afterthought to economic rights. The 1991 document asserts that
Chinese “did not have any democratic rights to speak of in semi-
feudal, semi-colonial China” and that they “gained real democratic
rights after the founding of New China.” It emphasizes the Chinese
constitution, the people’s congresses at all levels, and multiparty co-
operation led by the Communist Party. The next four White Papers
omit the historical discussion. The 1995 paper discusses the Admin-
istrative Procedural Law of 1990 and the State Compensation Law
0f'1994, which have given citizens more rights against arbitrary state
actions. The 1997 and 1999 papers highlight laws passed in the pre-
vious year that gave further protections to citizens. The 2000 paper
reflects these themes. All five papers detail how local elections have
become more democratic.

The arguments of the five documents have found echoes in state-
ments and publications of other party and government organs.
In addition, the government has established some research cen-
ters on human rights such as the China Society for Human Rights
Studies. Although the association is supposed to be a nongovern-
mental organization, it is in essence, judging by its origin, mission,
funding, membership, and privileged position, an extension of the
party propaganda apparatus. The Society was created in response
to Western criticism. In 1990 a group of leading foreign scientists
wrote a letter to Zhou Guangzhao, head of the Chinese Academy
of Sciences, criticizing China’s human rights record and threaten-
ing to sever scientific exchanges with the country. Zhou showed
the letter to Jiang Zemin, who instructed an organized response as
China could no longer avoid the issue. China’s official human rights
studies kicked off in 1990, paving the way for the group’s creation
in 1993. The mission of the group is to engage foreign human rights
NGOs, develop Chinese theories of human rights, and defend the
Chinese government in the international arena. The Society has
ten permanent staff members and more than a hundred members,
mostly retired government officials and scholars. Leading members
are mostly from the Xinhua News Agency. The funding for its ac-
tivities and operational expenses for its four-room office at Tibet
Tower in Beijing comes from the Human Rights Research Founda-
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tion, which is headed by Lu Dong, an influential former cabinet
minister. Lu has used his influence to solicit more than ten mil-
lion yuan in donations from large state enterprises since 1994, when
the foundation was created. Leaders of the Society do not accept
the suggestion that they might be controlled by the government.
After all, they are party propaganda veterans and mentors of those
now serving in the government and in party agencies. Zhu Muzhi,
the president of CSHRS, headed the Central External Propaganda
Small Group of the Central Party Committee before 1988, which
means that he was essentially in charge of the party’s external pro-
paganda.? Moreover, truly nongovernmental groups intended to
study and monitor human rights in China have not been allowed to
exist. In Shanghai, a group called the Human Rights Association ap-
plied to the authorities as an organization in March 1993 but never
heard a reply. Three members of another group, the Study Group
on Human Rights in China, were sentenced to three years in labor
camps in October 19943

Chinese government agencies and semi-official groups have pro-
duced hundreds of papers and dozens of books on human rights.
They express a diversity of views.* For instance, the human rights
articles (twenty-six essays between mid-1989 and mid-1994) in Bei-
jing Review, an official English language news magazine aimed at
a foreign audience, repeatedly deny that there are human rights
problems in China, defend Chinese policies in Tibet especially, and
condemn Western human rights pressure as interference in China’s
domestic affairs. Several authors claim that the Beijing regime does
indeed protect human rights and, in any case, argue that differ-
ent countries have different situations. An increasingly important
theme is the preference for economic and social rights over civil and
political rights. Other articles criticize human rights violations in
the United States and thus point out contradictions in U.S. human
rights policy.

The volume of Chinese writing on human rights decreased for
a time after President Clinton delinked human rights and China’s
most-favored-nation trading status in May 1994. However, since the
issue remains important in Sino-American relations, there is re-
newed interest in the topic in the official Chinese media, which now
take a more aggressive approach. For example, in retaliation for a
January 1996 Human Rights Watch report that alleged that children
in some Chinese orphanages have died of neglect and starvation,
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the Chinese government sponsored a commentary in People’s Daily
that criticized the conditions of children in the United States.> In
another case, the China Society for Human Rights Studies authored
a paper in March 1996 entitled “A Comparison of Human Rights in
Chinawith Those in the United States.” This paper was aresponse to
the U.S. State Department annual report and concluded that China
is doing better than the United States. In March 1999, the Society
published “Human Rights Record in the United States,” an explicit
response to the State Department 1998 report released on Febru-
ary 26, 1999.

The Chinese media rallied against the United States and NATO
after NATO’s accidental bombing of the Chinese embassy in Bel-
grade in May 1999. Besides sensational coverage of the bombing,
the Chinese media focused on a few themes. One theme is that the
Western notion of “humanitarian intervention” is unacceptable.
One article in People’s Daily argues that humanitarian intervention is
based on the incorrect assumption that human rights are more im-
portant than sovereignty. The article argues that, in fact, the United
States is using the notion of “humanitarian intervention” to justify
the use of military means to practice hegemony.® Another article in
People’s Daily asserts that the United States is using internal issues
such as human rights as an excuse for interfering in the internal af-
fairs of the countries that refuse to follow its leadership.” Another
important theme is that the West used the bombing of the Chi-
nese embassy to create chaos in China to keep it from becoming
stronger. An editorial in People’s Daily urged people to rally around
Jiang Zemin and the party leadership to build a stronger nation,
and it emphasized that stability is the key to China’s success.®

Interpreting Chinese Human Rights Commentaries

When we examine subtle changes in tone and focus in Chinese texts
to try to determine whether the Chinese state has made progress in
human rights, we should exercise caution. One may conclude that
the published views of the government show considerable progress.
After all, the government no longer denies the importance of hu-
man rights and has come to embrace more rights than before, in
rhetoric if not in action. One may hypothesize that Western rights
pressure has forced the Chinese government to confront human
rights issues, which in time has led to a change in government view-
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point, due to the persuasiveness of the rights arguments. There are
surely reasons for optimism. In order to engage in discussion or
debate over human rights with the West, the Chinese government
has allowed translation and publication in China of virtually all im-
portant human rights documents and treaties.® Also, the govern-
ment has given more leeway to more open-minded and indepen-
dent scholars to discuss rights issues.!® All this may help spread the
idea of human rights and democracy in the country and contrib-
ute to healthy long-term developments. However, shifts in Chinese
propaganda at this point in history are more indicative of an adap-
tive learning process through which Chinese government agencies
and “unofhicial” study centers search for a better propaganda pitch.
A relative conception of human rights works better than a flat de-
nial of human rights or an outright rejection of interference in do-
mestic affairs. An emphasis on subsistence rights over political and
civil rights resonates with many developing nations and with Chi-
nese citizens.

The views of Chinese propaganda agencies do not automatically
translate into state policies. In the Chinese configuration of power,
the agencies directly involved in human rights issues are the pro-
paganda and education (xuanjiao) system or xitong, and the for-
eign affairs (waishi) xitong.!! The propaganda xitong serves as the
mouthpiece of the party. The Central Propaganda Department of
the party is the leading agency, and its Bureau of Overseas Propa-
ganda orchestrates propaganda targeted at foreign countries. The
White Papers discussed earlier were the products of the Bureau.!2 In
contrast, the foreign affairs xitong is responsible for China’s foreign
policy, including human rights diplomacy, with the Foreign Minis-
try as the key implementing organization.”® The propaganda and
foreign affairs xitongs are parallel institutions and are not well co-
ordinated. Foreign policy bureaucrats generally ignore propaganda
functionaries.* The UN Human Rights Division of the Foreign Min-
istry conducts its own research on human rights laws and treaties
and has little contact with human rights scholars in universities or
research institutes.!> With the foreign affairs xitong charged with de-
fending Chinese national interests, career diplomats consider it hu-
miliating if China is condemned in the UN Human Rights Com-
mission, regardless of their personal convictions. More than their
counterparts in democratic nations, Chinese diplomats are inter-
ested in self-preservation, which means avoiding diplomatic fail-
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ures. As a result, China’s human rights diplomacy is much more
pragmatic and flexible than government rhetoric would suggest.

Despite the lack of coordination, the propaganda and foreign
affairs xitongs are connected at the top. The party leadership sets
guidelines for both xifongs to coordinate what the government says
and does. Although the propaganda xitong is at times more zealous
than the party leadership, the rhetoric reflects the political envi-
ronment in China, which conditions the country’s foreign policy as
well. Commentaries by the Xinhua News Agency or in People’s Daily
and statements by the Foreign Ministry now sound strikingly simi-
lar, an indication of converging views on human rights and democ-
racy among government officials.

Deng Xiaoping set the tone for China’s human rights theories.!6
The third volume of his speeches (from September 1982 to Febru-
ary 1992) published by the party includes extensive discussions of
human rights and Western democracy.!” The dominant themes in
his discussions are that economic development should be China’s
priority and that stability is absolutely essential for realizing this
goal. Only the Communist Party is capable of leading the country
to economic success and international prestige. To ensure stability,
the party needs to be resolute in dealing with challenges to its au-
thority from inside and outside the party, challenges that under-
mine stability. Western democracy is unsuitable for China. Specifi-
cally, Deng believed that improvement of economic welfare is a
foremost human right and also the prerequisite for other rights,
that collective rights take precedence over individual rights and
that sovereignty is far more important than individual rights.

Deng’s candid discussions also give us important clues for under-
standing his thought process. It is apparent that his views had been
shaped by China’s past humiliation, his revolutionary experience,
and his personal suffering during the chaotic Cultural Revolution.
China’s past committed him to an overarching goal of making the
country strong and glorious again. His revolutionary experience
committed him to a firm belief in the party leadership and legiti-
macy. His humiliation during the Cultural Revolution committed
him to an orderly society and to maintaining stability at all costs. It
is important to note that current leaders share with Deng a collec-
tive and selective memory of China’s past and the Cultural Revolu-
tion, events which have shaped their conservative attitude toward
political change. The only difference is that the current leaders, who
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lack revolutionary experience, want party primacy due to a vested
interest in power rather than revolutionary convictions.

Government views on human rights and democracy are now rep-
resented by President Jiang Zemin, who echoes Deng’s thoughts.
His 1997 state visit to the United States provided a rare opportu-
nity for the outside world to hear his personal views on these issues.
Jiang presented himself as an open-minded leader, but he differed
sharply with his American hosts on human rights issues. The spon-
taneous exchange between Jiang and Clinton at a joint press con-
ference on October 29 illustrated this in striking fashion. Respond-
ing to a reporter’s question about the Tiananmen incident, Jiang
claimed that “the Communist Party of China and the Chinese gov-
ernment have long drawn the correct conclusion on this political
disturbance, and facts have also proved that if a country with an
over 1.2 billion population does not enjoy social and political sta-
bility, it cannot possibly have the situation of reform and opening
up that we are having today.” Clinton responded that the Chinese
government “is on the wrong side of history” on this issue. Jiang also
held spirited debates over human rights with U.S. congressional
leaders.

Jiang has talked about human rights a few more times since his
U.S. trip, with little notable change in his views. He discussed hu-
man rights with Clinton again during the American president’s
visit to China in June 1998. In fact, he has become more confident
and assertive in discussing rights issues. In a twenty-minute speech
given to a gathering of world business leaders organized by Time-
Warner’s Fortune magazine in Shanghai in September 1999, Jiang
spent much time expressing China’s view on human rights, empha-
sizing that without rights to survival and development one cannot
think of other rights and that China is making a major contribu-
tion to the global human rights cause by assuring rights to survival
and development for more than 1.2 billion people. “We oppose any
efforts by any country to impose its own social system and ideology
on another country,” he told his audience.

Jiang’s remarks reflect the dominant view in the Chinese gov-
ernment. What has emerged as a convergence point for most gov-
ernment and party agencies is “developmental authoritarianism,”
which calls special attention to China’s guoging or state conditions.!®
According to this view, stability is critical for achieving the country’s
primary objective of economic development. Some would go fur-
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ther and argue that the party leadership is necessary for ensuring
political stability.

The government agencies not centrally involved with human
rights have more pressing issues at hand: to promote economic re-
form, raise living standards for their districts or working units, and
promote the careers of their officials. My discussions with Chinese
officials have repeatedly confirmed that developmentalism prevails
among Chinese officials. As a typical example, a deputy head of
a major state enterprise from a northern city concluded during
his first visit to the United States that the “beautiful country”—
the literal translation of the Chinese name for the United States—
is blessed with natural resources, giving it leeway to allow greater
personal freedom than China, which is not as endowed with re-
sources. Chinese should focus on improving their living standards
and therefore they need stability.!

Dissent assuredly exists within the party and the government. In
1978, Deng Xiaoping’s supporters advocated a pragmatic theory
of “seeking truth from facts” and won an ideological battle against
then party chairman Hua Guofeng and other beneficiaries of the
Cultural Revolution, who dogmatically advocated following Mao’s
instructions verbatim. This first “thought liberation” helped Deng
establish his dominance in the party and launch economic reform.
The second thought liberation in 1992 (socialist or capitalist) and
the third thought liberation in 1997 (public or private) were essen-
tially part of an ongoing debate over the growing strength of the
private sector, which had come about as a result of Deng’s widening
and deepening economic reforms. As Ma Licheng and Ling Zhijun
see it, the first thought liberation broke the personality worship of
Mao, the second broke the worship of planned economy, and the
third broke the worship of public ownership; all three liberations
had the common theme of battling leftists who at first tried to pre-
vent and still continue to challenge Deng’s economic reforms.?’ The
Deng Xiaoping theory was enshrined in the new party constitution
adopted at the 15th Party Congress in September 1997. The core
of Deng’s theory is to conduct economic reform while strengthen-
ing the party leadership to ensure political stability. Such a theory
will prevent fundamental political reform toward greater democ-
racy in the system and will also prevent citizens’ getting more civil
and political rights.

More liberal views and policy prescriptions for political reform
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have challenged the party orthodoxy in the past and will continue
to do so in the future 2! To cite a recent example, Li Shenzhi, former
vice president of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, wrote
shortly after the fifty-year anniversary of the founding of the PRC
that it is high time for democratization in China.?? Some have also
worked quietly to improve grass-roots democracy.2®> One may hope
thatliberal dissent will spread and someday become the mainstream
view within the party and the government. But Deng’s “voice”
clearly dominates in China at this point, compared to other voices
characterized by dogmatism, nationalism, feudalism, and democ-
racy.?* It is thus important to note that an effective and coherent
opposition force for political reform in China will take time to
emerge. Until then, the outside world should base its analysis on the
actual current level of political development in China rather than
on wishful thinking.

It is also important to note that liberals within the party and
government, unlike dissidents outside the political system, do not
necessarily support outside criticism and pressure on the issue of
human rights. In fact, support within the government for the Amer-
ican position on human rights has weakened even further in the
past few years, particularly since NATO’s bombing of the Chinese
embassy in Belgrade on May 8, 1999. Even some previously liberal-
minded officials have come to believe that Americans are indeed
using human rights pressure to weaken China. It is also impor-
tant to recognize a clear trend of declining liberalism and rising
nationalism in China in the 1990s. The government’s continuous
repression partly explains declining liberalism. But China’s rising
economic power, widening economic opportunities, and mounting
Western pressure over a wide variety of issues have also contributed
to this trend. In this context, Chinese commentaries on human
rights currently reflect the dominant opinion of official China, a
fact that has boosted the confidence and conviction of commenta-
tors themselves .2

China’s “Silent Majority” Speak

It is difficult to know precisely the opinions of ordinary Chinese
in the absence of systematic national polls to allow time-series and
cross-section analyses of public opinion. Since the views of the ma-
jority of the society are not easily heard, both the government and
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dissidents claim to represent Chinese society. The Chinese govern-
ment routinely refers to itself as “the Chinese government and Chi-
nese people” and charges any foreign criticism or actions it does
not like as “hurting the feelings of the Chinese people.” Such claims
are rightly challenged by dissidents. For example, Xiao Qiang, ex-
ecutive director of Human Rights in China, which is based in New
York, commented that “the world rarely hears Chinese (or Tibetan)
voices for democracy and human rights, because they have been
totally suppressed by Jiang’s government.” 26 However, the fact that
the voice of Chinese society is not heard does not necessarily mean
that society shares the views of dissidents. Observers outside China
normally speculate based on anecdotal evidence and reasoning.
More important, their assessments are often shaped by explosive
media events like the 1989 Tiananmen Incident. But the opinions
expressed at moments of passion do not necessarily represent the
views and calculations of the society under normal circumstances.
In this section I sketch a portrait of Chinese society based on
occasional opinion polls conducted in China in recent years, on
interviews, and on participation in seminars, conferences, and in-
ternet groups. This rough picture displays four interesting features
about Chinese society regarding human rights and democracy.
First, the majority of Chinese today prefer social order and sta-
bility to freedom. Based on a survey conducted in Beijing in Decem-
ber 1995, Yang Zhong, Jie Chen, and John M. Scheb II found that
33.8 percent of those polled agreed that they “would rather live
in an orderly society than in a freer society which is prone to dis-
ruption” and another 61.8 percent strongly agreed with the state-
ment. Only 3.6 percent and 1.6 percent respectively disagreed or
strongly disagreed.?” To be sure, the survey question was based on
the premise that more freedom risks instability, which is not neces-
sarily so, although the government clearly emphasizes such a con-
nection to its own advantage. The phrasing of the question may well
have skewed the results in the direction of support for order over
freedom. However, the notion that freedom may lead to instability
is persuasive to many ordinary Chinese, given their collective ex-
perience with past political experiments and turmoil. The answers
to the poll question suggest widespread worry among ordinary citi-
zens about any political change that promises greater freedom but
may also undermine stability. Chinese are generally cautious toward
political and economic change. The extraordinary energy exhibited
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during the 1989 Tiananmen incident illustrated the potential of
Chinese society for political change, but the broad support shown
for student protesters stemmed more from a desire to end official
corruption than from a desire for democracy. Under normal cir-
cumstances, most Chinese are not active politically. In addition,
when many Chinese consider the fate of the former Soviet Union,
they draw a negative conclusion about the wisdom of promoting
democracy at all costs.

Second, Chinese citizens are more preoccupied with economic
advancement than political freedom at this point. This is even the
case among college students, traditionally the most politically aware
and active social group. According to a survey of 1,512 members of
the Chinese elite conducted by Far Eastern Economic Review in Bei-
jing, Guangzhou, and Shanghai in July-August 1999, 60 percent
of the respondents agreed that economic prosperity should take
precedence over political freedom, with 15 percent disagreeing and
24 percent saying neither was more important than the other. One
would expect China’s upper middle class to be most interested in
political rights. In fact, when asked about their most important
values, 65 percent chose hardworking, followed by accountability
(54 percent) and respect for learning (47 percent), while only 15
percent chose personal achievement and 14 percent personal free-
dom.2® Chinese society’s strong preference for economic prosperity
is certainly related to its strong preference for social stability.

Third, Chinese political culture still exhibits some undemocratic
attributes that might create problems if the country were to un-
dergo democratization now. Based on a national survey conducted
in China in 1990, Andrew J. Nathan and Tianjian Shi identified
the following potential difficulties for immediate democratization
in Chinese political culture although there is no reason to believe
that “Chinese political culture is an absolute bar to democracy.”
Compared with citizens in more advanced nations, Chinese show
lower levels of awareness of the government’s impact on their daily
lives, lower expectations of fair treatment from the government,
and lower tolerance of ideas with which they disagree. Although
educated Chinese score higher in perceived government impact
and political tolerance than their less-educated countrymen, they
are still “substantially less likely to hold democratic orientations
than people of the same educational levels elsewhere.”? The Chi-
nese are thus caughtin asort of “Catch-22”: they cannot acquire the



Chinese Views of Human Rights 29

attributes necessary for democratization in the absence of demo-
cratic experience itself.

Fourth, Chinese are becoming more individualistic, the young
especially s0.3 According to a Gallup poll conducted in China in
1997, more than half the Chinese polled described their life philos-
ophy as “work hard and get rich,” while only 3 percent nationally
saw their basic attitude toward life as “never think of yourself, give
everything in service to society.”? Chinese are also increasingly
aware of their rights, property rights in particular. A poll conducted
in 1994 in Beijing indicated that when presented with “stories”
of rights violations, an absolute majority of people were aware of
their rights, with urban residents more informed than rural resi-
dents.®? In fact, Chinese people are more concerned about eco-
nomic rights than social and political rights. This pattern is illus-
trated by a project entitled Social Development and Protection
of Civil Rights in China, which was conducted by a Chinese re-
search team from 1992 to 1995.% Its nationwide survey showed that
while 50 to 60 percent of respondents would be highly resentful if
the fruits of their labor were seized by government cadres, almost
one-third of those polled would exhibit no resentment if someone
entered their house without permission. Chinese are even less as-
sertive about their political rights: only 15 percent of those polled
had considerable or strong resentment about having no opportu-
nity to voice their opinions on policy and law.3*

If China replicates the experience of Taiwan and South Korea,
a greater awareness of property rights will, in the end, lead to a
greater awareness of political and civil rights.3> But based on the
evidence to date, this connection has yet to be made in China. In
fact, according to the 1992-95 national survey mentioned earlier,
between one-third and one-half of the respondents answer that
rights to personal safety, to election and dismissal of cadres, and
to humane treatment in confinement are granted by the state. And
only 1 to 3 percent think people are born with these rights. Since
the start of the reform, almost all new rights have been granted to
the people by the state and only a few civil rights initiatives have
come from below.3¢

A powerful combination of aversion to political instability and
awareness of economic interests and rights provides a fertile ground
for developmentalist and instrumentalist views of human rights,
now shared by the government and most of society. According to
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these views, China’s paramount objective should be economic
growth; political stability is essential to assure China’s continued
success in development; and democracy may not suit China’s cur-
rent needs given the country’s unique and difficult guoging. This
perspective is reinforced by general satisfaction among Chinese
with their rising living standards, the country’s rising status on the
world stage, and their wish to see a powerful and prosperous China.
The 1997 Gallup poll cited earlier showed that Chinese adults rate
their quality of life as 29 percent better than it was five years ago
and expect quality of life to improve by a further 32 percent over
the next five years. The 1999 Far Eastern Economic Review survey of
the Chinese elite revealed a high degree of satisfaction with China’s
economic development among the Chinese elite, with more than
half of the respondents agreeing that China is already a developed
nation and 87 percent agreeing or agreeing strongly that the coun-
try “must assume a stronger leadership role in the world.”37

The prevalence of such views among ordinary Chinese explains
why human rights and democracy continue to be perceived as for-
eign concepts remote from daily life. Indeed, the most striking
trend in China today is strong political conservatism combined with
nationalist emotions, even among intellectuals. While the govern-
ment has appealed to nationalism as a substitute for discredited
communist ideology, U.S. pressure has arguably also contributed
to rising nationalist sentiment among Chinese. In fact, merely four
years after the 1989 Tiananmen incident, independent Chinese
intellectuals sharply reversed the very positive views of the United
States they had had in the 1980s, publishing books and articles
and expressing views against the West. One key reason for such
a reversal was that these intellectuals started questioning the mo-
tives of American human rights diplomacy and came to believe that
the West was seeking strategic and economic advantages for itself
without real concern for Chinese freedom.?® While these intellectu-
als carefully distanced themselves from government positions and
avoided appealing to nationalism, nationalist sentiment did grow in
the 1990s, with encouragement from the government. The massive
demonstrations in front of the American embassy and consulates in
May 1999 were triggered by NATO’s accidental bombing of the Chi-
nese embassy in Belgrade, but resentment against Western criticism
and pressure had been building for several years. Human rights
pressure was in fact often identified as a reason for anti-Western sen-
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timent, especially among young Chinese 3 Although misconcep-
tions to the effect that the United States is attempting to destabilize
China may be fanciful, they nonetheless condition policy debates
and decisions in China.

Conditional Popular Support for the Regime

Contrary to the perception in the West that the Chinese govern-
ment is an illegitimate regime that has survived solely by coercion,
there is now considerable public support in China for the govern-
ment. Jie Chen, Yang Zhong, and Jan William Hillard found strong
popular support for the regime in a survey conducted in Beijing in
December 1995.4 What is more, popular support appears to have
grown. In a nationwide survey conducted by a team of American-
trained Chinese scholars in 1986 and 1987, there was only “mod-
erate” support for the political regime, even though support for
the country was strong.*! It is difficult to draw definite conclusions
based on the two surveys, which followed different procedures. But
the findings confirm rather than contradict the impression one gets
that there is stronger public support for the government now than
in the mid-1980s.

Opinion surveys have not posed specific questions about Chinese
society’s views toward human rights and democracy advocates, but
anecdotal evidence suggests little support from ordinary Chinese
citizens. Dissidents play, at most, a marginal role in shaping China’s
political, economic, and social developments. Chinese dissidents,
prone to infighting and factional politics, have consistently failed to
form a united front against the government.*?> Moreover, Chinese
advocates for democracy have had difficulty forming associations
with peasants and workers. An important reason for this is that the
dissidents often take an elitist attitude toward peasants, whom they
judge to be unable to understand democracy, and toward militant
workers, whom they perceive as a threat to a functioning demo-
cratic system.*® Such attitudes undermine society’s sympathy for
human rights advocates regardless of government actions.

Such data, of course, must be handled with circumspection. One
obvious objection to these surveys is that Chinese respondents may
be afraid to give their true opinions. This is a common concern
for pollsters conducting surveys in China. But pollsters alleviate
people’s fear of government retaliation by keeping strict confiden-
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tiality. Nor is there a single known case of the government tracking
down survey respondents for retaliation. This is due in part to the
absence of government regulations on academic survey research
before 1997. Now researchers need advanced government approval
of the content of their surveys. As of August 1999, the Chinese gov-
ernment has also imposed limits on market surveys. Now market
researchers have to present their questionnaires for prior approval
from the State Statistical Bureau and their results for review by the
bureau before giving them to clients. The government is clearly wor-
ried about market researchers asking politically sensitive questions
and engaging in espionage.* Ironically, government concern gives
us more confidence in the surveys that were done before the restric-
tions.

We also need to question whether the respondents actually un-
derstand abstract concepts differently. This is a serious problem that
we need to take into consideration even though some surveys have
made adjustments by giving respondents scenarios rather than ask-
ing them about abstract concepts.

Another possible objection is more important. The calculations
and views expressed in the polls reflect in large part the harsh politi-
cal reality that the communist regime created in the first place.
There is not a level playing field between the government and dis-
sidents. The government has forcibly prevented dissidents from
presenting their views and alternative programs to ordinary Chi-
nese by sending almost all leading dissidents abroad or to prison,
thus separating them from the larger society. Wei Jingsheng, who
was expelled from China in November 1997, had resisted going
abroad precisely to prevent diminishing his influence in China.
Likewise, the government monopolizes the carrots (financial bene-
fits) and sticks (violence and imprisonment) by which public opin-
ion is molded. Thus, the Tiananmen incident was a reminder to Chi-
nese that the government is willing and able to use brutal force,
while at the same time it alone possesses the financial resources to
benefit society. No wonder most Chinese people keep their distance
from political protests and dissidents. One may thus speculate that
opinion polls and interviews might produce decidedly different re-
sults if Chinese society were more openly exposed to the views of
human rights advocates. But neither should that possibility be ex-
aggerated. After all, most Chinese scholars in the United States con-
tinue to lend considerable support to Beijing and largely share the
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premise of developmentalism despite constant exposure to alterna-
tive views and protests against Chinese government policies. Chi-
nese dissidents have had, in fact, only a limited impact on the politi-
cal attitudes and behavior of Chinese scholars overseas.

Liberal-minded Chinese intellectuals have been seizing every
conceivable opportunity to advocate a more open political system
and more respect for human rights. Unlike dissidents who openly
challenge the communist authority, these political reformers seek
to operate within the system while testing the limits of party tol-
erance at any given moment. Encouraged by Zhu Rongji’s selec-
tion as prime minister and Clinton’s scheduled June 1998 visit,
some daring intellectuals published books and organized discus-
sion forums or internet groups to openly advocate Western-style
liberalism, political reform, and respect for human rights in the
first half of 1998.4> Despite some cautious optimism, this turned
out to be another short-lived “Beijing Spring.” Soon after Clinton
left China, the government shut down political discussion groups
and issued new regulations for the internet. As during previous Bei-
jing springs, more open intellectual discussions were accompanied
by dissidents’ seizing the opportunity to mount a direct challenge
to party authority. Hundreds of long-term and recent dissidents
took advantage of Clinton’s visit to seek official registration of a
new opposition party, the China Democracy Party (CDP). Although
hesitant at first, the government eventually initiated a crackdown.
In typical fashion, the government punished organized dissidents
severely, sentencing dozens of CDP members to long jail terms,
though liberal-minded intellectuals were treated more gently.

We would not know for sure whether the public would have re-
sponded massively to the appeal of political reform and human
rights if the government had allowed the 1998 Beijing spring to con-
tinue and had tolerated the CDP’s existence. However, it appeared
that ordinary Chinese citizens did not pay close attention to the
intellectual debates or dissident activities. Most Chinese continue
to avoid the dangerous minefield of politics and focus energy in-
stead on family and career, an option open to them and encouraged
by the government. Even among college students, the most potent
sentiment in 1998 was nationalist rather than liberal, which explains
why thousands of students came out to protest against the United
States and NATO in May 1999.

In short, Chinese society’s broad developmentalist and instru-
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mentalist views on human rights and democracy provide a partial
explanation for the growing popular support for the party-govern-
ment and the lack of support for dissidents. Society supports the
state because it supports the state’s goals of developing the national
economy and building a strong nation and because it agrees that
political stability is necessary to realize these goals. Popular support
rises when the nation makes progress in achieving these goals.

Living Dangerously

It must be said, however, that the real story is more complicated
than can be suggested by a simple linear relationship between popu-
lar support and shared goals. The evidence suggests that Chinese
society supports the government not because it closely identifies
with the regime, but because it sees it as a necessary evil for achiev-
ing what it wants. Thus, Chinese society has “distanced” itself from
the party-state, both physically and mentally. Such distancing is the
inevitable result of reform, which fundamentally is about adjust-
ing the relationship between the state and the society. As economic
reform deepens and widens, ordinary Chinese enjoy greater free-
dom in areas such as employment, travel, residence, and school-
ing. The party-state has retreated from one area after another even
though it has remained stubborn in cracking down on open and
organized attempts to challenge its power. This distancing applies
to all major social groups, from farmers to intellectuals, who are
now identified more with the society than with the party.® The rural
majority, meanwhile, has become more independent of the state in
economic, social, and even political life 47

More significant, the society has become estranged psychologi-
cally from the party and the government. Ordinary Chinese are
not thrilled with the government’s performance in specific areas.
Chen, Zhong, and Hillard found that Chinese graded their govern-
ment poorly on controlling inflation, providing job security, mini-
mizing the income gap, improving housing conditions, maintaining
social order, providing adequate medical care, providing welfare
to the needy, and combating pollution.*® There is no blind faith in
the party-state. Quite the contrary, there is widespread distrust of
the party-state. In the 1986-87 survey cited by Chan and Nesbitt-
Larking, while there was moderate support for the political system
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and goals of the party (62 percent approval rating), over 80 percent
of respondents claimed that party members are not good models
for them.* While 57 percent of those polled were satisfied with the
party’s current line and policy, only 30 percent thought the party’s
performance satisfied their expectations (62 percent answered no).
Some 57 percent did not want to be Communist Party members,
and only 56 percent of those who were party members were proud
of that fact.®® As a dramatic example of the party’s loss of moral
authority, Falun Gong (law wheel practice), a sect founded by Li
Hongzhi that combines traditional breathing practices with Bud-
dhist teachings, acquired millions of followers in a short period of
time, including many party cadres and government officials.

How does one explain the apparent paradox of significant popu-
lar support for the regime combined with low satisfaction with the
party-state? Media control and government propaganda do not
provide a sufficient explanation. If the party’s brainwashing had
worked, public estrangement from the state would not exist. The
logical hypothesis would seem to be that the polling data is a prod-
uct of people’s cold calculations rather than any affection for the
party-state. Consistent with its views on human rights and democ-
racy, Chinese society has increasingly adopted an instrumentalist
view: what is important is not the form or ideology of the state but
its success in promoting growth. Lack of alternatives and aversion to
chaos and instability encourage such calculations, and while no sur-
vey data address this question directly, it is a mentality that emerges
repeatedly in interviews and discussions with Chinese from all walks
of life.

This development actually bodes well for human rights and de-
mocracy in China. All the courageous challenges to the state by
individuals or groups will avail nothing unless ordinary Chinese
are capable of a sophisticated, rational assessment of their own
best interests. The evidence is that they are—and that they under-
stand that democracy cannot be sustained in a country in which the
society and the state are locked in a perpetual, uncompromising
struggle.

There now exists an implicit contract between the state and the
society. To maintain its power, the state needs to respond to soci-
etal needs and leave enough space for societal self-expression. In
return, the society concentrates on nonpolitical pursuits and avoids
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open and organized challenges to the state. The party understands
that its existence is largely contingent upon its willingness and abil-
ity to address issues that are of immediate concern to the people.
In recent years the government has responded to public concerns
about inflation, crime, corruption, and unemployment, if not al-
ways in a timely and exact fashion.

At the same time, the party-state is living dangerously. Public sup-
portis contingent upon performance. The challenge facing China is
daunting as the nation goes through several transformations simul-
taneously: from a planned to a guided market economy, from a rural
to an urbanized society, from a highly centralized to a more de-
centralized state, from revolutionaries to technocrats in top leader-
ship, and from a self-sufficient economy to one closely integrated
with the global economy. China needs to address poverty, the envi-
ronment, population, education, ethnic conflicts—and the list goes
on. Ironically, while society is gaining more independence from the
state, it has also come to expect more from the state. As Tianjian
Shi demonstrated, Chinese citizens have always engaged in volun-
tary participatory acts such as appeals, adversarial activities, crony-
ism, and boycotts to articulate their interests. Chinese citizens have
not been able to articulate collective demands directly to the state
due to the danwei or working unit system in which they compete
with each other for scarce resources.’! However, as the danwei sys-
tem is eroding, collective problems such as unemployment and offi-
cial corruption may serve to mobilize the masses against the gov-
ernment. In fact, labor unrest has grown drastically. Labor disputes
increased from 8,150 in 1992 to 120,000 in 1999, but labor disputes
still make up a small percentage of total disputes, a mere 7 percent
in 1998. While violent protests have been reported, there is no evi-
dence that workers from different enterprises have sought to strike
simultaneously.5? But Beijing is clearly worried.

Chinese scholars and officials often suggest that the country
needs to maintain an 8 percent growth rate in gross national prod-
uct to prevent social chaos. But such rates are difficult to sustain.
China was shielded from the financial crisis that began in Asia in
1997 due to its enormous foreign trade surplus, massive reserves,
and relative insulation from global financial markets. But the crisis
still had a major negative impact on the Chinese economy and
alerted investors to the problems in China. A slowdown in the econ-
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omy is now aggravating the problem of failing state enterprises and
the weak banking system. The China National Bureau of Statistics
announced on December 29, 1999 that China’s GDP growth for
1999 had reached 7.1 percent, surpassing the target of 7 percent.
But most analysts believe that China’s actual growth for the year
was significantly lower. China is in a bind. If the government keeps
pumping money into state enterprises, it will face more serious
banking and budget deficit problems. If the government proceeds
with a drastic reform of state enterprises, it will have to face the
problem of millions more unemployed and angry workers. The gov-
ernment has slowed down the pace of state enterprise reform to
prevent an already serious problem from getting worse, but this will
only defer the crisis to a future time.

The party is a danger to itself, judging from the widespread cor-
ruption among its officials. Persistent and serious corruption erodes
public confidence. To make matters worse, unemployed workers
readily relate their economic hardship to government corruption,
which is a potent source of public protests against the state. In re-
sponse, the party has periodically launched anticorruption cam-
paigns, often using some high-profile cases to address public anger.
However, the party has proven incapable of dealing with its own
problems. As absolute power corrupts absolutely, the only way for
the party to rid itself of structural corruption is to conduct funda-
mental political reforms, allowing a free press to serve as a pub-
lic watch dog, an independent judiciary system to investigate and
prosecute corruption cases, and a more competitive political pro-
cess to enable citizens to select more qualified officials who possess
greater integrity.

As the party has so far refused to conduct meaningful political re-
form, it has mainly resorted to repressive measures to prevent orga-
nized protest. The leadership has been hypersensitive about social
stability since late 1998, and it adopted excessive measures to pre-
vent social unrest. In particular, the party has waged a major politi-
cal campaign against the Falun Gong sect. On April 25, 1999, about
ten thousand followers of the sect surprised the party leadership by
staging a silent demonstration around Zhongnanhai, a compound
that houses the party headquarters. The protest’s purpose was to
pressure the government to allow the group to practice legally, and
it was the largest demonstration in the center of Beijing since 1989.
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This organized and disciplined sect represents a serious challenge
to the Communist Party because it presents an alternative belief
system. After careful preparations, the government announced its
ban of the group on July 22. On December 26, a Chinese court sen-
tenced four sect leaders to jail terms ranging up to eighteen years.
But repression only breeds long-term problems for the party and
the nation. In an impressive display of civil disobedience, Falun
Gong followers continue to demonstrate silently throughout the
country and thousands of them have engaged in a quiet campaign
of defiance in Tiananmen Square.

It is never easy to forecast China’s political future. The govern-
ment has consistently surprised observers with brilliant successes
and mind-boggling blunders. But what we can say is that the way in
which the party-state adapts itself to challenges facing it will in part
shape its destiny, determine whether it is dumped into the dustbin
of history or whether it continues to dominate China’s political de-
velopment. It should also be recognized that precisely because of
Chinese society’s instrumentalist views, the party-state will face seri-
ous challenges when the calculations of society change as a result
of its enhanced political awareness and belief in viable alternatives.

Implications for China’s Relations with the West

This discussion of Chinese perspectives on human rights and de-
mocracy has important implications for China’s relations with the
West. While U.S. policymakers must continue to bow to Americans’
moral concerns and their own political interests, they also must
recognize how concerned, or relatively unconcerned, a majority of
Chinese are about human rights and democracy at a given time.
As Chinese society evolves, a dialogue between China and the West
is possible and can prove productive. Certainly when Chinese citi-
zens are ready to push for greater democracy and human rights,
they will seek inspiration from the experience of existing demo-
cratic nations. However, it is important to recognize that although
Western concerns and the concerns of Chinese society overlapped
somewhat from 1989 to 1990, there is at present a chill. If China’s
“silent majority” does not respond to Western pressure, then inter-
ventionist diplomacy is unwise and counterproductive: unwise be-
cause any pressure that does not strike a sympathetic chord with
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ordinary Chinese will fail, and counterproductive because human
rights pressure only contributes to rising nationalism in China. The
Chinese have the same right to evolve morally and politically, on
their terms and at their own pace, as the West has had. And the one
thing the United States cannot do is hasten the process through its
own impositions in an attempt “to save China from the Chinese.”



Chapter Three
Human Rights and Sino-U.S. Relations

Convenient Negligence in 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
government, the media, or human rights nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs) in the United States. China was a “human rights
exception” even when the United States pursued a global human
rights policy after 1974.! Human rights in China emerged as an issue
for the media, NGOs, and some scholars in the United States in
the late 1970s.2 Nevertheless, human rights remained largely a non-
issue between U.S. administrations and the Chinese government
until the early 1980s when Ronald Reagan became president.

There were good reasons why human rights was not an issue be-
tween China and the United States in this period. 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 differences in social values and political systems and that
their bilateral relationship should be based on noninterference in
internal affairs. This understanding was evident in the Shanghai
communiqué signed during Richard Nixon’s 1972 visit to China; the
United States would not criticize the Chinese government for its in-
ternal policies and the Chinese government would refrain from ex-
porting revolution to the United States. “What is important is not
a nation’s internal political philosophy,” Nixon told Mao. “What is
important is its policy toward the rest of the world and toward us.”?
In addition, U.S. officials were sensitive to Chinese feelings at this
early stage in their relationship.*

Sino-U.S. interaction in this period did have a normative dimen-
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sion. 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 than in previous
times, 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 move-
ment in Tiananmen Square in Beijing in April 1976 on the occa-
sion of the death of the premier, Zhou Enlai, a small but persistent
dissident movement grew. Chinese dissidents caught world atten-
tion during the 1979 “democracy wall” movement, when posters
openly expressing political opinions and sometimes challenging the
Communist Party were put up on a wall near the center of Bei-
jing. Although the movement was eventually suppressed by the gov-
ernment, the increasing voluntary involvement of Chinese society
and intellectuals in the process of politics and economics in China
would have an important impact on the human rights interaction
between China and the West in later years.

Increasing Tensions in 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 granting of political asylum to the Chinese tennis player
Hu Nain 1983 despite strong protest from the Chinese government.
In 1984 eighteen U.S. Representatives wrote to the Chinese govern-
ment expressing concern over China’s human rights record. In Au-
gust 1985, Congress passed an amendment attacking China’s forced
abortion policies. In October 1987, Congress passed an amendment
regarding China’s violation of human rights in Tibet. When George
Bush, a former U.S. ambassador to Beijing, became president, he
chose China as one of the first countries to visit and hoped to re-
structure the Sino-U.S. relationship on a broad basis.> However,
what dominated U.S. media coverage during his 1989 visit was “the
Fang Lizhi Incident,” which highlighted the human rights situation
in China.b This foreshadowed the storm to come later that year.
There were several reasons for the shift in U.S. policy over human
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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 had previously. 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 im-
provements in human rights. After all, the Chinese government
under Deng Xiaoping had been rehabilitating the cadres and citi-
zens wronged in previous political campaigns. Third, closer inter-
action between the two nations connected human rights NGOs in
the United States to emerging dissidents in China. Fourth, with a
more open China, the 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 had made its greatest progress in this area in
decades.

Despite increasing tensions over human rights, the issue did not
dominate the agenda between the two nations in this period. “Natu-
rally, there have been some incidents, in a technical sense, but not
in a political sense,” Deng told U.S. National Security Advisor Brent
Scowcroft and Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger
during their visit to Beijing in November 1989.7 One important rea-
son for low U.S. human rights pressure 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 Timemagazine as the “Man of the Year” in 1984. Despite the Fang
Lizhi incident, Bush and his key foreign policy advisors chose not
to confront China on human rights issues based on their strategic
view about United States relations with China.?

Explicit Linkage in 1989-94

In June 1989, the Tiananmen incident seriously strained the Sino-
U.S. relationship. Congress, the media, the public, human rights
NGOs, and Chinese students in the United States exerted tremen-
dous pressure on the White House to take strong action against
the Chinese government. A Harris Poll conducted June 3-6, 1989
showed that 90 percent of the polled believed that the Chinese stu-
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dents were “right in their demands” and 67 percent believed that
“the U.S. should issue a strong protest against the shooting of the
students by the Chinese troops, even if that sets back U.S. relations
with China.”?

Bush found himself in a difficult situation. He could not ignore
public sentiment and the intense pressure from Congress, but he
did not want Sino-U.S. relations to deteriorate beyond repair. Based
on his experience in China and his friendship with Chinese leaders,
Bush personally took charge of China policy in the crisis period of
1989-90. He attempted to engage China while avoiding criticism at
home, adopting calculated and moderate measures. The Bush ad-
ministration suspended military sales to China, exchanges between
the U.S. and Chinese military, and extended the stays of Chinese
students. A few days later, Bush suspended high-level government
exchanges with China and decided to seek suspension of new loans
to China from international financial organizations. But he secretly
sent Scowcroft and Eagleberger to Beijing in November 1989 to
open a channel of direct communication with Deng and the Chi-
nese government.!?

The dominant issue in 1990-94 was the linkage between China’s
human rights record and its most-favored-nation (MFN) status with
the United States. There was pressure from Congress and the public
to use MFN status as a weapon to force China to improve its human
rights record. The annual renewal of China’s MFN status became a
highly contentious political issue in the United States. In the first
annual renewal of MFN status in 1990, which coincided with the
first anniversary of the Tiananmen incident, China initially ignored
U.S. protests due to its focus on domestic politics.!! But China re-
sponded to Bush’s obvious displeasure early in 1990 and made some
gestures based on pragmatic calculations rather than a willingness
to change domestic policies.!? In this period, China was reactive
to foreign pressure on human rights. Using China’s gestures as evi-
dence to support a positive engagement approach, Bush renewed
China’s MFN status.

Bush came under heavy criticism for “kowtowing” or bowing to
the “Beijing butchers.” His critics wanted him to take into consider-
ation the new realities of 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, Eastern
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European nations, and South Africa taken off the list of “human
rights offenders,” China moved up in the priority list for the United
States and Western Europe. A wide range of human rights issues
caught the attention of the United States and the international com-
munity, such as political imprisonment, religious repression, crimi-
nal justice procedures, capital punishment, Tibet, family planning,
and labor camp exports.!?

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 ad-
ministration would adopt an “enhanced engagement” policy toward
China instead of a “confrontation” approach." Secretary of State
Warren Christopher visited Beijing in March 1994 and, as a jour-
nalist later commented, was “treated scandalously.”® Partly due to
domestic politics and partly in defiance of the Americans, the Chi-
nese 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 Shat-
tuck, 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’s decision to
yield on the MFN issue. First, China adopted a comprehensive
strategy to deal with the United States and the West, including pro-
paganda, diplomacy, and economic statecraft. In propaganda, the
Chinese government gradually shifted from denial and silence to
a head-on approach, launching an intense media campaign on the
human rights issue.!® Articles in Chinese newspapers and maga-
zines both defended China’s record in human rights based on its
historical and development circumstances and criticized U.S. hu-
man rights practices. The effectiveness of such publicity campaigns
should not be dismissed quickly. China’s official response strength-
ened its position in two important ways. By engaging in a “dia-
logue,” the Chinese campaign created some doubt about the va-
lidity 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.
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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 criticism
on human rights by the United States and other Western nations.!”
There emerged an Asian versus a Western perspective on human
rights,18 as reflected in documents from the UN Human Rights Con-
ferences held in Bangkok and Vienna in 1993. Indeed, one reason
for Clinton’s decision to delink human rights and MFN status 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. Because China is a
permanent member of the UN Security Council and an influential
political and military power in Asia, the United States needs China’s
cooperation on both global and regional affairs. The most impor-
tant component of the Chinese strategy was to further 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 economic reform con-
tinued. The other was that a growing economy gave China greater
bargaining leverage with 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. China would
lose more than the United States if such an economic tie were cut.
As a result, Beijing made what some hard-liners believed to be ex-
cessive concessions to the United States, releasing some dissidents
in advance of the annual review of MFN status and the International
Olympic Committee’s vote 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 U.S. frustra-
tion in the human rights area, polarized the U.S. policy community
into pragmatists and idealists.!® As a result of this division Washing-
ton sent mixed signals to the Chinese, undermining Christopher’s
human rights policy. Human Rights Watch complained that the
former treasury secretary, Lloyd Bentsen, had visited Beijing in Feb-
ruary 1994 and hinted at Washington’s intention to delink human
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rights and MFN status. Then the visit by Shattuck to China was
crippled when Undersecretary of Commerce Jeffrey Garten visited
China at the same time to strike commercial deals for American
businesses.2°

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 Chris-
topher and Clinton to save “face.”? In addition, the Chinese stu-
dents in the United States,?? the Chinese Americans, and the Taiwan
and Hong Kong business communities generally did not support
withdrawing MFN status from China. In the end, Clinton sided with
the economic officials backed by the business community and the
trade caucus in Congress.?? His decision was welcomed across Asia.?*

Drift to Confrontation in 1994-96

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

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
human rights in China. As Human Rights Watch/Asia complained,
Clinton’s decision to delink human rights and MFN status removed
the “last vestige of meaningful pressure on China from the inter-
national community” since “other governments and key trading
partners with China had long since given priority to expanding eco-
nomic ties.” ?® The basic thrust of the new U.S. policy was to demon-
strate to the Chinese that unless the Chinese government improved
its human rights the Sino-U.S. relationship could not be fully de-
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veloped. For example, there would be limited normal interactions
such as exchanges of visits by high-level officials.

The Clinton administration talked about the “unacceptable” hu-
man rights record in China when China’s MFN status was extended
on June 3, 1995. Clinton had promised to create an “honor code
of conduct” for American businesses operating in China as an in-
direct 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.?® A staff member from Amnesty Interna-
tional complained that the code “has no teeth, no enforcement, no
technical support from the Commerce Department, and only vague
language.”?” But the draft was welcomed by the business commu-
nity precisely because the voluntary code would not constrain their
business activities in China.?® The code has not been heard of since
then.

The State Department concluded in its 1995 human rights an-
nual report (released in March 1996) that the human rights situa-
tion 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.”? As expected, Clinton re-
newed China’s MFN status on May 21, 1996. On June 27, the House
voted 286 to 141 to block a resolution to revoke China’s MFN trade
status.

Besides the State Department report on China’s human rights
and the renewal of China’s MFN status, other incidents tested the
Sino-U.S. relationship. One case was China’s arrest of the China-
born American human rights activist, Harry Wu, who went to in-
vestigate the forced labor situation in China in 1995. In response
to pressure from the United States, the Chinese government ex-
pelled Wu on August 24 after sentencing him to fifteen years in
jail. It was believed that he was released to pave the way for Hillary
Clinton’s participation in the Fourth International Conference on
Women in Beijing in September 1995. In another case, Wei Jing-
sheng, widely considered to be China’s most famous dissident, was
sentenced to fourteen years’ imprisonment in a one-day trial on
December 13, 1995. Wei had already been in detention since April
1994. The Americans protested. Shattuck stated at a Congressional
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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 sug-
gested, “the UN Human Rights Commission is probably the single-
most important instrument for, at least on a multilateral basis, ad-
dressing the human rights violations in China.”?! In contrast to
trade sanctions, a UN Human Rights Commission resolution would
allow Washington to pressure China without putting U.S. trade and
investment opportunities at risk. Instead of being forced to behave,
human rights violators might be “shamed” into changing their be-
havior.

Americans came to see the commission as a more important
instrument to pressure China after Clinton’s delinking of human
rights and MFN status. Unlike in the previous years, the U.S. gov-
ernment engaged in active lobbying for the 1995 session.32 In 1995,
the U.S.-led coalition, for the first time, defeated China’s procedu-
ral maneuvering and brought a resolution criticizing China up for
a vote at the commission. But when voting on the substance of the
resolution, Russia changed its vote from opposition to the no-action
procedural vote to opposition to the substantive vote, sending the
resolution to defeat by a single vote. The small margin did produce
much anticipation on the U.S. side that a China resolution might
be passed in 1996. “We are renewing and stepping up the effort
this year,” Shattuck told the International Operations and Human
Rights Subcommittee of the House of Representatives shortly be-
fore the 1996 session, “working with the European Union and a
coalition of democratic countries from Latin America, Asia, and
Africa, as well as Central and Eastern Europe.” 33

However, of the 53 countries at the commission, 27 voted on
April 23, 1996 to put aside both discussion and a vote on a modi-
fied draft resolution. Most of the members supporting Chinese were
from Asia and Africa. Twenty countries voted in favor of the resolu-
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tion, mainly Western nations plus nine countries from developing
nations and the former Soviet bloc. Six countries abstained. Shat-
tuck 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 coun-
tries, is evidence that power politics, confrontation and the impo-
sition of Western values upon others are doomed to fail.”3*

The Chinese side believes that the United States worked hard
to pass the resolution. But “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.
He also insisted that the adoption of a China resolution would not
damage China, but instead would put the United States in a dif-
ficult position. The Sino-U.S. relationship would suffer seriously
if the U.S. intention of undermining China became apparent. In
addition, the United States would then have no easy way out of
continuously backing UN resolutions against China since such reso-
lutions would now attract more public attention.?® To put such re-
marks in perspective, it is certainly in China’s interest to discour-
age the United States from sponsoring anti-China resolutions at the
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 believed that the Chinese Foreign Min-
istry was indeed nervous and worked hard to prevent the passage
of such resolutions.? After all, the margin of China’s success in no-
action moves decreased from 12 in 1992 to 5 in 1993 to 4 in 1994
and to 1in 1995.

The principal reason for China’s narrow victory was that the Chi-
nese government waged a vigorous campaign, winning the support
and sympathy of developing nations. “China obviously takes this ex-
tremely seriously,” Shattuck observed. “It lobbies around the world,
it presses other governments very aggressively not to take up these
issues in the UN Human Rights Commission.”3” The Chinese UN
ambassador, Wu Jianmin, told the delegates before the vote thatifa
resolution criticizing China were passed, similar things “could hap-
pen to any other country tomorrow.” 3 Developing nations sent sup-
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porting correspondence to the Chinese Foreign Ministry. In fact,
even Europeans and Japanese privately expressed reservations and
reluctance about supporting Americans.?

Implicit Linkage

At first glance, human rights did not look important in this period.
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, intellec-
tual property rights, nuclear proliferation, and Taiwan. In fact, the
U.S. administration gave more attention to issues other than human
rights after 1994. “The administration is willing to exert major po-
litical 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.”* In early 1996, the United States threatened to
impose economic sanctions over China’s sale of nuclear-related ma-
terials to Pakistan and its violation of an intellectual property rights
agreement with the United States. But there was little mention in
the administration regarding sanctioning China over human rights.

However, there was an implicit linkage between human rights
and other disputes between the two nations. Human rights affected
the U.S. relationship with China in important ways. First, due to
the human rights situation in China, the Clinton administration re-
frained from conducting normal high-level official exchanges, see-
ing such visits as “rewards” to the Chinese government and poten-
tial political liabilities at home. Clinton did not visit China. Clinton
agreed to meet Jiang Zemin in the White House for a working visit
after the fiftieth 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.”#! In the end, a meeting was arranged in
New York.

As for Warren Christopher, he was most interested in the Middle
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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 twenty-six times, Syria twenty-four times, Egypt
thirteen times, and Jordan eleven times as of June 8, 1996.42

This unwillingness on the U.S. side to conduct high-level ex-
changes represents a drastic change from before 1989, when Ameri-
can 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. U.S. domestic politics
is an important factor in shaping policy toward China. As long as
there is a sizable constituency in the United States lobbying for a
strong stance on human rights in China, human rights will not go
away in Sino-U.S. relations. In the period of 1994-96, Congress re-
mained interested in 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.

Implicit linkages with human rights showed up in other disputes
as well. Human rights was linked with the arms buildup. There
has been much discussion in recent years in the U.S. academic
and policy-making circles on “democratic peace,” the notion that
democracies do not fight each other. Logically, nondemocratic
countries like China pose a potential threat to the United States
and its allies. From this perspective, it is in the U.S. interest to pro-
mote democratization and human rights in China, a move that ulti-
mately promotes U.S. security interests. Human rights was linked
with trade. There were allegations in the United States that China
tolerated inhumane labor standards and even used forced labor to
export cheap goods to the United States. Human rights was also
linked with intellectual property rights in the sense that the rule of
law, a fundamental characteristic of societies that respect human
rights, was a better guarantee for foreign intellectual properties
than was the prevailing situation in China.

Most important, human rights was linked with the Taiwan issue,
which became a flash point after the Clinton administration al-
lowed —under heavy pressure from Congress— the Taiwanese presi-
dent, Lee Teng-hui, to pay a visit to Cornell in June 1995. The U.S.
decision and Lee’s diplomatic efforts to expand diplomatic space
for Taiwan greatly angered Beijing. China temporarily recalled the
Chinese ambassador to the United States and subsequently tested
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missiles near Taiwan. The Chinese political and military leadership
has repeatedly stated Beijing’s determination to use force if Tai-
wan declares independence or “foreign forces” interfere in Taiwan-
ese affairs. But democratization in Taiwan means that Taiwan is un-
likely 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 increas-
ing U.S. support and sympathy for Taiwan in Congress, the media,
and the public at large. Taiwan came to be seen as a new democ-
racy worthy of U.S. support while China was perceived as lagging in
political reform. In fact, Beijing was seen as reacting mainly against
the threat of Taiwanese democracy rather than against the threat of
Taiwanese independence.

For the Chinese government, human rights has an impact on
the very survival of its political regime. “U.S. human rights policy
toward China is in essence about China’s one-party system,” even an
open-minded senior Chinese diplomat asserted. “But China cannot
learn everything from the U.S. China has its own tradition and situa-
tions.”* Such views are common among Chinese government offi-
cials. There is increasing anger over the idea that the United States
would never deal with China fairly unless China modeled itself after
the United States. Some simply see U.S. human rights foreign policy
as an excuse for interfering in other countries’ internal affairs and
practicing hegemonism.** 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 U.S. pressure on
China regarding other issues as evidence of a comprehensive U.S.
design to weaken, contain, and undermine China. In other words,
human rights disputes gave the Chinese a different perspective on
what may be called “normal” disputes between states in interna-
tional relations.

Attempting Strategic Partnership Since Mid-1996

March 1996 was an important turning point in Sino-U.S. relations.
China staged waves of military exercises across the Taiwan Strait
in response to Lee’s visit to the United States, a visit Beijing in-
terpreted as a calculated effort by Lee to move Taiwan toward in-
dependence. China timed its military exercises, which included



Sino-U.S. Relations 53

firing missiles near the island of Taiwan, to intimidate Taiwanese
voters before Taiwan’s first fully democratic presidential election. To
counter the Chinese exercises, Clinton sent two carrier groups to
the Taiwan area, the largest show of U.S. military force in East Asia
since the end of the Vietnam War. The U.S. 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. The U.S. and Chinese governments attempted to create a
strategic partnership after mid-1996.45

On the U.S. side, the objective of achieving a strategic under-
standing with China, now widely perceived to be a rising power and
one of only few countries capable of posing a serious challenge to
the United States in the future, gained support in the policy com-
munity. The second-term Clinton administration treated China as
a priority issue. “The United States has no interest in containing
China,” Clinton commented in November 1996. “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 cooperation in the future.” 4 Christo-
pher visited Beijing in November 1996 to pave the way for an ex-
change of state visits by Clinton and Jiang Zemin. Clinton and Jiang
met for 85 minutes during the APEC forum on November 24 and
confirmed Jiang’s visit to the United States in 1997 and Clinton’s
return visit to China in 1998.

China also made concessions to improve relations with the United
States, especially on the nuclear nonproliferation issue. The U.S.
intelligence community confirmed the Chinese statement that the
Chinese are complying with a promise made in May 1996 to stop
selling nuclear-related materials to Pakistan. In addition, during
discussions with the U.S. Undersecretary of State Lynn Davis in
November, the Chinese indicated that China may cancel the pro-
posed sale of a nuclear facility to Iran. At a press conference on
November 20, Christopher announced that China had agreed to
establish a comprehensive, nationwide system to monitor the ex-
port of nuclear materials. This step would allow U.S. companies to
export nuclear technology and equipment to China.*” Chinese co-
operation in controlling weapons of mass destruction, along with
otherissues such as environmental protection, intellectual property
protection, and the Korean peninsula, provided incentives for the
United States to continue a strategic dialogue with China.
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In this context, while continuing to spar over human rights in bi-
lateral and multilateral contexts, the U.S. and Chinese governments
made conscious efforts to avoid letting rights issues take precedence
over other issues. The U.S. government downplayed the importance
of human rights because the United States was now more focused
on common strategic concerns rather than divisive issues such as
human rights. Madeleine K. Albright, the new secretary of state,
made it clear at a press conference on her first full day in office that
she would “tell it like it is” to Beijing about human rights, but she
stressed that the U.S.-China relationship “cannot be held hostage to
any one issue.” 8 Two weeks earlier at her confirmation hearing, she
defined the U.S. goal as “to expand areas of cooperation, reduce the
potential for misunderstandings and encourage China’s full emer-
gence as a responsible member of the international community.” 4
This argument became the party line for the administration in de-
fending its engagement with China.

Although the Chinese would certainly prefer to take the human
rights issue off the table altogether, they had realized by now, given
their better understanding of American political culture and do-
mestic politics, that the rights issue would not die.* Beijing’s second
best choice was to minimize the impact of rights disputes while pur-
suing its main goal in improving relations with the United States,
which was to reduce U.S. support for Taiwan and to pressure Wash-
ington to use its own influence to persuade Taipei to enter political
negotiations with Beijing. “It is amazing that Taiwan can be inde-
pendent from China for such a long time. That is all because the
United States is behind Taiwan,” a top-level Chinese diplomat rea-
soned. “If the United States withdraws support for Taiwan, things
will change quickly.”*! In typical Chinese fashion, the Chinese gov-
ernment continued to be firm in principles but flexible in diplo-
matic conduct.??

As a result, human rights incidents that once would have dam-
aged Sino-U.S. relations now drew protest but did not derail efforts
to improve relations. In fact, “the U.S. and China have reached a
tacit agreement to put human rights in the margins so it doesn’t
become an irritant,” noted Mike Jendrzejczyk, the Washington di-
rector of Human Rights Watch Asia.?®* Wang Dan, a student leader
in the 1989 Tiananmen movement, was sentenced to 11 years in
prison on October 30, 1996, after 17 months in detention without
a hearing. This trial took place right before Christopher’s visit to
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Beijing. The Chinese government hoped to finish off the domestic
dissident movement, which had been so badly crippled that it was
virtually nonexistent. Equally important, it wanted to send a strong
message to the Americans that human rights is China’s internal af-
fair. Upon his arrival in Beijing, Christopher told reporters that he
would talk about human rights with the Chinese, but “no single”
issue should be allowed to dominate the Sino-U.S. relationship. Ac-
cordingly, Shattuck, the highest U.S. human rights official, kept a
low profile in the negotiations between Christopher and the Chi-
nese. He did not hold separate talks with the Chinese.?*

The two governments continued to confront each other over
human rights issues in 1997.55 As in previous years, Chinese diplo-
mats were busy in the first half of the year, responding to ritual-
ized American moves. In January, the 1997 State Department re-
port on human rights concluded that the human rights situation
in China had worsened in 1996. But no harsh policy toward China
followed. Similarly, Beijing rebutted American criticism but an-
nounced progress in trade negotiations the same day the report was
released. In March and April, the U.S. government wanted China
to release some political prisoners, to resume talks with the Inter-
national Red Cross on visits to Chinese prisons, and to sign the
International Covenants on Civil and Political Rights and on Eco-
nomic, Social, and Cultural Rights in exchange for not support-
ing a China resolution at the UN Human Rights Commission. Bei-
jing made some gestures but no firm concessions. Thus, the United
States went ahead and cosponsored a resolution on China. But
China blocked debate on its rights record by winning a no-action
vote on April 15. In May and June, Congress fought another annual
battle over China’s MFN trading status. In the end, the House ap-
proved China’s MFN status again on June 24, by a vote 259 to 173.
Moreover, Hong Kong was returned to China on July 1, which gen-
erated much U.S. scrutiny and criticism.5

Despite the disputes over human rights and other issues, the Clin-
ton administration and the Chinese government pushed ahead to
construct a strategic relationship. Albright visited Beijing in Febru-
ary 1997, the only Western leader to visit during a six-day mourning
period for Deng Xiaoping. Vice President Al Gore visited Beijing in
March 1997, the highest U.S. official to do so since 1989. Chinese
Foreign Minister Qian Qichen visited the United States in April and
National Security Adviser Berger visited China in August. More im-
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portant, President Jiang Zemin paid his first state visit to the United
States in October 1997. Right before Jiang’s visit, on October 24,
Clinton made his first speech exclusively on China. While critical
of China’s human rights record, Clinton defended his “pragmatic
policy of engagement” as “the best way to advance our fundamental
interests and values.”

During Jiang’s visit to the United States, he and Clinton agreed
in a joint statement to “build toward a constructive strategic part-
nership between China and the United States through increasing
cooperation to meet international challenges and promote peace
and development in the world.” But human rights was a major issue.
Jiang encountered demonstrations by human rights activists and
engaged in debates over human rights. The U.S. media also covered
human rights issues extensively. While refusing to back down on
human rights in his debate with American leaders, Jiang made some
gestures by inviting three U.S. religious leaders to visit China. He
also reaffirmed Beijing’s intention to sign the International Cove-
nant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights.

Jiang’s successful visit allowed him to make further concessions.
Wei Jingsheng was allowed to leave for America in November 1997,
and some U.S. religious leaders visited China in early 1998. In re-
sponse, the U.S. State Department’s annual report for 1997 con-
cluded that “there were positive steps in human rights [in China],
although serious problems remained.” The report then listed posi-
tive steps such as Beijing’s signing of the International Covenant on
Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, its more tolerant response
to dissent, its release of Wei Jingsheng and a few others, its progress
in legal reform, and its more open society. This was in sharp con-
trast to the State Department report for 1996, which concluded
that the Chinese government “stepped up efforts to cut off expres-
sions of protest or criticism.” Critics of China in the United States
used the report to attack the Clinton administration’s policy of en-
gaging China. In public debates and editorials, they argued that
the administration had failed to act upon its own conclusion that
China’s human rights situation had worsened and had sacrificed
American values for commercial interests in China. Thus, Beijing’s
concessions allowed the State Department to offer a more positive
assessment supportive of Clinton’s cooperative approach toward
Beijing 5
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The Chinese government took another significant step in March
1998 when it decided to sign the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights later in the year; China had already signed the
International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights.
As a reward, the Clinton administration decided not to seek cen-
sure of China at the UN Human Rights Commission.’® Then Wang
Dan was released from prison on medical parole and sent to the
United States on April 19. Stanley Roth, Assistant Secretary of State
for East Asia and Pacific Affairs called Wang’s release “the direct
outcome” of the Jiang-Clinton summit in the previous year and “a
pre-summit deliverable” leading up to Clinton’s June visit.** From
the Chinese side, it was also a relief to see tensions reducing and
cooperation increasing after several years of ups and downs.*°

Clinton’s and Jiang’s efforts at creating a strategic partnership
looked most promising with Clinton’s nine-day state visit to China
in June 1998. While few substantive results were anticipated and
achieved from the trip, both sides won symbolic victories. The
Clinton administration hoped to demonstrate the potential of the
relationship and to change people’s perceptions of China. Jiang
cooperated by giving Clinton an unprecedented opportunity to
talk directly and freely to the Chinese public about democracy and
human rights as well as other issues, in a joint press conference with
Jiang and a session with Beijing University students televised live on
Chinese television, and in a radio call-in show in Shanghai. Clinton’s
performance won widespread praise in Washington.

On the Chinese side, Jiang hoped to present a more open China
to the world, a more confident leader to the domestic audience, and
apledge from Clinton to discourage Taiwan’s move toward indepen-
dence. He performed well, appearing comfortable and confident.
Clinton also gave a verbal pledge for a “three nos” policy on an in-
formal occasion in Shanghai, meaning that the United States would
not support an independent Taiwan, would not support Taiwan’s
entry into international organizations that require sovereignty, and
would not support a policy of “one China, one Taiwan.” But this
expression was heavily criticized at home. As for Beijing’s effort to
convince the world that China had become more open, the result
was mixed. On the one hand, the Chinese government’s willingness
to allow Clinton to discuss taboo issues directly with Chinese people
won praise. On the other hand, the security apparatus harassed and
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arrested dissidents right before and during Clinton’s visit, diverting
much media attention away from Beijing’s carefully orchestrated
agenda.

The Sino-U.S. relationship deteriorated soon after Clinton re-
turned to Washington. Ironically, Clinton and Jiang tried to elevate
the bilateral dialogue to a strategic level to promote cooperation
but only found significant strategic differences. Hard-liners in both
countries attacked the engagement policy. Rather than hope for a
better relationship, fear of each other’s intentions has been driv-
ing the political dynamics in both countries, resulting in renewed
tensions.

In the United States, critics of China, especially in Congress,
argue strongly that the two countries cannot be partners when
they differ so much in values. More significant, critics have seized
every opportunity to embarrass the administration and undermine
the strategic partnership. Congress has pursued allegations of the
transfer of sensitive technologies to China by businessmen con-
nected with the Democratic Party and allegations of Chinese in-
fluence in American elections. China’s mounting trade surpluses
with the United States and its continuous threat of force against Tai-
wan have also strained the relationship. The investigation of illegal
technological transfers to China has led to allegations that some
Chinese American scientists have stolen advanced nuclear secrets
for Beijing and thus enhanced China’s nuclear capabilities, directly
threatening the United States. A special House committee headed
by Christopher Cox, a Republican representative from California,
concluded in late 1998 that China has been aggressively spying on
the United States for the past twenty years and that the Clinton ad-
ministration has not done anything about it. This report has had a
chilling effect on the relationship and put defenders of a coopera-
tive relationship on the defensive.

The Chinese government has given the United States plenty of
reasons for continued criticism of its human rights record. Ironi-
cally, an improved Sino-U.S. relationship encouraged Chinese dissi-
dents to seize the opportunity. On the day Clinton arrived in China,
some dissidents in a number of cities tried to register the China
Democracy Party, which claimed about 200 members in a dozen
branches throughout China. Soon after Clinton left China, the gov-
ernment started harassing the members of the party. On Decem-
ber 22,1998, three founders of the China Democracy Party received
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prison sentences ranging from 11 to 13 years. More activists were
sentenced later. Beijing also intimidated and prosecuted some who
had participated in lively discussions of political reform earlier in
the year and imposed tighter control over internet discussions and
access to the outside world.

Beijing’s renewed repression reflected a familiar Chinese pattern
of alternating relaxation and tightening of political control. The
relaxation stage unleashes forces that prompt a frightened party
leadership to impose new restrictions. The government, worried
that a popular revolt could result from widespread public anger
over official corruption, and from dissatisfaction with rising unem-
ployment and the failure of state enterprises (conditions that had
worsened during the Asian financial crisis), adopted resolute mea-
sures to nip in the bud any potential challenges to its authority, in-
stead of adopting genuine reforms to remove the root causes of so-
cial unrest. In particular, the government wanted to ensure stability
before the PRC'’s fifty-year anniversary in October 1999. In this con-
text, international reaction was a minor consideration.

Not surprisingly, Congress strongly criticized Beijing. Right be-
fore the two countries resumed human rights dialogue on Janu-
ary 11-12, 1999, after four years’ suspension, Congressional Inter-
national Relations Committee Chairman Benjamin A. Gilman and
four other House members sent a letter to Albright, protesting that
“initiating a human rights dialogue at this time would be both inap-
propriate and fruitless, given the current Chinese attitude toward
human rights and the current ongoing crackdown.” %! The admin-
istration also adjusted its assessment of the human rights situation
in China while continuing to pursue a better bilateral relationship.
The State Department report for 1998 concluded that “the [Chi-
nese] government’s human rights record deteriorated sharply be-
ginning in the final months of the year with a crackdown against
organized political dissent.” The report stated that the Chinese gov-
ernment was trying to “nip in the bud” dissent beginning in the
fall of 1998. The drastically different tone certainly reflected the
realities in China but was also a product of American domestic
politics. The “generous” assessment of China in the 1997 report
was subject to severe criticism by Congress, the media, and human
rights NGOs. Harold Hongju Koh, who replaced Shattuck as Assis-
tant Secretary of State for Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor
in November 1998, emphasized at the press conference on Febru-
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ary 26 when the report was released that they pulled no punches
when it came to China. To address particular Congressional con-
cerns, the 1998 report emphasized China’s poor record in reli-
gious freedom. Congress and NGOs were basically pleased with the
report.

The Chinese government responded with its own report, “Hu-
man Rights Record in the United States,” in March 1999. Refer-
ring to the U.S. report in its first sentence, the Chinese report was
clearly a rebuttal. It listed America’s problems with poverty, crime,
money politics, racial discrimination, abuse of women and children,
and neglect of international human rights conventions, selecting
Western media stories to substantiate the charge that “the U.S.,
which often grades human rights records of other countries, gets
low marks from its own people and the international community.”

The United States also resumed its sponsorship of a UN resolu-
tion condemning China. The Senate voted 99-0 on February 25,
1999 to urge Clinton to sponsor a resolution. Albright, who was to
visit China, indicated at the time that the administration had not
made a decision whether to do s0.°2 Once in Beijing she clashed with
Chinese leaders on Beijing’s crackdown on dissidents. But she made
it clear that human rights disputes would not hinder progress on
other issues such as China’s WTO bid. In response, Chinese Foreign
Minister Tang Jiaxuan objected to American criticism of China’s
human rights record and to UN resolutions criticizing China.5® Al-
bright’s tough stance on human rights was partly due to increas-
ing pressure on the administration from Capitol Hill.* The United
States decided on March 26 to introduce a China resolution. EU
members refused to be cosponsors. On April 23 China again suc-
ceeded in blocking discussion and a formal vote through a no-
action motion, which was approved 22 to 17, with 14 abstentions.
One day later, a Chinese foreign ministry spokesman declared that
“the United States stands alone in this anti-China farce.” %> Deter-
mining that “China’s human rights has continued to deteriorate,”
the U.S. State Department announced on January 11, 2000 that the
United States would sponsor a China resolution at the UN Human
Rights Commission meeting.5® But Americans lost the battle at the
commission again when the commission passed China’s no-action
resolution, 22-18, with 12 abstaining, on April 17.

What helped the Chinese government in this new round of hu-
man rights exchanges with the United States is that Western criti-
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cism does not resonate in Chinese society, as discussed in Chap-
ter Two. Unlike in the early 1990s when Western criticism of the
Chinese government was well received by a large segment of Chi-
nese society, such condemnation has fed into rising nationalist sen-
timent for the past few years.%” Such nationalist sentiment exploded
when NATO planes accidentally bombed the Chinese embassy in
Belgrade on May 7, 1999. This tragic incident hardened public
and elite opposition to the idea of “humanitarian intervention”
and human rights pressure. Some Chinese commentators asserted
that the bombing revealed the hollowness of the American human
rights crusade, a view shared widely.5

Many in the Chinese policy community now believe that the em-
bassy bombing has handed the Chinese government a powerful tool
to counter U.S. rights pressure and put Americans on the defen-
sive for a change. The Chinese government promptly suspended
military exchanges and bilateral dialogue on arms control, prolif-
eration, and human rights. After a freeze of four months, Clin-
ton and Jiang resumed high-level contacts with their summit at
the APEC meeting in Auckland on September 11, 1999. The two
leaders agreed on renewed bilateral negotiations on China’s appli-
cation to the WTO.% After tough negotiations over 13 years, the
two governments reached a historic agreement on November 15.
Deputy Assistant Defense Secretary Kurt Campbell went to Bei-
jing on November 18 to discuss the renewal of military exchanges.
In early December small groups of the People’s Liberation Army,
the U.S. Air Force, and Hong Kong’s Civil Aviation Department
mounted a joint civil rescue exercise. General Xiong Guangkai’s
visit to Washington in January 2000 fully resumed military ex-
changes. On December 16, 1999 the two governments also reached
agreement on compensation for the damage to the Chinese em-
bassy in Belgrade and the U.S. diplomatic mission in China, which
essentially brought the incident to conclusion. On June 8, 2000,
Beijing agreed to resume bilateral talks with the United States on
proliferation and arms control. In contrast, bilateral talks on human
rights remain suspended. While attending the ASEAN Regional
Forum, Albright met with her Chinese counterpart Tang Jiaxuan
on July 28, 2000. She urged Beijing to resume human rights dia-
logue with Washington, but Tang only agreed to study the issue.”
The Chinese government clearly has no incentive to resume rights
discussions.
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With or without dialogue, the U.S. government continues to
see human rights in China as its own concern. The State Depart-
ment released its first annual report on international religious free-
dom on September 9, 1999, as mandated by the International Reli-
gious Freedom Act signed into law on October 27, 1998. China
was a prominent target of criticism in the report. Four weeks later,
the State Department identified China along with Afghanistan,
Iran, Iraq, Burma, Serbia, and Sudan as responsible for “particu-
larly severe” violations of religious freedom. Now the secretary of
state is authorized to impose sanctions or waive them against these
countries. Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokeswoman Zhang Qiyue
promptly expressed Beijing’s “indignation and firm opposition” on
October 7. A major campaign against Falun Gong by the govern-
ment since July has also invited U.S. criticism. The State Depart-
ment report on human rights issued in February 2000 concluded
that China’s human rights situation worsened in 1999 as “the gov-
ernment intensified efforts to suppress dissent, particularly orga-
nized dissent.”

However, the U.S. government is more focused on trade and
security than human rights. Clinton’s effort to grant China perma-
nent normal trading relations (PNTR) status is a case in point. After
Clinton formally called on Congress on March 8, 2000 to grant
China PNTR, the China trade bill became one of the most con-
tentious bills on Capitol Hill in the past decade. While Senate ap-
proval was virtually certain, the vote in the House was too close to
call. Republican leadership and most Republicans were expected
to support the China bill but Democratic leadership and two thirds
of Democrats were opposed to it. Thus, the White House needed a
solid majority of Republicans and a core of centrist Democrats to
win the vote —at least 150 Republican votes and 70 Democrat votes,
to be exact, as 218 votes were needed to pass or reject the bill.

The Clinton administration went all out to persuade Congress
to grant China PNTR status. Seeing the vote as important to his
legacy, Clinton started early, establishing a “war room” to coordi-
nate lobbying efforts. On January 10, Clinton convened a special
cabinet committee and named Commerce Secretary William M.
Daley and Deputy White House Chief of Staff Steve Ricchetti to
lead the lobbying campaign.”t A report by the General Account-
ing Office showed that the Clinton administration used about 150
staffers, including 100 from the Agriculture Department, in its
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China Trade Relations Working Group. Clinton himself was heavily
involved, using the prestige of his office and his political skill to
persuade wavering Democrats. He invited undecided House Demo-
crats to the White House and met their requests for presidential fa-
vors.”? He argued that Congress needed to grant China PNTR status
for U.S. companies and farmers to benefit from market-opening
concessions China had made to Washington in return for gain-
ing entry into the WTO. He also argued that U.S. national secu-
rity might be compromised if PNTR status was not granted, since
Beijing would view a Congressional rejection of a trade bill with
clear economic advantages to the United States as proof that the
United States indeed intended to contain China. To build public
support and put pressure on wavering members of Congress, the
White House also invited former presidents and cabinet secretaries
to speak up in support of the China trade bill.

The U.S. business community, which stands to gain from China’s
opening market, launched a well-organized and well-financed
lobbying campaign on Capitol Hill and in electoral districts. The
Business Roundtable, for example, targeted 88 districts and hired
50 full-time “trade organizers” for lobbying. The business group
spent $9.2 million on the campaign, an amount larger than that
it spent to lobby for Congressional approval of the North Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). The U.S. Chamber of Com-
merce spent $4 million on its campaign and mobilized local busi-
ness leaders to lobby their legislators in 66 congressional districts.
Moreover, corporate America committed more campaign money in
the election cycle that was going on at the time.”

On the other side, organized labor, human rights activists, some
religious groups, and Democratic leadership in the House were
firmly opposed to giving PNTR status to China, arguing that free
trade with a communist China would sacrifice American values and
jobs. China’s critics in Congress also argued that U.S. trade with
China for the previous two decades had not moderated Beijing’s
behavior toward its citizens and Taiwan. Worried about losing jobs,
and building on its successful demonstration to disrupt the WTO
meeting in Seattle, the AFL-CIO turned the China trade vote into
a litmus test for Democrats in Congress who needed labor support
in their districts. But they weakened their case by giving a pass to
Al Gore, who supported the China trade bill.

To find an alternative to annual reviews, Reps. Sander M. Levin
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(D-Mich.) and Doug Bereuter (R-Neb.) introduced measures into
the bill to create an independent commission to monitor China’s
human rights and compliance to trade agreements. Despite criti-
cism that the mechanism was toothless, this companion bill became
critical in persuading wavering Democrats to cast yes votes. Inde-
pendently, Commerce Secretary William Daley announced a $22
million trade enforcement program to monitor China’s trade per-
formance, including the creation of a “rapid response team” led by
a new deputy assistant commerce secretary for China. This move
was also meant to influence undecided Democrats in the House.™

The China trade bill cleared major Congressional hurdles on
May 17. The House Ways and Means Committee approved the bill
by 34 to 4. The Senate Finance Committee voted 18 to 1 in favor.
Neither side had secured enough votes on the eve of the vote, al-
though the yes camp had gained momentum. According to Repub-
lican sources, 145 Republicans supported the bill, with 6 more lean-
ing in favor and another 10 undecided. On the Democratic side, 68
had given firm support while 15 remained undecided.” But few in-
siders in Washington doubted that the bill would eventually pass.
On May 24, the China bill passed in the House with surprising
ease, with 237 (164 Republicans and 73 Democrats) in favor and 197
against. There were 19 more votes in favor than were needed to pass
the bill. The approval margin of 40 votes for the China trade bill
was larger than that for NAFTA, which passed 234 to 200 in 1993.

Although human rights concerns did not prevail over business
interests, they were nevertheless important. It would not have been
so difficult to pass the China trade bill if not for human rights con-
cerns. Itis amazing that there was such intense opposition to a trade
bill when the country was experiencing a decade-long economic
boom, the unemployment rate was at a historical low, and Ameri-
can business elites were so clearly in favor of a trade agreement with
China that required Beijing to make one-sided market concessions.

Conclusion

The changing nature of the interaction between human rights and
strategic and economic issues explains why human rights was not
treated as a crucial issue in Sino-U.S. relations in the 1970s, why it
became contentious after the Cold War ended, why the Clinton ad-
ministration decided to delink human rights and MFN trade status
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for China in May 1994, and why the U.S. government has become
largely muted over human rights in China since mid-1996.

Washington’s high-pressure approach has been largely ineffec-
tive except for winning release for and better treatment of high-
profile dissidents. The case of Sino-U.S. human rights exchanges
shows how difficult it is, even for the world’s most powerful coun-
try, to influence the domestic affairs of a major power like China
if that major power is determined to resist such attempts. It also
shows that the key reason Beijing has been able to fend off U.S.
pressure lies in its demonstrated ability, so far, to maintain effec-
tive control over the country and promote economic growth. U.S.
human rights policy at present receives little positive response from
Chinese society, and even from reform-minded intellectuals.

Looking into the future, whether human rights tops the diplo-
matic agenda or falls somewhere down the list, it will remain an im-
portant issue in the Sino-U.S. relationship. China and the United
States have different political systems and social values, a situation
unlikely to change quickly. Due to the American public’s strong
negative view of the Chinese government, human rights groups
in the United States have won “the rhetorical war,” which sets the
limits on U.S. policy toward China even though the actual policy
influence of human rights groups is still limited.” As a result, advo-
cates for deeper engagement and a strategic dialogue with China
insist that human rights must remain important. In addition, Chi-
nese 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 supported by sympathetic
media and scholars, they still influence public and congressional
opinion in the United States. Furthermore, social forces such as the
Falun Gong movement, unleashed by economic reform, will also
catch American attention and complicate bilateral relations.



Chapter Four
Human Rights and Sino-
European Relations

Non-Issue Through the 1980s

China formed diplomatic ties with Denmark in 1950, Britain and
the Netherlands in 1954, and France in 1964, much earlier than with
Japan and the United States. But China initially treated Europe as
a low foreign policy priority due to Europe’s declining influence,
deference to Moscow’s European policy, and a more urgent need
to deal with its Asian neighbors. However, after splitting with the
Soviet Union in the early 1960s, Beijing sought closer contact with
Europe in order to seek allies against Moscow and advance its eco-
nomic interests, but it compromised its efforts with the chaotic start
of the Cultural Revolution. In the 1970s China actively promoted an
anti-Soviet united front with Western Europe. Accordingly, Beijing
reversed an earlier position and came to support European integra-
tion.! Once China adopted an independent foreign policy in 1982,
Sino-Western European relations became based more on mutual
economic and political interests and became less constrained by the
superpower relationship.

Human rights was largely a non-issue in Sino-Western European
relations through the 1980s. It is true that human rights in China
became a concern for nongovernmental organizations in the late
1970s. Amnesty International, based in London, was the first to re-
port on human rights abuses in China, issuing a report entitled
“Political Imprisonment in the People’s Republic of China” in 1978.
But European governments did not treat China’s human rights as a
diplomatic issue. Despite appeals from Chinese dissidents and Am-
nesty International, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher did not raise
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the issue of Wei Jingsheng and other jailed Chinese dissidents when
meeting with Chinese leaders. Except for the French government,
which raised some individual cases with the Chinese, Western Euro-
pean governments were silent about human rights in China. The
European Community (EC) did not press the human rights issue
with the Chinese government even though it had done so with other
governments.?

Western Europe’s neglect of human rights in China can be attrib-
uted, first of all, to the nature of its human rights foreign policy.
Human rights became a central concern for Europeans after the
Second World War because Europeans wished to prevent a repeat
of the Nazi horrors in Europe. But they focused on building re-
gional and global human rights institutions, accepting multilateral
supervision of domestic practices and connecting rights concerns
with European integration. They did not incorporate human rights
into foreign policy until the late 1970s. The first European initiative
was the adoption of a Joint Declaration on the Protection of Fun-
damental Freedoms by the European Commission, the Council of
Ministers, and the European Parliament in 1977. Even then West-
ern Europe targeted Spain, Greece, and Turkey, countries on the
fringe of Europe, and their former colonies.? China was, therefore,
off Europe’s radar screen.

Like the United States, Western Europe exempted China because
of inadequate information about that country’s human rights situa-
tion, respect for its ancient civilization and bold socialist experi-
ment, sensitivities about its century of humiliation, and lack of do-
mestic lobbies.* In addition, starting in the early 1970s the West saw
China as an important strategic check on the Soviet Union. While
much more moderate on the Soviet Union than China was in the
1970s, Europeans did not hesitate to use a better relationship with
Beijing as leverage with Moscow.?

Another reason was Western Europe’s strong interest in support-
ing the Chinese economic reform and gaining access to the Chi-
nese market.® Once NGOs started reporting on China’s human
rights situation in the late 1970s, this negative coverage was offset
by a positive public image of Deng’s daring economic reform that
moved the country from a planned economy to a mixed economy
incorporating market principles.

There were also unique reasons why some European govern-
ments avoided confronting China over human rights. Great Britain,
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for example, did not want to challenge China because Hong Kong’s
survival depended on Beijing’s cooperation. Ironically, once China
and Great Britain signed an agreement in 1984 on the reversion of
Hong Kong to China based on a formula of “one country, two sys-
tems,” human rights became a greater concern for the British gov-
ernment. London’s later attempt at faster democratization in Hong
Kong created tension with Beijing in the early 1990s.

Since the Chinese did not consider human rights to be an issue
with Europeans, they did not take any diplomatic action to de-
fend their human rights record. If anything, Chinese attacked West-
ern colonialism and racism in the international arena.” Although
the Chinese rarely used the term “human rights,” their attack on
the West was based on norms such as self-determination, racial
equality, and justice, which gave them a powerful propaganda in-
strument.® Europeans did not enjoy a moral high ground over
China in the 1960s when they were ending their colonial presence
in the Third World. Then from 1975, when China established diplo-
matic ties with the EC, to June 1989, when the Tiananmen incident
took place, the Chinese saw a steady improvement in political and
economic ties with Western Europe, unlike in Sino-U.S. relations,
which were plagued by periodic conflicts, and in Sino-Japanese re-
lations, which were shadowed by history.?

Weathering the 1989 Storm

The 1989 Tiananmen incident and the European response to the
incident sent Sino-Western European relations to a low point. West-
ern Europe joined the United States to condemn the Chinese gov-
ernment. At the Madrid summit in June 1989 the EC imposed sanc-
tions on China, including suspension of high-level official contact,
a freeze on military cooperation, an embargo on arms trades with
China, postponement of new requests for credit insurance and the
examination of new loans by the World Bank, and restrictions on
scientific, cultural, and technical cooperation. Particularly annoy-
ing to Beijing, the French government allowed prominent Chinese
dissidents to gather in Paris to form an opposition group advocat-
ing overthrow of the government in China. At the G7 summit in
Houston in July 1990, the French led the way arguing for main-
taining a tough line on China, while the Japanese wanted a softer
position.'” Western Europeans also joined Americans in sponsoring
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resolutions criticizing China at the UN Human Rights Commission
starting in 1990.

European economic sanctions inflicted immediate costs on China
in development assistance and investment. But unlike the United
States, Western Europe did not use China’s Most Favored Nation
(MFN) trade status for leverage even though it could technically
have done so.!! These costs were unpleasant but manageable for the
Chinese. Deng stated in July 1990 that the impact of Western eco-
nomic sanctions was limited.'?

More significant, China suffered serious side costs due to its weak-
ened bargaining position after Tiananmen. Following President
Bush’s decision to sell F-16 fighters to Taiwan, France agreed to
sell 60 Mirage 2000-5 jet fighters and other advanced weapons
to Taiwan in 1992. Also, the British government appointed Chris
Patten as its last governor of Hong Kong. A former Conservative
cabinet minister who was well connected with the prime minister
and the foreign secretary and distrustful of the Chinese commu-
nist government, Patten complicated Beijing’s takeover plan by ac-
celerating democratization in Hong Kong.”® In addition, European
governments became more comfortable meeting with the Dalai
Lama, the exiled Tibetan leader, thus further internationalizing the
Tibetan issue. All these developments were detrimental to China’s
core national interest in territorial integrity.

In addition, China suffered a reputation loss. As economic sanc-
tions hurt their own economic and commercial interests, Euro-
peans increasingly resorted to public criticism as a less costly way to
demonstrate their concerns over human rights in China. This sym-
bolic pressure was costly because the Chinese government cared
about its international image. As testimony to Chinese concerns,
the Chinese government committed tremendous diplomatic re-
sources to blocking anti-China resolutions at the UN Human Rights
Commission.

Western Europe became assertive partly because of the shock
effect of the Chinese government’s brutal crackdown, which was
broadcast on prime-time television. The end of the Cold War also
turned Western Europe away from China. Western Europe no
longer needed China as a strategic counterweight to the Soviet
Union, and simultaneously became preoccupied with the democ-
ratization and economic restructuring of Eastern Europe and the
former Soviet republics. More confident in the historical triumph
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of Western liberal democracy, Europe now saw China as a political
laggard which under Western pressure could potentially follow the
path of the European communist countries.

Furthermore, Western Europeans now better understood China’s
past and present human rights abuses. Ironically, when China
started opening its door to the outside world in the late 1970s,
the West became more critical of the country. An enhanced pub-
lic awareness of human rights in China compelled Western govern-
ments to deal with the issue. Closer bilateral ties also offered Europe
more leverage over China.

Western rights pressure and the collapse of China’s fellow com-
munist countries in Europe posed a severe challenge to the Chi-
nese government. As discussed in Chapter One, Deng chose to con-
tinue China’s economic reform while maintaining the communist
party’s political dominance. These two objectives explained China’s
combination of concessions and resistance when dealing with West-
ern Europe over human rights disputes. The Chinese government
adopted a measured approach, prioritizing its goals, making a dis-
tinction between Europe and the United States, and combining
concessions and counterattacks.

China made no compromise over Taiwan and Tibet. The 1989
Tiananmen incident initially made it easier for Taiwan to expand
its international space, given Beijing’s weakened bargaining posi-
tion and a growing international appreciation of Taipei’s economic
and political achievements. European nations such as France found
it easier to sell advanced weapons to Taiwan. In retaliation, Bei-
jing closed the French consulate in Guangzhou and did not allow
French companies to participate in Guangzhou’s subway project
and in other areas. China “normalized” relations with France in
1994, only after the French government promised not to sell addi-
tional weapons to Taiwan. In fact, the Chinese position on France
was much harsher than that on the United States, which had sold
F-16s to Taiwan earlier. China did not want France to set a precedent
in arms sale to Taiwan in Europe !t

By contrast, China did not retaliate against Western economic
sanctions on human rights. But neither did Chinese leaders bend
under pressure. Deng told former Canadian Prime Minister Pierre
Trudeau in July 1990 that “we may not have other abilities, but we
have proved ourselves in resisting sanctions.” After all, the People’s
Republic of China “has developed under international sanctions
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for most of the more than forty years of its history.” At the same
time, Deng wanted to improve relations with the West.!> Accord-
ingly, the Chinese government strengthened human rights propa-
ganda, focusing on the primacy of sovereignty and development
rights, and criticism of the West’s imperialist past and current short-
comings. At the same time, Beijing made opportune concessions to
minimize conflicts with Western Europe, namely releasing promi-
nent dissidents, starting a human rights dialogue, and joining inter-
national human rights conventions.

China did not criticize Western Europe as harshly as it did the
United States. Except for France, which hosted some leading Chi-
nese dissidents, Beijing did not blame Europe for trying to under-
mine the Chinese socialist system through peaceful evolution, an
alleged U.S. conspiracy.!®* The Chinese media and government
rarely named specific European nations when criticizing the West
over human rights. Beijing was also more willing to engage in dia-
logue with Brussels. The Chinese were reacting to Europe’s more
moderate approach and hoping to divide the West to its advantage,
by sending a message that dialogue was a more productive approach
than confrontation.

Encouraging Pragmatic Dialogue Since the Early 1990s
Western Europe’s Weakening Rights Pressure

Western Europe weakened human rights pressure on China in the
1990s. The European Community lifted most sanctions on China in
October 1990.7 From the Chinese perspective, 1993 was an impor-
tant turning point in Sino-Western European relations. In contrast
to previous years, the 1993 Tokyo G7 summit declaration did not
mention China’s human rights or sanctions on China.!8 In October
the German government announced a new Asia policy that treated
Asia as a new foreign policy focus; China was important in this con-
text.'® The French government also took action to improve relations
with Beijing. Prime Minister Edouard Balladur visited Beijing to ex-
pand commercial ties with the Chinese in April 1994.

As Western European nations tried to improve their overall re-
lations with China, human rights became less important in the
scheme of things. The European Union (EU) adopted a “Long-
Term Policy for China-Europe Relations” on July 15, 1995, which
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shifted the EU’s human rights approach to China from confron-
tation to dialogue. The document concluded that it was danger-
ous to make frequent public denunciations of China because such
denunciations would actually weaken one’s intended message. The
EU further developed a strategy to build a “Comprehensive Part-
nership with China” on March 25, 1998. These documents called
for political and economic cooperation and human rights dialogue
with China.

Human rights remains an issue. As the EU China policy docu-
ment suggested, Western Europe engage in human rights dialogues
with China twice a year. European leaders continue to raise human
rights issues when meeting with their Chinese counterparts. As Pre-
mier Zhu Rongji commented at a press conference, when foreign
guests meet Chinese leaders, they never fail to discuss rights issues
and present lists of people they consider to be jailed dissidents, as if
they cannot otherwise explain themselves on their return.2* While
Europeans have been serious in human rights dialogues,? such ex-
changes have become ritualistic, handled in a manner that is non-
threatening to the Chinese government.

The EU has also retreated at the UN Human Rights Commis-
sion. The 1995 EU China document emphasized the importance
of dealing with China’s human rights at the commission, using the
1995 conference to vindicate this new approach. At that meeting
the West managed to defeat China’s technical maneuver and came
up short by only one vote in passing a China resolution. However,
Western Europe was fighting a losing rear-guard action. The EU
stopped sponsoring anti-China resolutions in 1997 due to the de-
fection of France, Germany, Italy, and Spain. This caused a division
among EU members. “If I were a political prisoner in China, I'd
be a very disappointed political prisoner,” Dutch Foreign Minister
Hans van Mierlo complained after the EU meeting of foreign minis-
ters ended.?? Supported by the United States, Denmark introduced
a China motion with several other European nations as cosponsors,
including the Netherlands, Britain, Austria, and Portugal 2

To avoid repeating the public division among EU members, Brit-
ain, which was holding the EU presidency at the time, urged EU
members to adopt a common position on China for the 1998 meet-
ing. British Foreign Secretary Robin Cook told journalists before his
trip to Beijing that “we are much more likely to get progress if we
all speak with one voice and all press the same message.” However,
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he was wearing two hats, one to represent the EU and the other to
represent the new Labor government for a fresh start with the Chi-
nese government.?* A consensus on China was eventually formed.
EU foreign ministers decided on February 23 that neither the union
nor individual members would support a resolution on China. “We
appreciated the EU’s attitude of strengthening dialogue and co-
operation and refraining from confrontation,” Premier Li Peng told
Irish Foreign Minister David Andrews on February 24.2° The United
States soon followed suit. As Human Rights Watch noted, “the EU
led the way in capitulating on human rights.” 26

As the Chinese government cracked down on political activists in
1998, the EU was divided over whether it should sponsor a China
motion at the 1999 conference. The EU sent a delegation to China
before an EU foreign minister meeting at which the matter would
be discussed. Chinese Deputy Foreign Minister Wang Yingfan met
for three hours with diplomats from Germany, Austria, and Finland
on March 16 and urged the EU not to criticize China at the human
rights commission meeting. On March 22, EU foreign ministers de-
cided not to criticize China and to continue human rights dialogue
with Beijing instead.?” As a compromise, German Foreign Minis-
ter Joschka Fischer, speaking on behalf of the EU and a group of
Central and Eastern European countries, told the commission that
China “does not comply with international standards” on human
rights and that Beijing’s actions against dissidents placed “a great
strain” on the European-Chinese dialogue.?® Washington decided
to sponsor a China resolution and appealed for EU assistance. EU
members refused to be cosponsors although they cast votes for the
U.S. proposal. In the end, the commission voted 22 to 17, with 14
abstentions, in favor of a “no-action motion” on the U.S. proposal.?
One day later, a Chinese foreign ministry spokesman declared that
“the United States stands alone in this anti-China farce.” 30

Despite Beijing’s crackdown on dissidents and Falun Gong, Euro-
pean governments are actively courting the Chinese government.
Jiang Zemin paid a state visit to Britain, France, and Portugal in
October 1999. Jiang was royally received in London in the first Chi-
nese state visit to Britain. The British government used an old law to
forbid demonstrations and protests in the royal parks along Jiang’s
route to Buckingham Palace, an act that prompted an Economist edi-
torial to call Britain “a less liberal and more hypocritical place than
is often claimed.” 3! The French government formally received Jiang
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in Paris on the day when the Chinese government tried four democ-
racy activists and formally charged the leaders of the Falun Gong
movement with stealing state secrets. As in Britain, demonstrators
in France were brushed aside. German Chancellor Gerhard Schro-
der visited China in early November 1999. During his talk with Zhu
Rongji on November 4, they reportedly discussed human rights
issues. Schroder indicated afterwards that Germany would not par-
ticipate in actions harmful to China, due to the two countries’ dif-
ferent opinions of democracy.??

Europeans still talk about human rights with the Chinese. In
December 1999, a delegation of EU leaders, led by EU Commission
President Romano Prodi, urged the Chinese government to ratify
the two international human rights treaties it had signed earlier,
abolish the death penalty, and resume a dialogue with the Dalai
Lama. They also raised the issues of the recent Chinese crackdown
on democracy activists and the Falun Gong spiritual movement. But
Premier Zhu yielded little ground.?® The EU delegation included
Chris Patten, the last Hong Kong British governor, who promoted
democratization and criticized “Asian values.” Patten was appointed
EU Commissioner for Foreign Relations in July 1999. On Septem-
ber 2, Patten promised a tougher stance on human rights in China
at a confirmation hearing in the European Parliament, to the satis-
faction of European parliamentarians.3* But there were no reported
clashes between Chinese officials and Patten.® It appears that Euro-
peans are engaging in symbolic human rights diplomacy, largely for
domestic audiences.

At the 2000 UN Human Rights Commission meeting, China
again succeeded in a technical maneuver to block discussion of a
U.S.-sponsored resolution on China, prevailing by a vote of 22 to
18, with 18 abstaining and one absent. EU members voted with the
United States as they had done previously. However, France, Bel-
gium, and Italy vetoed EU cosponsorship for the U.S. resolution.3¢
Absence of strong European support has weakened U.S.-led efforts
to censure Beijing.

Western Europe’s weak position on human rights stands out
against its tough position when its economic interests are at stake.
After the Sino-U.S. market-opening agreement was signed in No-
vember 1999, the EU became the principal obstacle to China’s entry
into the WT'O. As Europeans sought additional concessions from
Beijing, difficult trade negotiations lasted for five months until May
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19, the eve of the U.S. congressional vote on China’s PNTR status.
Europeans did not succeed in their key demand that Beijing allow
foreign ownership of more than 49 percent of telecommunica-
tions ventures in China. But they received some additional conces-
sions, namely a shorter timetable for implementation of the agreed
market-opening measures, insurance licenses to at least seven Euro-
pean insurance companies upon accession, and reductions in tariffs
on 150 products not covered in the Sino-U.S. agreement 37

Europe is also weak on human rights compared to the United
States. My discussion of U.S. human rights policy in the previous
chapter and my discussion of European policy bear out this fact.
Europeans familiar with the subject have made similar observa-
tions. “When economic interests are at stake,” commented Peter R.
Baehr, a noted Dutch human rights scholar, “the Western Euro-
peans have shown themselves more reluctant to act than their
American colleagues.”® Chris Patten, the last British governor of
Hong Kong and now the EU Commissioner for External Relations,
stated that

American power and leadership have been more responsible than most
other factors in rescuing freedom in the second half of this century. . . . Now
the United States has to continue, unthanked, to stand up for these values
in Asia, not eschewing engagement with China and those in the authori-
tarian camp, but ensuring that the engagement is principled. Washington
will have only spasmodic support from European countries, whose preten-
sions to a common and honorable global policy are, alas, regularly turned
inside out by China’s facility at playing off the uninformed greed of one
against the unprincipled avarice of another.3

Moreover, the European Union has been more willing to punish
small countries for human rights violations. For example, the EU
imposed sanctions on Myanmar in 1998, including a visa ban for
Myanmar officials, withdrawal of trade benefits, and an arms em-
bargo. In its attempt to isolate the Myanmar military regime, the
EU has recently canceled high-level meetings with ASEAN, which
refuses to exclude Myanmar. On April 10, 2000, EU foreign minis-
ters decided to toughen sanctions against Myanmar, for its military
government’s intensified repression of dissent, by banning equip-
ment that might be used for repression and freezing overseas assets
held by members of the military government.

China’s rapid economic development since the early 1990s is a
major factor explaining Western Europe’s shifting position. Western
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Europe’s adjustment of its China policy has been driven primarily
by economic factors. In fact, Europeans took the initiative to estab-
lish a closer relationship with China and Asia in the 1990s, based
on a general sense among European policy elites that Europe needs
to turn to a rapidly growing Asia-Pacific region to enhance its bar-
gaining position vis-a-vis the United States and Japan. Europeans
launched a new strategy toward Asia in July 1994, a year before
its new China policy. Consistent with this new emphasis on Asia,
Asian and EU leaders held the first Asia-EU summit conference in
March 1996. China is a key factor for European success in this.*!
The simple truth is that once Asia and China became more impor-
tant, an economic rationale prevailed over human rights reserva-
tions.*? There are good reasons for Europeans to be more interested
in trade with China, a rising economic power and a growing trading
partner. China ranked fourth among the EU’s trading partners in
1999, with a trade volume of 68.8 billion euros or 4.5 percent of the
EU’s total, trailing only the United States (22.3 percent), Switzer-
land (7.5 percent), and Japan (6.9 percent).®

Western Europe also needs China’s political support to expand its
own influence. China occupies a permanent seat on the UN Secu-
rity Council and plays an important political and security role in
Asia. Former French Foreign Minister Hervé de Charette points
out that it is important for France and China to engage in major
international discussions. “It is not normal that dialogue with China
should be the prerogative of the Russians and Americans, especially
when Beijing’s relations with Moscow and Washington have never
been really smooth. This is why the Europeans, with France in the
front rank, must engage in regular, intensive, and constructive dia-
logue with China. It is easy to see why some in the world are try-
ing to prevent us from doing so—because they wish to conserve a
monopoly.”# It is not surprising that a senior French official made
these remarks, since France has always demonstrated an indepen-
dent streak in its foreign policy. As a recent example, French Presi-
dent Jacques Chirac warmly received Jiang and Iranian President
Mohammed Khatemi back to back in October 1999, despite strong
domestic criticism of the human rights records of the two countries.

Western Europeans are also deterred to some extent from taking
a more activist stance by their own colonial past in Asia and Africa.
As a result, it is easier for target countries to criticize Europe’s his-
torical record as a counterattack.?® Recalling Britain’s acquiring of
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Hong Kong after the Opium War, and France’s sacking of the Sum-
mer Palace in Beijing in 1860 and setting up a concession in Shang-
hai, Charette pointed out that “we should not forget the trauma
caused by our predecessors. It explains also why the appeals for
democracy and respect for human rights in China, which we make
so readily, are sometimes very difficult for Chinese leaders to ac-
cept.”*6 Chinese leaders certainly remind their European critics of
Europe’s own past.

Moreover, frustrated with past failures at pressuring China to
change its behavior, pragmatic European politicians have needed
to take a different course.#’” After announcing the French govern-
ment’s decision not to support a UN resolution criticizing China on
March 28, 1997, the foreign ministry spokesman justified the de-
cision by saying that “you have to choose between confrontation
detached from reality and constructive dialogue.”*® One explana-
tion for Jiang’s warm reception in France in October 1999, called
“degrading for France” by the daily Le Monde, is that realpolitik had
prevailed over human rights.*® To some extent, the U.S. adminis-
tration feels the same way. But unlike the United States, Western
Europe does not have strong anti-China lobbies exerting pressure
on government. While the European Parliament continues to criti-
cize Beijing, it is a far less important institution in Europe than Con-
gress is in the United States. At the same time, European business
communities are actively promoting a cooperative relationship with
China.

China’s Calculations and Responses

Two features stand out in China’s calculations about its policy to-
ward Western Europe. On the one hand, Beijing has confidence in
its ability to manage European rights pressure, unlike in its human
rights disputes with Washington. Human rights is not seen as an im-
portant issue in the bilateral relationship with Europe. In Chinese
writings on Sino-European relations, human rights, as one of the
last issues discussed, normally takes up little space.’® By contrast,
Chinese writings on Sino-U.S. relations always treat human rights as
a central bilateral issue. There are even books on Sino-U.S. human
rights confrontations.” Moreover, while China needs Europe’s mar-
ket, investment, and technologies, the Chinese are also aware of
Western Europe’s need for China’s market and political influence.
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Chinese analysts see Western Europe as borrowing China’s strength
to compete with the United States and Japan.®? Chinese diplomats
concur.’?® This understanding of European motives has enhanced
Chinese confidence and strengthened its bargaining leverage with
Western Europe.

On the other hand, the Chinese now understand that the idea of
human rights is deeply entrenched in European political tradition.
Most Chinese scholars see human rights as a persistent issue. Even
strong advocates of the Chinese official view of human rights admit
that China’s publicity campaign has so far done little to change
minds in Western Europe.>* European public pressure ensures that
Western European governments need to address the issue of hu-
man rights in China. Furthermore, as likeminded Westerners, Euro-
peans are easily influenced by Americans.

Based on these assessments, the Chinese government has
adopted a four-pronged strategy of propaganda, economic state-
craft, concessions, and hardball diplomacy. First, Beijing has coun-
tered Western criticism with high principles of noninterference,
rights to development, and a collective and relative notion of hu-
man rights. This propaganda campaign should not be dismissed
simply because it does not resonate in the West. From the Chinese
perspective, Chinese propaganda has contributed to an emerging
consensus among likeminded developing nations whose support
has been crucial for China’s success in international arenas such
as the UN Human Rights Commission.’> More important, China’s
campaign has enhanced its legitimacy to its domestic audience. The
Chinese public has increasingly come to share government views
on human rights despite their frequent criticism of government
corruption and other social and economic ills. This is important
because Western criticism will not work unless it resonates among
ordinary Chinese, as discussed in Chapter Two. Less concerned
about the Chinese population cooperating with Western forces to
undermine its authority, the government is more confident in deal-
ing with the West, a crucial reason why Western pressure has be-
come increasingly ineffective.

Second, based on its awareness of European economic interests,
the Chinese government has adopted active economic statecraft,
rewarding cooperative governments with lucrative commercial con-
tracts while punishing those overly critical of China. In particu-
lar, visits between Chinese and European leaders are often accom-
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panied by signing ceremonies for commercial contracts. Beijing’s
strategy has paid off in influencing European positions on China.%¢
As an example, French President Jacques Chirac, during his visit to
Beijing in May 1997, received a $1.5 billion airplane contract from
the Chinese government, a contract worth more than twice what
the Americans received during Vice President Gore’s visit in March;
this was an implicit reward for France’s decision not to sponsor a
China resolution at the UN Human Rights Commission meeting in
March.5” Chirac and Jiang agreed to settle human rights disputes
peacefully and urged the EU to engage China in human rights “in a
constructive manner on the basis of equality and mutual respect.”5®
During Jiang’s visit to France in October 1999, the two governments
announced a $2.5 billion order for 28 Airbus jets.

It should be noted, however, that as China becomes more depen-
dent on the EU market, with a trade balance heavily in its favor, Bei-
jing is also becoming more vulnerable to European trade sanctions
if the EU chooses to impose them. EU statistics show that the EU was
China’s third largest trading partner in 1998, accounting for 15.1
percent of China’s total, closely following Japan (17.8 percent) and
the United States (17.0 percent). More significant, China’s exports
to the EU increased from 26.3 billion euros in 1995 to 49.5 billion in
1999 and its trade surplus increased from 11.5 billion euros in 1995
to 30.1 billion in 1999.° According to China’s statistics, the EU’s
trade with China totaled $55.7 billion, or 15.4 percent of China’s
total trade, and a close third to Japan (18.4 percent) and the United
States (17.1 percent). China had a surplus of $4.7 billion.%°

Third, Beijing has extended olive branches to Europeans, making
calculated concessions such as releasing important dissidents at op-
portune times, agreeing to human rights exchanges, and signing
international human rights treaties. While making these conces-
sions to the United States as well as to Western Europe, China has
been more conciliatory toward Europe. On the one hand, the Chi-
nese appear more willing to talk and more comfortable talking to
Europeans. On the other hand, while the Chinese media has been
critical of Western pressure on China, the Chinese single out the
United States by equating the West with the United States and sel-
dom mentioning specific European nations, as is reflected in fre-
quently used Chinese expressions such as the “U.S.-led West” or
“the U.S. and a few other Western nations.” Not even the accidental
NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade has changed
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China’s nuanced approach. After the bombing, the Chinese gov-
ernment suspended all military and human rights dialogues with
the United States. Qiao Zonghuai, China’s Ambassador to the UN
Office at Geneva, stated that “the U.S.-led NATO attack of the em-
bassy ... constitutes a gross violation of the sovereignty of China and
the human rights of the Chinese people.” ! By contrast, Beijing did
not suspend its human rights dialogue with Brussels. The Chinese
have focused heated criticism on the United States and “U.S.-led
NATO” while avoiding direct criticism of specific European nations,
with the exception of Great Britain .52

The Chinese strategy is meant to demonstrate its goodwill to
Europe and provide political cover for European politicians to im-
prove the overall bilateral relationship. But this strategy is also an
implicit reward for Western Europe’s more moderate human rights
approach to China and is meant to encourage further coopera-
tion.®® China rewarded Western Europe with “human rights dia-
logues” when major European nations ceased to cosponsor China
resolutions at the UN Human Rights Commission in 1997. Right
before the vote at the commission, Beijing indicated its willingness
to sign the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cul-
tural Rights by the end of the year, allowed the International Red
Cross to visit prisoners, and invited the UN High Commissioner
for Human Rights to China. After the commission meeting in late
August 1997, a German parliamentary delegation visited detention
centers and monasteries in Tibet. In September, Chinese Foreign
Minister Qian Qichen met the foreign ministers of Great Britain,
the Netherlands, and Luxembourg in New York and agreed to re-
sume the Sino-EU human rights dialogue. In January 1998 Qian
met Robin Cook, Foreign Secretary of Britain, which held the rotat-
ing EU Presidency from January to July. Qian agreed to allow a visit
by UN Human Rights High Commissioner Mary Robinson to China
and Tibet, to sign the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights, and to hold another Sino-EU human rights dialogue.5* One
day after the EU decided not to sponsor a China resolution at the
1998 UN Human Rights Commission conference, European legal
experts and officials were allowed to tour a model Beijing prison on
February 24, 1998.5

Judicial cooperation has become an important form of coopera-
tion and dialogue. In March 2000, the Chinese Ministry of Justice
and an EU consortium launched the China-EU Legal and Judicial
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Cooperative Program, the largest Sino-EU cooperative program
in China so far. With total funding of 13.5 million euros for four
years, the program will fund study trips and visits by lawyers, judges,
prosecutors, and other legal professionals from both sides.

China’s conciliatory approach to Western Europe reflects its
strong desire to improve its overall relations with Europe. This is
indicated by frequent high-level visits to Europe. In 1998-99, Presi-
dent Jiang Zemin, National People’s Congress Chairman Li Peng,
and Premier Zhu Rongji, the three most powerful men in China,
all visited Europe, along with other Chinese leaders. China wants
to see Europe become more unified and stand on its own as a pole,
which would contribute to the emergence of a multipolar world, a
world order preferred by China.5

China also sees Western Europe as a nonthreatening partner to
help them avoid excessive dependence on the United States and
Japan. In a strategy of divide and rule, China wants to show Wash-
ington that it is more productive to engage in dialogue than con-
frontation. This does not mean that the Chinese believe that they
can turn Western Europe against the United States. Rather, China is
making a defensive move to prevent a Western united front against
the country.5?

Fourth, China has taken hard stands against individual European
nations. Beijing treats the collective voice of the European Union
seriously. But the Chinese are well aware that it is still EU mem-
bers who decide their own foreign policy. From the Chinese per-
spective, Southern European nations Italy, Spain, and Portugal led
Europe in restoring relations with China. The Italian prime minis-
ter visited China in 1991. Li Peng paid a return visit in 1992, the
first visit by a Chinese premier to Europe since the Tiananmen inci-
dent. Spain and Portugal also engaged in active government visits
and economic cooperation with China. By contrast, Germany and
France started late but made rapid progress once they began mend-
ing their relationships with China. Northern and Central European
countries took more initiative in improving relations with China
than before. As an exception, Great Britain fell behind,% but the
new Labor government of Great Britain also improved relations
with Beijing after the Hong Kong handover in 1997.5°

China has made much effort to improve relations with major
European nations like France, Germany, and Italy as the key to
closer ties with the EU. This strategy paid off when France’s opposi-
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tion led to the collapse of an EU cosponsorship of anti-China reso-
lutions at the UN Human Rights Commission. While China retali-
ated against major European nations over issues such as arms sale to
Taiwan, it did not overreact to European human rights pressure.”

In sharp contrast, China has come down harshly on small Euro-
pean countries that have led the charge against China. As a pri-
mary example, Denmark, persuaded by the United States, led the
sponsorship of a China resolution at the 1997 UN Human Rights
Commission meeting after the EU decided not to do so. Beijing ex-
hibited a rare show of anger over human rights disputes with Euro-
peans. Until then, People’s Daily commentaries and foreign ministry
spokesmen mainly talked about “a few Western nations” and some-
times mentioned the United States. The Chinese media now singled
out Denmark for criticism. “This anti-China resolution will, I think,
in the end become a rock that smashes on the Danish government’s
head.” Foreign Ministry Spokesman Shen Guofang warned at an
April 10 news briefing. “Denmark, the bird that pokes out its head,
will suffer the most.” "' Beijing also saw Holland, which was holding
the EU presidency at the time, as actively mobilizing forces against
China.”? Beijing retaliated against Denmark, Holland, and other
smaller European nations that supported the China resolution. Ex-
amples of China’s retaliation included cancellation of visits by the
Dutch economic minister to China and by Vice Premier Zhu Rongji
to Holland, Austria, Ireland, and Luxembourg, which was sched-
uled for May of that year; “the hundred boat project” to import 100
Dutch boats to dredge Chinese rivers and ports; and a joint project
with major Dutch supermarket chain Marco. As one senior Chinese
diplomat saw it, the Danes and Dutch panicked and sent people to
apologize and mend fences with Beijing.”

Beijing was particularly annoyed with these small European na-
tions because their actions frustrated Chinese attempts to isolate
the United States after it succeeded in persuading major European
nations to shift their positions on China. By acting harshly, China
could send a strong signal to countries undecided about their policy
choice. Some Chinese diplomats use a cultural explanation for Den-
mark and Holland’s action, seeing the Dutch and Danes as out-
spoken people, unlike the diplomatically skilled and calculating
British and French.” The Chinese government also appeared to be-
lieve that it was not diplomatically costly to play hardball with these
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smaller countries. China’s deterrence strategy has worked to some
extent.

Beijing continues to watch what Europeans do regarding human
rights in China. The Chinese government was worried that the 1999
Nobel Peace Prize might go to Wei Jingsheng or Wang Dan or both.
Chinese Foreign Ministry officials reportedly called in Norway’s en-
voy to urge the Norwegian government to pressure the Peace Prize
Committee to choose another candidate.” In the end, the prize
went to Doctors Without Borders, an international NGO. It is not
clear whether Chinese pressure had any significant impact on the
outcome but the episode shows the serious efforts made by the Chi-
nese government. In a recent example, Beijing has protested to the
Swedish and Danish governments their allowing the Dalai Lama to
visit their countries in May 2000 and their arranging meetings for
him with government leaders.

Through all the means listed above, the Chinese government has
largely neutralized Western European criticism. As Human Rights
Watch lamented, “China succeeded in convincing virtually all in-
dustrialized countries to substitute ‘dialogue’ for ‘confrontation’
and public criticism during 1998.” And it is impossible to assess
whether these dialogues, which lack transparency, will serve as
sources of real pressure for change.” To China’s satisfaction, there
has also emerged since 1998 a consensus among European nations
to adopt a unified, conciliatory, and pragmatic approach toward
China, thanks both to Europe’s common interest in strengthen-
ing economic cooperation with China and the leadership of major
nations such as France and Germany.”” China’s confidence was viv-
idly revealed during Jiang’s visit to Europe in October 1999. On
October 25, while Jiang was in France, the Chinese government put
four organizers of the China Democratic Party on trial and charged
some jailed leaders of the Falun Gong movement with the serious
crime of stealing state secrets.

However, one should recognize that China’s “diplomatic victory”
entails high costs. On the one hand, Beijing has spent considerable
diplomatic resources, which could have been used for other pur-
poses. On the other hand, the Chinese government could have also
made more genuine improvements in human rights, which would
benefit the nation and the people as a whole and should take place
independent of Western pressure.
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Conclusion

As strategic, political, and economic considerations shaped Sino-
Western European relations through the 1980s, human rights was a
nonissue. The 1989 Tiananmen incident, the subsequent collapse of
communism in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, and a better
understanding of China’s human rights situation helped shape an
assertive European human rights policy toward China. Western Eu-
rope joined the United States in pressuring China in a public and
confrontational fashion. Still, Western Europeans balanced human
rights considerations with economic and political interests. Euro-
peans adopted a more pragmatic and less confrontational China
policy in the early 1990s, resulting in a gradual retreat in the human
rights arena. Europeans have changed their position because of
China’s rapid economic growth, its greater market and political
weight, and their own frustration with the failure of the previous
approach. Despite symbolic discussions of human rights, human
rights is now essentially sidelined in European relations with Bei-
jing.

The Chinese government does not feel as threatened by West-
ern Europe as by the United States. Western Europe is distant from
China, no more powerful than China on the world stage, and more
important, not apparently inclined to undermine the current Chi-
nese political regime. The Chinese also believe that Europeans need
the Chinese market and China’s political influence to advance their
interests. At the same time, Beijing needs European cooperation
for its modernization drive and wants to prevent a united Western
front against China. As a result, Beijing’s largely successful strategy
combines commercial incentives to encourage European coopera-
tion, tough stances and retaliation against confrontation to demon-
strate its costs, and symbolic concessions to provide political cover
for European governments.

Looking into the future, human rights is likely to be managed
within a framework of a distant but nonconfrontational Sino-EU
relationship. China and Europe have strategic and economic in-
centives encouraging them to maintain stable relations. But China
and Europe differ greatly in values and beliefs. Even though human
rights may not be on the table at the moment, it will continue to
fester, shaping a critical European view of China and influencing
other policy issues between China and Western Europe.



Chapter Five
Human Rights and
Sino-Japanese Relations

Non-Issue Through the 1980s

Among the major powers in the Asia-Pacific, Japan has had a long
history of interaction with China, while the United States is a late-
comer. The fates of Japan and China in the modern age have been
intertwined. It was after having observed China’s defeat by Great
Britain in the Opium War of 1839-42 that Japan started a success-
ful modernization following the Meiji Restoration of 1868. In the
meantime, China disintegrated in the course of a series of painful
transformations. In less than 30 years, Japan had become strong
enough to defeat China in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-95.
Japan’s actions toward China were an important reason for China’s
adoption of a different political system after WWII. The Japanese
demand to inherit the German concessions in China after WWI
touched off the May Fourth Movement of 1919, which contributed
to the founding of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) two years
later. During the war that followed Japan’s invasion of China proper
in 1937, the CCP gained in legitimacy and strength. After WWII
ended, the Communist forces won China within four years.

While Japan’s actions helped to create favorable conditions for a
communist China, they were also instrumental in the establishment
of a democratic system in Japan itself. Japan’s aggression ended in
defeat and occupation by the Americans, who forced democracy
on Japan. Although the U.S. occupation authorities adopted harsh
measures against Japan initially, the CCP victory in mainland China
made the United States reverse its Japan policy. China’s interven-
tion in the Korean War strengthened U.S. determination to help
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Japan’s economic recovery and development as part of the U.S.
global strategy to confront the communist bloc.

This complicated history between China and Japan has been a
crucial factor conditioning their relations in later years. The fact
that Japan became a U.S. protectorate meant that Sino-U.S. rela-
tions conditioned Sino-Japanese relations through the early 1970s.
Americans intervened strongly to prevent a closer economic and
political relationship between China and Japan despite a persistent
and strong interest and support in Japan for such ties.! Neverthe-
less, there was far more frequent contact between Tokyo and Bei-
jing than there was between Washington and Beijing. The Japanese
were eager to trade with China due to economic necessities, geo-
graphical proximity, historical ties, cultural affinity, and war guilt.
Beijing used “unofficial trade” and “people’s diplomacy” to satisty
its economic needs and manipulate Japanese domestic politics to
its advantage.? Americans tolerated limited Japan-China trade as
necessary for the economic survival and health of its key ally in
the Far East. The Japanese government normalized diplomatic rela-
tions with China in 1972 only after President Nixon made a historic
trip to China.

The fact that the United States imposed a democratic system on
Japan did not have a significant impact on Japan-China relations in
this stage. After all, powerful socialist and leftwing forces in Japan
were sympathetic to the Chinese communist experiment, a fact
which allowed Beijing to exercise influence by manipulating Japa-
nese domestic politics. Through the 1960s, Japan’s China policy,
along with its security treaty with the United States, were serious
domestic political issues that turned the country into “a house di-
vided against itself.”? This division aggravated the domestic Cold
War raging in parallel to the international Cold War.* Furthermore,
war guilt and cultural affinity widely shared by Japanese prevented
them from criticizing China.

In this context, human rights was a nonissue in Sino-Japanese
relations. Although this was similar to China’s relations with the
United States and Western Europe, there were important differ-
ences between Japan and the West in this period. First, Japan did
not have a human rights foreign policy, unlike the United States and
Western Europe, which started treating human rights explicitly as
a foreign policy issue in the 1970s. As a result, Japan’s neglect of
China’s human rights was a norm rather than an exception in its for-
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eign policy. Second, there were no human rights incidents to com-
plicate relations between Japan and China as there were between
China and the West starting in the late 1970s. Japan did not have to
take any action since emerging Chinese dissidents did not turn to
Tokyo for assistance. Third, unlike the United States and Western
Europe, Japan was on the defensive in its relations with China. In
fact, China was the only country other than the United States that
could use gaiatsu, or pressure on Japanese politics, due to Japanese
respect for Chinese civilization and guilt for Japan’s aggression. It
was China that frequently criticized Japan’s policies and internal
politics and often managed to win symbolic concessions from the
Japanese government in the 1980s.° Beijing was thus on high moral
ground while Tokyo kept a low profile.

Balancing Between China and the West in 1989-91

Japan became involved in human rights in China only after the 1989
Tiananmen incident and then only hesitantly. The 1989 Tiananmen
incident put Japan in a difficult position.” On the one hand, Japan
was worried about its image in the United States and other Western
nations, an image which had already been tarnished due to Japan’s
relentless advance into the global market. With the end of the Cold
War, the Japanese were concerned that Washington might replace
the Soviet Union with Japan as its number one enemy and that the
West might see Japan as “different” if the country took a different
stance on China. Foreign Minister Mitsuzuka Hiroshi was thus dis-
patched to Washington on June 25 to demonstrate solidarity with
its main ally. Tokyo eventually joined the Western camp in imposing
economic sanctions on China by suspending yen loans. Japan did
so more because of its desire to side with the West in appearance
than because of its convictions about human rights.®

On the other hand, Japan wanted to maintain its special rela-
tionship with China. Japan thus showed its difference from West-
ern nations by avoiding direct criticism of the Chinese government,
particularly concerning human rights and democracy, and by drag-
ging its feet. Also, unlike other industrial nations, the Japanese
government refused to grant political asylum to Chinese dissidents
and limited the freedom of expression, assembly, and association
of Chinese students in Japan.® More significant, Japan led the way
in easing China back into the international community. Japan saw
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aspecial role for itself when it came to China. “As relations between
China and the West remain tied in a difficult knot,” argued Tanino
Sakutaro, director general of the foreign ministry’s Asian Affairs Bu-
reau, “the role of untangling it . . . naturally falls on Japan among
the industrialized democracies.” 1

Sensitive to American views, the Japanese government waited
cautiously to start normalizing relations with Beijing until it became
known that Bush had sent National Security Advisor Brent Scow-
croft and Under Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger to Bei-
jing in early December 1989. In January 1990 Prime Minister Kaifu
Taoshiki became the first leader of a major industrial country to
receive an official Chinese delegation, which was led by State Coun-
cilor and Chairman of the State Planning Commission Zou Jiahua,
and he emphasized the need to continue friendly ties between the
two nations. Several Japanese private banks resumed loans to China
in March 1990, loans which totaled around $20 million.!! Encour-
aged by the White House’s decision to grant MFN status to China
in late May, Tokyo received Bush’s “understanding” of its intention
to renew its Third Yen Loan to China shortly before the G7 summit
in Houston in July 1990, even though Kaifu did not receive support
for his intention to lift sanctions.!? A few days later, Kaifu sent a spe-
cial emissary to Beijing to inform the Chinese government about
the G7 summit and Japan’s decision to resume aid to Beijing. Japan
promptly resumed its aid to China after the summit. Kaifu’s visit
to Beijing in August 1991 fully restored normal relations between
China and Japan, in contrast to the Sino-U.S. relationship.

Critics of Japan’s balancing act believed that Japan was driven by
commercial considerations. After Japan resumed aid to China in
1990, Nancy Pelosi, a Democratic House representative from Cali-
fornia and a strong advocate of a tough line on the Chinese govern-
ment, commented that Japanese “are basing their policy on deals,
not ideals.”® China was becoming important to the Japanese econ-
omy. China had become Japan’s fifth largest trading partner, with
total trade amounting to $19.3 billion in 1988. Japanese firms had
invested more than $2 billion in over 567 projects in China.* Japan
also provided large official and private loans to China. Japanese
companies, which had made an impressive advance into the Chi-
nese market since Deng opened China’s door in 1978, wanted to
further strengthen their positions by demonstrating to the Chinese
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government and their Chinese partners how reliable they were com-
pared to their competitors.

However, it is equally important to recognize Japan’s broader
interests in regional stability, which the Japanese government often
referred to in its policy statements. Japanese felt that assistance to
China’s modernization was necessary for stability in China and the
region. If China’s reform failed, Japan would suffer economically
and face potential waves of Chinese refugees to its shores. Tokyo
was concerned that isolating China would compromise the coun-
try’s chances of economic reforms. Also, while democratization is
important, few Japanese saw economic sanctions as the way to do
it.!> This view was really not that different from Bush’s own opin-
ion, but given different political environments, the Japanese gov-
ernment could do what the Bush administration could not. Besides,
due to its past aggression, Japan was uncomfortable intervening in
the internal affairs of its Asian neighbors and most of all in those of
China. Foreign Minister Nakayama Taro told Zou Jiahua on Janu-
ary 23, 1990 that Japan was not interested in imposing its values on
China, which has a different social system from Japan.1¢

Beijing was eager to use Japan as the weak link to break through
diplomatic isolation. During his meeting on September 19, 1989
with Ito Masayoshi, the leader of the Parliamentarian League for
Japan-China Friendship, Deng Xiaoping commented that the Chi-
nese government noticed “some differences” between Japan and
the West. He then emphasized that “Sino-Japanese friendship, im-
portant to both sides, is conducive to the interests of both peoples,
and to world peace and development,” a view Ito accepted.” Simi-
larly, Party General Secretary Jiang Zemin told a Japanese journal-
ist that while it is understandable that Japan emphasizes its rela-
tions with the United States, China and Japan are sovereign nations
and should develop friendship and cooperation autonomously. He
noticed Tokyo’s positive attitude towards resuming economic co-
operation with China.!® Premier Li Peng told a delegation of Japa-
nese senators that the Chinese government appreciated Kaifu’s
announcement that Japan would resume the Third Yen Loan to
China.’? Japan’s efforts at bridging China and the West were also
duly noted in the official Chinese media.?°

As Kaifu was the first leader of a major industrial nation to visit
China after the Tiananmen incident, Beijing saw his visit as an
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important step toward ending its diplomatic isolation. To demon-
strate its appreciation, Beijing agreed in principle to sign the Non-
Proliferation Treaty. In addition, China canceled memorial cere-
monies for forced Chinese labor in Japan and the victims of the 1937
Nanjing massacre. And the Chinese officials did not comment on
Japan’s wartime acts when Kaifu made apologies for the war.?! Al-
though Beijing was not inhibited in voicing its opinion about Japan,
its reaction was much more restrained than it could have been. For
example, despite China’s misgivings about Japan’s sending mine
sweepers to the Gulf at the end of the Gulf War, Japanese received
China’s “understanding.” 22

Japanese resources, to some extent, neutralized the effectiveness
of U.S. efforts. Japan not only differed from the United States over
human rights in China, it also helped shape southeast Asians’ re-
actions to the Tiananmen incident in a much more modest way than
the West wanted.?® The American business community also used
Japan as a weapon to put pressure on Congress not to impose sanc-
tions against Asian nations.?*

Did Japan gain special influence from its self-designated role as
a bridge between China and the West? There is little evidence that
Japan gained special leverage vis-a-vis the West based on its closer
ties with China. The United States and other Western nations had
their own channels to Beijing and did not have to go through Tokyo.
If anything, Tokyo’s straddling of the issue only increased Western
suspicion that Japan had yet to converge with the West. In Bei-
jing, however, Japan’s distance from the West over the human rights
issue did increase its bargaining leverage in the early 1990s. On
November 14, 1989, in a sign of the importance China attached to
Japan, Deng chose a Japanese delegation as the last foreign guests
he would receive in his official capacity.

With a stronger bargaining position, Japan became somewhat
more assertive than before. According to the sources close to Kaifu,
the Japanese government considered changing its system of provid-
ing credits to China, from a multi-year to a single-year basis, after
the expiration of the Third Yen Loan in 1995.25 A single-year sys-
tem would give the donor more influence. Kaifu raised arms control
and other important issues with Chinese leaders, hinting that Japan
would consider China’s efforts at controlling its military develop-
ment and weapons transfers when deciding on future government
loans to China. However, he was cautious over the human rights
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issue.?6 This would be a trend in later years; Japanese became more
and more concerned about China’s military spending and environ-
mental problems while remaining low key on human rights issues.

The China Exception in the Early 1990s

China’s human rights was not an important bilateral issue even
when Japan adopted a human rights foreign policy in the early
1990s. In fact, Beijing and Tokyo enjoyed a very warm relationship,
in contrast to the big chill between China and the West. However,
Tokyo continued to strike a balance between China and the United
States. As Washington demanded a close linkage between human
rights and MFN status, Tokyo actively mediated between the two
sides behind the scene. Moreover, to demonstrate its identification
with the Western camp, the Japanese supported Western attempts
at criticizing China in the multilateral context.

Japan’s Human Rights Policy

Japan became more concerned about human rights after 1991. On
April 10, 1991, Kaifu announced in the House of Councilors
Budget Committee that Japan would consider arms spending, the
democratization process, market reform, and human rights in de-
termining foreign aid to a country. These policy objectives were in-
corporated in the Official Development Assistance (ODA) Charter
adopted by the Japanese cabinet on June 30, 1992. The Charter ar-
ticulated, for the first time, a new approach to using Japan’s ODA
to improve human rights situations in recipient nations. It stressed
four principles: (1) environment and development; (2) prevention
of aid for military use; (3) military spending and arms production;
and (4) democratization, market economy, and human rights.
Japan appeared ready for a more active human rights foreign
policy in 1993. The Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), which had gov-
erned in Japan for 38 years, lost to a coalition of opposition parties
in the general election. In the new coalition cabinet, Foreign Minis-
ter Hata Tsutomu had been active in human rights issues in the Diet.
Prime Minister Hosokawa Morihiro had also made some promis-
ing remarks on human rights. Japan, indeed, became more active
in some areas. The 1995 issue of Japan’s ODA, an annual publica-
tion by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to highlight Japan’s ODA per-
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formance, listed a number of countries, mainly in Africa, that had
been subjected to Japan’s human rights pressure. In 1994, Japan sus-
pended or cut off aid to Sudan, Sierra Leone, Malawi, Haiti (until
President Aristide returned), and Nigeria over human rights issues.

In Asia, however, Japan did not follow the principle of democ-
ratization. In contrast to the United States, Japan preferred a low-
key approach.?” “Japan’s criteria for giving aid, the so-called Four
Principles, are not like U.S. laws,” noted Japanese diplomat Okazaki
Hisahiko: “They’re not enforceable. It’s just that we need to take
into consideration the recipient country’s behaviour under each of
the four headings. That’s certainly been done in China’s case, but
apparently they decided not to take any action.”? Tokyo avoided
using ODA to force China and other Asian nations to make im-
mediate and issue-specific improvements on human rights, while it
used ODA for other political objectives.?® As a result, Human Rights
Watch concluded in 1994 that despite the sea changes in Japan’s
domestic politics, “the impact on foreign policy, specifically in the
area of human rights, was negligible.” %

Japan’s past aggression in Asia works against the nation. It is dif-
ficult for the Japanese to act assertively in Asia when they have not
quite faced the past. Asians, Chinese in particular, would not re-
act well if Japan chose to promote human rights and democracy in
Asia. Simply put, few Asians see Japan as morally qualified to criti-
cize other Asian nations.

Japan is further deterred by strong resistance to foreign inter-
vention in human rights by some key Asian nations. Some Asian
leaders, such as Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew and Malaysia’s Mahamad
Mahathir, advocate community-oriented “Asian values” as different
from and even superior to the individually based Western concep-
tion of human rights.? It is not that easy to make a sharp distinction
between the two systems and argue that Asians do not need indi-
vidual rights. The advocates of Asian values often have their own
political agenda, and use values to justify their political dominance
and privilege. In addition, many Asians challenge so-called Asian
values and champion universal values of human rights. As a boost
to the human rights cause in the region, South Korea’s long-time
dissident, Kim Dae Jung, won the presidential election in Decem-
ber 1997. Kim supports the universality of human rights and rejects
the myth of Asian values.

Nevertheless, most Asian governments have challenged the
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moral authority of the West to criticize their human rights records
based on Asian values, myth or not. They have largely ignored
Western campaigns to isolate human rights violators. In fact, the
United States is often isolated in human rights debates in the re-
gion. For example, the United States clashed with Asian nations
over human rights at the annual ASEAN meeting in Kuala Lumpur
in July 1997 when Myanmar joined the regional group. Few Asian
participants shared U.S. Secretary of State Albright’s concerns over
human rights and individual freedom. Conversely, Asian govern-
ments generally welcome conciliatory U.S. measures. Clinton’s de-
cision to delink human rights and MFN status in 1994 for China,
for example, was welcomed by Asians.?2

This contentious situation between the West and Asia puts Japan
in a difficult situation, as Japan has avoided confronting Asia since
the end of the Second World War. Tokyo has adopted a two-track
foreign policy, one for the West and the other for Asia. Japan has
been less willing to accommodate the United States in Asia than in
other regions.?® Human rights is particularly sensitive. “Japan often
found itself in an awkward position,” as Ueki Yasuhiro points out.
“Human rights constitute a pillar of democracy in the West, whereas
they are often perceived as a threat to the regimes in power in non-
democratic countries.” As a Japan specialist in China sees it, Japan
would be isolated in Asia if it pushed Western values based on its
economic power since Asian nations have different understandings
of human rights and democracy than do the United States and West-
ern Europe.?® Given an emotional resistance to the West from nearly
all key Asian nations and a lack of explicit U.S. pressure on Tokyo,
Japan prefers to stay out of human rights controversies, especially
when it comes to China, which it considers to be the most important
country in the region.

Sino-Japanese Human Rights Relations

Sino-Japanese relations were normal in the early 1990s, in contrast
to Sino-Western relations, which remained partially frozen as dis-
cussed in the previous two chapters. In fact, Beijing and Tokyo en-
joyed one of the best periods in their often-troubled relations.
The two countries became closer economic partners. Tokyo con-
tinued to provide massive ODA to Beijing, totaling $6.3 billion
(in 1988 dollars) in the Third Yen Loan (1990-95). Bilateral trade
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grew sharply, from $19.6 billion in 1989 to $57.9 billion in 1995,
making China Japan’s second largest trading partner and making
Japan China’s largest trading partner.’” Despite the burst of the
bubble economy in the early 1990s, Japanese companies invested
$11.1 billion in China in 1989-95, compared to $2 billion in 1951
88.%8 Politically, the two governments engaged in frequent visits by
leaders and high officials, in contrast to the United States, which
refrained from high-level contacts with China.?® Party General Sec-
retary Jiang Zemin, Deng’s chosen heir, visited Japan in April 1992
and Emperor Akihito made a historic visit to China in October of
that year, marking the twentieth anniversary of the normalization
of Sino-Japanese relations.

Human rights did add a new dimension to the bilateral relation-
ship after the Tiananmen incident. For example, opponents of the
emperor’s visit to China cited China’s poor human rights record
and the 1989 Tiananmen crackdown as one of the reasons that
the emperor should not go to China. However, the government
supported the emperor’s visit as crucial for a friendly relationship
with Japan’s enormous neighbor.*® Unlike Western governments,
the Japanese government did not treat human rights as important
for its bilateral agenda with Beijing.*!

The Chinese government continued to seek a stronger relation-
ship with Japan. Beijing actively sought a high-profile visit by the
Japanese emperor. Premier Li Peng extended the invitation to the
emperor for the first time during his visit to Japan in April 1989.
After the Tiananmen incident, Chinese leaders made repeated invi-
tations for an imperial visit: Foreign Minister Qian Qichen in June
1991, Li Peng in August 1991, Qjan again in January 1992, and Jiang
in April 1992. Also, to encourage cooperation from the West, China
adopted a warmer approach to Japan than to the West. A sharp con-
trast was made between China’s treatment of Christopher’s visit to
Beijing in March 1994 and Prime Minister Hosokawa’s visit shortly
after, which reflected not only their different ranks but also Beijing’s
different attitudes toward them.*?> While praising Japan’s coopera-
tion, Beijing also wanted to keep Japan on the defensive by remind-
ing the Japanese from time to time of their past aggression against
China. The Chinese government continued to expect and ask for
official Japanese apologies for Japanese aggression during the war.

Tokyo’s awareness of actual or latent resentment against Japan de-
terred its pursuit of a proactive interventionist policy to improve
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human rights in China. Beijing was indeed ready to use history as
a trump card against any potential Japanese criticism of China’s
human rights record. A Chinese diplomat responsible for human
rights diplomacy pointed out that the Japanese never talk about
human rights in bilateral talks with the Chinese. “We don’t mind
talking about human rights. We can talk about Nanjing and com-
fort women.”*® Ironically, a greater degree of democracy in China
may unleash, at least in the short run, greater anti-Japanese senti-
ment. Such sentiment has been suppressed to a large extent by a
Chinese government that seeks a good working relationship with
Japan to realize economic modernization. As an example of such
a linkage, the Global Alliance for Preserving the History of World
War IT in Asia, based in the United States, grew out of the 1989 pro-
democracy movement in China. Inspired by its activities, Chinese
American author Iris Chang published a highly publicized book,
The Rape of Nanking, documenting the atrocities committed by the
Japanese army in Nanjing.*

In contrast to its bilateral relationship, Japan was more active in
multilateral arenas. Japan voiced different opinions about human
rights from those by China, Burma, and Iran in the Asian regional
human rights conference held in Bangkok in April 1993 before the
World Conference on Human Rights to be held in June in Vienna.
The Bangkok Declaration adopted by the 40 attending countries
gave a strong voice to the “Asian views” of human rights. The Japa-
nese delegation voiced strong opposition to the document even
though it did sign on to it. The Japanese argued that international
concerns about human rights do not count as interference in do-
mestic affairs and that it is legitimate to link foreign aid to recipient
countries’ human rights records.*3

More significant, Japan cosponsored resolutions criticizing China
at the UN Human Rights Commission throughout this period.
Japan’s cosponsorship invited a formal protest from the Chinese
ambassador in 199346 Japanese officials gave somewhat different
stories as to why Japan supported attempts to censure China at
the commission. Some maintained that Japan really had no choice
given the general international sentiment after the Tiananmen inci-
dent, and others suggested that Japan cared about human rights.*’
Both arguments have some validity, but it should be recognized that
such a dichotomy between bilateral and multilateral approaches
balances Japan’s crucial relationships with the United States and
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China. It is less costly to appease the West and criticize China in
multilateral contexts. Given the importance of its relationship with
China, Japan cannot afford to do too much, but given the impor-
tance of its relationship with the West, Japan cannot afford to do
nothing.

Japan and Sino-U.S. Human Rights Relations

While Tokyo tried to and did improve its relations with China, it
could not isolate its China policy from its relations with other coun-
tries, particularly the United States. Japan was concerned during
1989-94 when the U.S. Congress threatened to withdraw China’s
MFN trading status. Japan opposed the linkage between human
rights and MFN status but had to support the United States publicly.
Japan acted behind the scenes as a mediator. Tokyo wanted the re-
moval of the MFN-human rights linkage, considering it an irritant
in the Sino-U.S. relationship, and arguing that China was too impor-
tant to isolate and that engagement with China would provide con-
ditions for its eventual democratization. During his meetings with
Secretary of State Christopher and President Clinton in February
1993, Foreign Minister Watanabe Michio wanted the Americans to
take a “moderate approach” toward China and unconditionally re-
new MFN status for China. Prime Minister Miyazawa made the same
pitch during his meeting with Clinton in April.

At the same time, Japanese officials tried to persuade the Chi-
nese government to release some political prisoners and allow inter-
national organizations to visit Chinese prisons.* Japan played a
crucial role in persuading the Chinese to talk to the International
Red Cross. They also argued on the behalf of some Chinese dis-
sidents, who were later released for health reasons. When Jiang
Zemin met Clinton at the APEC meeting in Seattle in 1993, the Japa-
nese wanted to make sure that the meeting would be successful 4

Japan’s overtures were understood but not always welcomed by
the United States. “Japanese tend to take the Chinese side more
than we would like,” a U.S. official observed.®® Hosokawa’s March
1994 visit to Beijing was a blow to the Americans. He espoused views
that differed sharply from those of Secretary of State Christopher,
who had clashed openly with the Chinese over human rights issues
in Beijing earlier in the month. On his way home from Beijing,
Hosokawa contradicted an earlier report that he had urged the Chi-
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nese government to improve its human rights record. He reported
to the journalists, “I told [Li Peng] that it is not proper to force a
Western- or European-type democracy onto others.”% A U.S. offi-
cial lamented, “China will get a lot of mileage out of this.”>?

Japan’s lukewarm support for the United States in the human
rights area certainly had to do with anticipated Chinese resistance,
as discussed earlier. There are three other broad reasons, which
exist to this day. First, Japan sees promoting human rights in Asia as
alow priority due to its stakes in the region, its conception of human
rights, and its weak human rights nongovernmental organizations.
The Japanese value economic growth and political stability in the
region and generally see a positive correlation between the two. As
it is situated in Asia, Japan has a far greater stake in maintaining
order and stability in the region than countries outside. The Japa-
nese are particularly worried about an influx of Chinese refugees if
chaos takes place in China.

Japan is a democracy that respects human rights at home, but
Tokyo acts differently on human rights in other countries.®® Few
Japanese feel that Japan should promote democracy and human
rights abroad. Japanese tend to see human rights as internal affairs.
For example, Nakagawa Junji suggested that “the compatibility of
the ODA guidelines with the principle of nonintervention is still not
clear.”* Japan’s position on human rights has not escaped the atten-
tion of Chinese scholars. Liu Jiangyong, a Japan specialist in China,
argued that there is no legal basis in Japanese laws for humanitarian
intervention.5® Japanese tend to believe that economic growth is
necessary for democratization. Based on Japan’s own experience
and the experience of other East Asian countries, Japanese gen-
erally advocate patience and oppose intervention. In the case of
China, Japanese focus on the tension between economic modern-
ization and political liberalization rather than human rights. Mod-
ernization will lead to democracy but a strong hand is needed some-
times in the process to assure stability, which is key for economic
success. Takashi Inoguchi argued that “East Asian leaders shrewdly
recognize the potential for destabilization that political liberaliza-
tion could bring. This explains . . . why Deng Xiaoping dealt with
the Tiananmen Square demonstrators the way he did in 1989.”%

Second, there is insufficient Japanese domestic pressure on the
government to pursue a proactive human rights policy. The Japa-
nese view of democratization and the importance of stability, as dis-
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cussed earlier, is not really different from that of strategic thinkers
in the United States.5” In fact, President Bush himself did not feel
too differently from the Japanese but was constrained by domes-
tic politics. The Japanese and U.S. business communities also share
similar views about human rights issues. The U.S. business commu-
nity actively lobbies against economic sanctions on China, arguing
that Western business activities in the region will promote capital-
ism and democracy in the long run. What makes Japan different
from the United States is that Japan does not have a strong con-
stituency for a proactive human rights foreign policy. NGOs play a
limited role in shaping Japanese foreign policy. Opposition parties
do not pressure the ruling party on the human rights issue. Even
during the Tiananmen incident, no major opposition parties in
Japan pressured the government to act strongly against the Chinese
government. The powerful bureaucracy thus adopts a pro-business
policy with little internal opposition.58

Few foreign dissident groups operate in Japan, unlike in the
United States. Chinese dissidents and students in Japan have had
little impact on Japanese policy. In contrast, Chinese dissidents and
students in the United States have gained access to the administra-
tion and Congress. In the United States, human rights has its own
momentum, entrenched in values and domestic politics, and as a
result will remain an issue. In contrast, there are no powerful do-
mestic players in Japan that can sustain pressure on the government
to adopt a proactive human rights policy in cooperation with the
United States.%®

Third, the United States has not explicitly pressured Japan to sup-
port the U.S. human rights policy in China. Washington’s political
capital has mainly been used to resolve trade and security issues
with Tokyo. This reflects the White House’s priorities in Asia, with
human rights as only one of the issues rather than the issue that
commands high-level attention between American and Japanese
leaders. American and Japanese officials certainly exchange views,
and Japan keeps an eye on U.S. reaction to its dealings with China
and other Asian nations, with the human rights issue included. In
response to U.S. expectations and in anticipation of potential U.S.
criticism, Japan has taken some modest measures in its bilateral re-
lationships and a stronger stance in the multilateral context. Never-
theless, there is no explicit policy coordination between Japan and
the United States regarding human rights in China and other Asian
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nations. Michael H. Armacost, the U.S. ambassador to Japan be-
tween May 1989 and July 1993, recalls that he was periodically in-
structed to ask the Japanese to discuss human rights issues with the
Chinese leadership. “I generally encountered little resistance, and
I have no doubt that our Japanese friends raised these matters as
requested. Whether they did so in a determined manner, intending
to achieve results, or in a perfunctory way, merely to mollify Wash-
ington, I cannot say.” % A more persistent Washington would have
gotten a stronger Japanese response, as is often the case in the re-
lationship between the two nations.

The United States does not pressure Japan on human rights in
part because it recognizes Japan’s unique situation in Asia.5! But
more important, the United States itself is divided over human
rights issues in Asia, torn between moral concerns and strategic
and commercial interests, as discussed in Chapter Three. The U.S.
and Japanese business communities use each other to avoid human
rights issues. The American business community argued that un-
less the United States engaged China, Japanese firms would have
a strong hold on the China market. Once the American business
community succeeded in pressuring the White House to engage
China, Japan enjoyed greater legitimacy in its own approach to
China.

Sino-Japanese Human Rights Relations
Since the Mid-1990s

Human rights remains an insignificant issue on the bilateral agenda.
But unlike previously, Japan no longer stands out among industrial
countries as the United States and Western Europe have softened
their human rights approaches and normalized ties with China.
Ironically though, tensions have arisen between China and Japan,
which human rights issues have contributed to indirectly.

As in the early 1990s, Beijing and Tokyo have not addressed
human rights in any serious fashion in their bilateral exchange.
Tokyo welcomed Clinton’s decision to delink trade and human
rights in 1994, which made it less necessary for Japanese to raise
the human rights issue with the Chinese. Since 1994, human rights
has almost never come up in bilateral talks between China and
Japan.$? In fact, when Premier Li Peng visited Japan in November
1997, Prime Minister Hashimoto Ryutaro did not talk about human
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rights in China at all, not even in the pro forma discussions that
Western leaders typically engage in.%® As a reflection of the insignifi-
cant status of the human rights issue, works on Sino-Japanese rela-
tions by Chinese and Japanese scholars seldom mention the words
“human rights,” unlike writings on Sino-U.S. relations, which never
fail to treat human rights as an important issue. It is also striking
that few Chinese or Japanese officials and scholars initiate discus-
sions of human rights when talking about the bilateral relationship,
in sharp contrast to officials and scholars who talk about Sino-U.S.
relations.

Japan has acted more assertively toward China since the mid-
1990s over military spending, nuclear tests, and the environment.%
In the Fourth Yen Loan agreed upon by China and Japan at the
end of 1994, Japan emphasized the environment and assistance
to China’s interior regions.%® In addition, Tokyo decided to offer
the new loans in two phases (three years and two years) instead
of its previous practice of determining loans for five years. In May
1995, Japan suspended grant aid to China after Beijing conducted
a nuclear test immediately after the extension of the Nonprolifera-
tion Treaty and Prime Minister Murayama’s visit to China.®®* When
President Jiang visited Japan in November 1998, he apparently
hoped to obtain a written apology from the Japanese government
even though the two sides had not reached an agreement before his
departure from Beijing.57 As Japanese refused to do so, Jiang took
his message to the Japanese public and made frequent references
to the history issue wherever he went, which caused a backlash in
Japan. From the Japanese perspective, this is a healthy development
in Japan’s relations with China; Tokyo no longer treats China as a
special case and Japan says no when it should. But from the Chi-
nese perspective, Japan is raising its profile compared to its past ap-
proach based on its economic power, a development that does not
bode well for the bilateral relationship.5

Interestingly though, despite Tokyo’s higher profile, Japan re-
mains hesitant to pressure China on human rights issues. Logically,
one may assume that Tokyo could use human rights as a card to
counter the history card often used by the Chinese government.
But Tokyo has not done so. While Chinese officials and analysts rec-
ognize a remote possibility that Tokyo might exploit human rights
to put China down, they do not anticipate such a move by the Japa-
nese government. As discussed earlier in the chapter, the Chinese
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are not really concerned about Japan’s using the human rights card
since they can raise the history issue even more forcibly. Japanese
diplomats recognize this and do not see use of the human rights
issue as a viable option, even after Jiang’s frequent discussion of
the history issue during his November 1998 trip.®® Japan cannot
really gain much by using the human rights card. After all, while
the Chinese nation feels deeply about its past humiliation by Japan,
Japanese public and policy elites do not consider human rights in
China to be a top concern. Thus, by emphasizing the human rights
issue Japan cannot hope to make substantive gains but will surely
invite strong Chinese criticism of past Japanese aggression, which
will arouse anti-Japanese sentiment in China and do real damage to
the bilateral relationship.

In the multilateral arena, Japan continues to support the West. At
the UN Human Rights Commission in Geneva, Japan cosponsored
anti-China resolutions through 1997. But the Japanese privately ex-
pressed to the Chinese their reluctance to support the United States
at the 1996 conference.”” And Japan could hide itself among a bloc
of countries criticizing China. While Japan’s support for the West
annoyed Beijing, the Chinese did not see Japan as the cause of their
problems. Chinese discussions of Beijing’s diplomatic endeavors to
block China resolutions at the commission generally cast them as
an extension of Sino-U.S. human rights relations. While Chinese
scholars and officials also pay considerable attention to Western
Europe, they treat Japan as they do other non-Western nations and
rarely offer specific discussions of what Japan is doing at the com-
mission. Importantly, the Chinese do not see Japan lobbying other
countries to support resolutions criticizing China, as they see the
United States and Western European countries doing.”* When the
European Union was divided over whether to cosponsor resolutions
criticizing China in 1997, Japan had an opening. Foreign Minis-
ter Ikeda told his Chinese counterpart Qian Qichen in Beijing on
March 29, the day after France had announced its decision not to be
a cosponsor, that Japan was also considering discontinuing its own
cosponsorship.”? When Japan formally decided not to sponsor the
motion to criticize China, the Chinese foreign ministry spokesman
stated that “the Chinese government appreciates this attitude.” 7>

In exchange for Japan’s and Western nations’ decisions not to
be cosponsors, Beijing agreed to engage in human rights dialogues
with them. Japan and China had their first formal human rights dia-
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logue on October 21-23, 1997. The press secretary of the Japanese
Foreign Ministry announced that Japan had recommended dur-
ing the dialogue that the Chinese consider accession to the Inter-
national Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.”* Sino-Japanese
human rights dialogues were held again in June 1998. Although
some Japanese diplomats see these dialogues as serious endeav-
ors,” these dialogues, which attract little media attention, are ritu-
alized chat sessions in which two sides express different opinions.
While agreeing to human rights dialogues, Beijing has no inten-
tion of being lectured on human rights and democracy. Unlike
the Americans, the Japanese mainly talk about general principles
rather than specific cases. Chinese officials normally respond that
China cares about human rights but treats rights to survival and de-
velopment as more important for the country and that it takes time
to develop human rights, using Japan’s own development over the
past fifty years as an example. These arguments are familiar to Japa-
nese diplomats involved in bilateral human rights discussions.”®

Human rights in China is now a nonissue in Japan-U.S. rela-
tions. While Japanese diplomats and politicians often emphasize
to American audiences Japan’s sharing of fundamental values and
democracy with the United States, Japan has not cooperated with
the United States when it has come to human rights in China. The
United States initiated discussion of cooperation with Japan on
human rights after 1994 but, as the Human Rights Watch World Re-
port concluded in 1996, there was “little demonstrable progress” in
this area. For example, Japan insisted that human rights not be in-
cluded in the “Common Agenda for Global Partnership” between
the United States and Japan.”” There has been little coordination
between the U.S. and Japanese governments. The Clinton adminis-
tration has really not pressured Tokyo over human rights in China
partly because they know that the Japanese would listen but not
yield on this issue.”

Sino-Japanese relations have become tense since the mid-1990s
mainly for security reasons. The United States and Japan have in-
creased security cooperation since 1995, partly to counterbalance
arising China. The two countries reaffirmed their security arrange-
ments in April 1996 and concluded an agreement on new defense
guidelines in September 1997. The Japanese Diet approved laws re-
lated to the new defense guidelines in May 1999. As the new defense
guidelines require Japan to offer greater assistance to the United
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States in hostilities in areas surrounding Japan, Beijing sees this en-
hanced Japan-U.S. security cooperation as a threat to its national
security and particularly its claim to Taiwan. Moreover, Japan is now
actively involved in the research and development of a Theater Mis-
sile Defense (TMD) system. Although Tokyo names North Korea’s
missile program as the reason for its strong interest in TMD, an
effective missile defense system will negate China’s advantage in
missiles, the only effective offense weapon in its arsenal. Beijing be-
comes particularly alarmed when Taiwan wants to join the TMD sys-
tem and some members in the U.S. Congress support such an ar-
rangement for the island. In addition, Beijing and Tokyo continue
to spar over the history issue and the territorial dispute over Diao-
yudao/Senkaku.

The bilateral relationship has stabilized since Prime Minister
Obuchi Keizo’s visit to China in July 1999. Beijing adjusted its policy
toward Japan when its relations with the United States were strained
after the NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy in May. But the
two countries are headed toward a more wary relationship. Beijing
does not accept repeated explanations by the Japanese side about
the nature of enhanced Japan-U.S. security cooperation, and China
is speeding up the modernization of its military, setting the stage
for a long- term rivalry with the United States and Japan.

As argued earlier, human rights is not a significant issue on the
bilateral agenda and human rights is not a direct reason people cite
for the recent tensions in the relationship. However, human rights
is an important indirect factor underlying Sino-Japanese tensions.
First, human rights has contributed to a rising distrust of China in
Japan. The brutal crackdown in Tiananmen in June 1989 had a pro-
found impact on Japanese public opinion of China. Although the
public did not strongly urge the government to impose sanctions
they were dissatisfied with its weak response.” More important, the
year 1989 marked a watershed in Japanese opinions about China.
According to the polls published by the Prime Minister’s Office,
while around seventy percent of the respondents consistently ex-
pressed some or more affinity with China in 1978-88, only around
half of the polled felt close to China in 1989-93.83° Tiananmen has
also had a major negative impact on Japanese policy elites’ view of
the Chinese government.8!

Moreover, the 1989 incident removed a major inhibition among
Japanese journalists regarding China. The Japanese media coverage
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of China has become clearly more negative in the 1990s. It is true
that the Japanese government is still in control of policy making,
which explains why sensitive issues such as human rights are dis-
cussed in Japan but not with the Chinese government. The Japanese
government still wants to improve relations with China despite criti-
cism of China by some members of the Diet and the media.?? How-
ever, growing negative Japanese public opinion of China and a gen-
erational change mean that Beijing can no longer take advantage
of divisive Japanese politics to its advantage as it used to at times in
the past.

Second, China’s human rights has complicated its relations with
the United States and Taiwan, which in turn have had a profound
impact on its relations with Japan. China’s poor human rights rec-
ord and its rule by the Communist Party are key reasons for U.S. dis-
trust of the country, particularly in Congress. Conversely, Taiwan,
which has achieved democracy, has found it easier to win American
sympathy and support. As we know, the Taiwan issue is at the root
of China’s military expansion and Japan’s growing concerns about
the intentions and capabilities of its neighbor. As Japan colonized
Taiwan for fifty years until 1945, Beijing deeply distrusts Japan’s in-
tentions regarding the island. What complicates the cross-strait re-
lationship is that Taiwan does not trust a nondemocratic mainland
while Beijing is determined to prevent Taiwan from moving toward
independence and to use force if necessary to achieve national uni-
fication. If Beijing uses force, however, the United States is most
likely to be involved, which will drag Japan into direct military con-
frontation with China.

Conclusion

In a balance between China and the West, Japan has avoided con-
frontation with China over human rights and has acted as either a
mediator or a concerned third party in Sino-U.S. disputes in human
rights. But Japan has been supportive of the West in the multilateral
context, especially at the UN Human Rights Commission. Japan’s
approach is explained by its lack of interest in promoting human
rights in Asia, its past aggression in China, absence of explicit U.S.
pressure on Japan, and the deterrent effect of strong Chinese oppo-
sition to foreign intervention on human rights. Also, Japan is inter-
ested mainly in facilitating economic prosperity and political sta-
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bility in East Asia, conditions which are crucial for its own economic
and strategic interests.

Aware of Japanese calculations, Beijing cultivated relations with
Tokyo in the early 1990s, a strategy that helped break through the
Western isolation of China. China has a trump card it is ready to
use if and when the Japanese discuss human rights issues: as Japan
committed atrocities in its aggressive war in China in 1931-45 it is
not qualified to criticize China. Unlike in its relations with the West,
the Chinese government does not have to defend its human rights
record in its relations with Japan since the latter rarely raises the
issue in the bilateral context.

However, while open clashes over human rights between China
and Japan are rare, human rights is an important underlying fac-
tor shaping Sino-Japanese relations. From a bilateral perspective,
a sharp decline in China’s popularity among Japanese citizens and
policy elites since the 1989 Tiananmen incident means that Beijing
can no longer manipulate Japanese domestic politics to its advan-
tage. From aregional perspective, the human rights issue strains the
relationship between China and the United States, which compli-
cates Sino-Japanese relations. In addition, Taiwan’s democratization
and China’s lack of political reform have contributed to increasing
tensions across the Taiwan Strait, a situation that may draw Japan
into a potential military conflict between China and the United
States. China’s military expansion aimed at national unification and
Japan’s hedging strategy against a rising China explain the growing
mutual suspicion and distrust between the two sides.

Looking into the future, human rights will remain a nonissue in
the official agenda between China and Japan. As the United States
and Western Europe have also retreated from their previous con-
frontational approach toward China, Japan does not now have to
worry about alienating its Western allies by taking a soft stand on
Beijing. However, human rights will remain an indirect issue shap-
ing the relationship between the two Asian giants. As Japan con-
tinues to see its alliance with the United States as the foundation of
its foreign policy, human rights in China will affect Japan’s China
policy as long as Americans pursue the issue and judge China nega-
tively on account of its human rights violations.



Chapter Six
Human Rights and Sino-UN Relations

This chapter examines Beijing’s multilateral human rights policy.
The three previous chapters include discussions of the country’s
diplomatic efforts at the UN Human Rights Commission to fend
off Western criticism since 1990. But the subject deserves a sepa-
rate chapter to provide a more focused analysis. Moreover, China’s
multilateral human rights relations involve countries not discussed
in the previous chapters.

The theoretical issue in this chapter is how the international
human rights regime has affected China’s domestic politics and
foreign policy behavior! The international human rights regime
emerged with the founding of the United Nations. The UN Charter
and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights laid the foundation
for international human rights laws. The UN human rights regime
includes an expanding body of laws such as the International Cove-
nant on Civil and Political Rights, the International Covenant on
Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights and other rights treaties. The
regime also includes institutions dealing with human rights such as
the UN Commission on Human Rights, which drafts international
human rights treaties, monitors and reviews human rights viola-
tions, and the UN Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimina-
tion and Protection of Minorities, which is composed of 26 experts
elected on a regional basis.

Cautious Exploration in the 1970s

After joining the United Nations in 1971, China took a system-
reformist approach in the 1970s, supporting a new international
economic order and treating the UN as a forum to advance the
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causes of developing countries. By contrast, Beijing did not take an
active interest in UN functional activities, joining only eight special-
ized institutions in the UN system by the end of the decade.?

Consistent with its general approach and revolutionary rheto-
ric at this time, Beijing placed itself on a moral high ground. The
Chinese government did not hesitate to criticize imperialism, colo-
nialism, and racism. China joined the Commission on the Status
of Women, a functional committee under the Economic and So-
cial Council and the Social, Humanitarian, and Cultural Committee
of the General Assembly. It supported UN sanctions against South
Africa but not Cuba. The Chinese also criticized the Soviet Union
for their human rights abuses.? However, Beijing did not participate
in the activities of the UN Human Rights Commission nor did it sign
any international human rights conventions.

China’s chaotic domestic politics was the principal reason for its
hesitation. The Chinese government could not fully engage inter-
nationally given the intense power struggle before and after Mao’s
death in 1976. Shortly after China joined the UN, Mao criticized
Zhou Enlai, who was in charge of foreign affairs, as leaning “right,”
a serious charge at a time when leftists dominated. In July 1973
Mao termed the analysis of the international situation by the For-
eign Ministry as having “rightist tendency.” Informed by Wang Hai-
rong and Tang Wensheng, two rising young diplomats who served
as Mao’s liaison with the Politburo until late 1975, Mao ordered
Politburo meetings to criticize Zhou’s “rightist” mistakes allegedly
committed when meeting with Henry Kissinger in November 1973.
After Zhou was hospitalized in June 1974, Deng Xiaoping took over
Zhou’s responsibilities until Mao purged Deng in April 1976 for re-
versing the verdict of the Cultural Revolution.* China became more
fully engaged in UN operations only after Deng adopted economic
reforms and the open-door policy in 1978.

Another important reason for China’s passive stance in the UN
is that China had to learn how the UN worked. In fact, Beijing did
not anticipate winning admission in 1971. As a result, when China
was invited by the UN secretary general to send a delegation to
New York immediately, Chinese officials felt unprepared and could
not decide what to do. Mao decided to send a delegation, argu-
ing that the Chinese government should not disappoint African
friends who “carried China on their shoulders” into the UN. At
the time, “China was not familiar with the procedures and inner
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working of the UN,” commented a Chinese diplomat specializing
in UN affairs. “China was, in a sense, a student learning to be an
influential permanent member.”% With regard to the UN human
rights regime, Chinese diplomats saw human rights as a compli-
cated issue involving politics, economics, social systems, and ide-
ologies. Furthermore, as existing international human rights docu-
ments had been adopted before China took its UN seat, Beijing
needed to study them before making any commitment.b

Human rights could have become an issue for China. After all,
even though Beijing did not join any international human rights
treaties or any human rights institutions, it became a party to the
UN Charter, which embodies basic human rights principles. But
fortunately for the Chinese government and unfortunately for Chi-
nese dissidents, the West did not press China on the human rights
issue. As discussed in the previous chapters, the West did not treat
human rights in China as an important diplomatic issue. The United
States and its Western allies were interested in Chinese assistance
in resisting the Soviet Union. Moreover, the United Nations as a
whole did not work well due to the Cold War rivalry between the
two superpowers.

Controlled Participation in the 1980s

Deng launched economic reform in 1978. This shift in China’s basic
strategy encouraged a more pragmatic foreign policy. China began
to participate more fully in UN activities in the 1980s, joining vir-
tually all specialized institutions in the UN system. There was also
a clear shift in China’s focus from system-reforming to system-
maintaining in that Beijing was now more interested in taking ad-
vantage of what the UN could do to help its modernization drive
than in reforming the global institution.”

Consistent with its general approach toward the United Nations,
China became more engaged in the UN human rights regime. The
Chinese government made statements in support of the UN human
rights regime. For example, in commemoration of the forty-year
anniversary of the Universal Declaration on Human Rights, at a
speech given at the UN General Assembly on September 28, 1988,
Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen gave high praise to the doc-
ument, suggesting that it had had a positive impact on the develop-
ment of international human rights in the postwar era.
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More important, China became institutionally involved in the
human rights regime. The PRC sent observers to the human rights
commission in 1979-81 and was elected a member in 1981. Since
1982 Beijing has been sending delegations to the commission. Since
1984 Beijing has also had its recommended experts elected in the
UN Sub-Commission on Human Rights. Once in the institution,
China became more active in dealing with human rights issues in
other countries. In 1984 Beijing supported the appointment of a
rapporteur to study the human rights situation in Afghanistan de-
spite the protests of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. In 1985
China supported a UN Human Rights Commission resolution to
examine the human rights situation in Chile.

China also made itself a party to seven human rights conven-
tions and one protocol between 1980 to 1989: Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (1980);
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial
Discrimination (1981); Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees
(1982); Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (1982);
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of
Genocide (1983); International Convention on the Suppression and
Punishment of the Crime of Apartheid (1983); International Con-
vention Against Apartheid in Sports (1987) (not yet ratified); Con-
vention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading
Treatment or Punishment (1988). Thus, the Chinese government
took on obligations to abide by these conventions.

While one can understand why Beijing was interested in financial
institutions such as the World Bank and the IMF, one may wonder
why China was willing to take part in an international regime that
deals with human rights, a weak spot in the country. Three factors
explain why China has accepted the UN human rights regime. First,
China accepts the United Nations. The Chinese communist govern-
ment saw itself as a founding member of the United Nations because
the Nationalist Government’s delegation to the UN founding con-
ference included a renowned communist member and because the
PRC is now the ruling government in China.® It would be strange
for a permanent member of the UN Security Council not to accept
the basic principles of the UN.

Second, Beijing came to appreciate the importance of participat-
ing in the UN human rights regime to advance its own interests. One
key reason for China’s decision to send an observer to the human
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rights commission in 1979 was to defend the Khmer Rouge, which
was ousted after Vietnam invaded Cambodia in December 1978. To
support the Khmer Rouge, China fought a brief border war with
Vietnam in early 1979. China felt that the Western focus on the mas-
sive human rights violations by the Khmer Rouge in the UN would
benefit Hanoi. At the 1979 commission conference, the Chinese ob-
server charged that any discussion of the Cambodian question with-
out condemnation of Vietnam as the principal culprit in human
rights violations in Cambodia would equal tolerance of aggression.
As ASEAN members and some other third world members voiced
similar opinions, the conference passed a resolution sponsored by
Yugoslavia and others to postpone discussion of human rights in
Cambodia.® The Chinese observer also condemned the Soviet in-
vasion of Afghanistan at the 1980 commission conference, which
passed a resolution demanding immediate Soviet withdrawal, the
first ever resolution criticizing a superpower.

Third, China does not see the UN as belonging to the West. Chi-
nese scholars emphasize the participation of socialist countries and
newly independent third world countries in the creation and devel-
opment of global institutions. In fact, the UN is often the forum in
which developing nations criticize the West. Moreover, the Chinese
government does not see the UN as a fundamental constraint on its
actions.

Beijing had good reason to be confident in its ability to man-
age the international human rights regime in the 1980s. China en-
joyed a good image in the West in the decade, first as a strategic ally
against the Soviet Union and then as a pioneer leading the reform
movement among communist countries. China was thus on “the
right side of the history,” a development that the West wanted to en-
courage. As aresult, China could participate cautiously in criticism
of other countries without being a target itself. In fact, the coun-
try had not faced the consequences of its domestic practices. And
there was no reason to believe that this favorable environment for
China would not continue into the future. Furthermore, the inter-
national human rights regime has weak enforcement mechanisms
and countries often evade legal obligations.
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China on the Defensive in the Early 1990s

The television coverage of People’s Liberation Army soldiers shoot-
ing their way into the center of Beijing in June 1989 severely tar-
nished the image of the Chinese government. In a sharp turn of
fortune, China found itself on the defensive in the UN system.
Naturally, international human rights institutions such as the UN
Human Rights Commission and the Sub-Commission on Human
Rights came to play a crucial role in shaping international response
to human rights in China.

China in the UN Human Rights Commission and Sub-Commission

As a striking example of China’s declining international prestige
due to the brutal crackdown, China lost a major battle in the UN
Sub-Commission on Human Rights meeting in August 1989. As the
sub-commission met shortly after the incident, the China issue took
center stage. Despite intense lobbying efforts by the Chinese ex-
pert serving on the sub-commission and the Chinese observer dele-
gation, the sub-commission passed a resolution on “Situation in
China” by 15 votes to 9. The resolution was mildly worded, indi-
cating mainly concerns over the recent events in China, requesting
information for the UN Human Rights Commission, and appeal-
ing for clemency for people detained in the democracy movement.
It did not even mention Tiananmen. Nevertheless, China became
the first permanent member of the UN Security Council to receive
censure on human rights in its own country.

Since Western nations and advocates of human rights intended to
use public shame to pressure China to improve its human rights, we
need to ask how China’s loss at the sub-commission affected human
rights in China. The 1989 resolution is a good test case since China
was censured only twice in the sub-commission in the 1990s, with
the other occasion coming in 1991. From the perspective of Chi-
nese society, the sub-commission resolution encouraged dissidents
in exile, who were actively organizing and agitating against the gov-
ernment at that point. But there is little evidence that this event
had any profound impact on the Chinese public’s view of the gov-
ernment.

The Chinese government promptly pronounced the resolution
to be “null and void” and having no effect on China. This is not sur-
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prising since Beijing seldom backs down in rhetoric. But interna-
tional public criticism did embarrass the Chinese. Chinese human
rights literature gives scant attention to this vote, in sharp contrast
to the lengthy and glowing discussions of Chinese victories at the
UN Human Rights Commission since 1990. A few scholars men-
tioned the two resolutions in passing and attributed China’s loss
to the Western manipulation of an abnormal, secret voting proce-
dure® However, the fact that the Chinese were embarrassed did
not mean that Beijing would make changes in response to Western
criticism. Rather, the loss put pressure on Chinese diplomats to try
harder to prevent more humiliation.

China’s diplomatic difficulties increased further when Eastern
European communist governments collapsed in 1989 and the Soviet
Union disintegrated in 1991." The end of the Cold War had a pro-
found impact on China’s multilateral diplomacy. The West became
more confident about the eventual triumph of democracy and free-
dom while it found little strategic value in close ties with China.
Also, China was now seen as a political laggard rather than a pio-
neer for reform. As a result, the West intensified pressure on the
Chinese government. Furthermore, some of the former communist
countries were eager to demonstrate their democratic credentials
by criticizing countries like China that had refused to democratize.

Afterlosing the sub-commission vote in August 1989, the Chinese
government sent a large delegation to the human rights commis-
sion conference in February and March 1990. The Western nations
were strongly in favor of a resolution against China. Australia, Can-
ada, and Sweden composed the text of the resolution. While sup-
porting the Western position, the Japanese representative managed
to water down the tone of the resolution.!? The resolution was spon-
sored by 11 member countries (Belgium, France, Germany, Italy,
Portugal, Spain, Britain, the U.S., Japan, Sweden, and Canada) and
7 nonmember countries (Denmark, Greece, Holland, Ireland, Lux-
embourg, Australia, and Norway). In response, China’s friend Paki-
stan proposed a no-action procedural resolution, which passed by
a narrow margin, with 17 in favor, 15 against, and 11 abstaining. All
ten Western nations voted against China’s procedural maneuver.
China did not receive solid support from the third world except for
Asian members. While Japan voted against the no-action resolution
and the Philippines abstained, the other seven members supported
China. Latin America largely abstained. Only half of the African
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members supported China. Bulgaria and Hungary sided with the
West while the Soviet Union, Ukraine, and Yugoslavia supported
China.

Thanks to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in August 1990, China
could use its veto power in the UN Security Council to its advan-
tage. The 1990 sub-commission session started four days after the
invasion. The sub-commission did not introduce a resolution on
Tibet in exchange for Beijing’s agreement not to oppose a reso-
lution on Iraq.”® Similarly, Washington did not propose any reso-
lution on China at the 1991 human rights commission meeting to
prevent a Chinese veto of UN authorization of use of force against
Iraq. This episode was a reminder that China has considerable in-
fluence in the UN, a fact which would become a more important de-
terrent to the West in the following years. Still, the sub-commission
passed a resolution on Tibet in August 1991, with 9 votes in favor,
7 against, and 4 abstaining. The resolution called on the Chinese
government to “fully respect the fundamental rights and freedoms
of the Tibetan people.” According to the procedures, the resolution
that passed at the sub-commission would be discussed at the next
human rights commission meeting. The Chinese government de-
clared again that it considered the resolution to be “null and void.”

The 1992 human rights commission conference saw a sea change.
The Soviet Union had collapsed and the Cold War was over. As a re-
sult, Russia, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary sided with the West. As
the sponsors of the China draft resolution were all Western nations
in 1990, Western nations initially encouraged Costa Rica to be the
lead sponsor for a resolution on the situation in Tibet. However,
under pressure from China, Costa Rica decided not to take the
lead.* In the end, China scored an easy victory, with 27 votes in
favor of a no-action resolution, 15 against, and 10 abstaining.

The main reason for China’s success at the 1992 conference was
the expansion of the commission from 43 to 53 members in 1991,
at the urging of developing nations. The 10 additional seats were
divided among Africa (4), Asia (3) and Latin America (3) after
developing nation members passed a resolution over the opposi-
tion of Western and Eastern European members. Not surprisingly,
China supported giving all additional seats to developing nations!5
because that would boost its support base in the commission. In
the 1992 vote, China won 11 votes from Africa and 10 from Asia
while the West received only one developing nation vote, from Latin
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America. Beijing was working hard to win support from Asian and
African countries to avoid international isolation. China adopted a
more friendly peripheral policy toward its Asian neighbors in the
early 1990s and significantly improved diplomatic relations with
them.!® Beijing also renewed its diplomatic efforts in Africa after
neglecting the continent to some extent in the 1980s. Africans had
consistently supported China’s positions on human rights, the “one-
China principle,” and other important international issues.!”

Moreover, the West was divided initially. The European Union
was interested in a Tibetan resolution based on the Tibetan resolu-
tion that had passed in the 1991 sub-commission. By contrast, the
United States, Australia, and Japan opposed the Tibetan resolution
because it contradicted their one-China policy. After long debates,
the Europeans accepted the American proposal for a resolution on
China and Tibet. The division among Western nations cost them
much valuable lobbying time.!

In the next two annual meetings, China also succeeded in pre-
venting discussion of China resolutions. However, the margin of
China’s support shrank from 12 in 1992 to 5 in 1993 and 4 in 1994.
The support for the West actually remained unchanged. But the
number of countries taking a neutral position increased from 10 in
1992 to 17 in 1994. This was not due to a lack of effort on the Chinese
part. In fact, the Chinese delegation became more vocal in refuting
Western criticism and publicizing the country’s improvement in
broadly defined human rights. However, the U.S. delegation that
had been sent by the new Clinton administration vigorously lobbied
other countries against China. The head of the American delega-
tion in 1993 was Richard Schifter, who had served as the assistant
secretary of state for human rights in the Reagan and Bush admin-
istrations and had resigned during the Bush administration partly
to protest the Bush policy toward China. European Union members
were also active in the commission. In addition, several countries
that had supported China at the 1992 meeting were no longer com-
mission members in 1993, which reduced China’s support base.

China was severely tested in 1995. For the first time since 1990,
China did not receive enough votes to pass its no-action resolution,
with 22 in favor, 22 against, and 9 abstaining. Both the United States
and China lobbied hard in Geneva and in capitals of member coun-
tries. In the vote on the U.S. draft resolution, China won a narrow
victory, with 21 against, 20 in favor, and 12 abstaining. In this round,
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Russia switched sides and cast a decisive vote in favor of China due
to heavy Chinese lobbying.?’ Ethiopia and Egypt, which had sup-
ported China in the procedural vote, and the Philippines, which
had voted against China, chose to abstain in the substantive vote.

The main reason for the near victory for the West was the com-
mitted and organized lobbying of the United States. Since Clinton
had delinked human rights and MFN status in 1994, the U.S. gov-
ernment now saw the UN Human Rights Commission as an impor-
tant venue to pressure China and demonstrate its commitment to
human rights in foreign policy. From early on, the American delega-
tion engaged in intense lobbying efforts and succeeded in changing
some countries’ positions. To attract more votes, the U.S. govern-
ment adopted more moderate language in the draft resolution. The
European Union also actively lobbied developing nation members
to support a resolution on China. The West gained votes from Latin
American and Eastern European members. In addition, due to its
recent territorial disputes with China, the Philippines supported
the West in the procedural vote.

China and the UN World Conference on Human Rights

In addition to its actions at the UN Human Rights Commission and
the UN Sub-Commission on Human Rights, Beijing also engaged
in active human rights diplomacy before and during the UN World
Conference on Human Rights, which was held in Vienna in June
1993. The idea of a world human rights conference had floated
around since 1988 and became a reality in December 1990 when the
UN General Assembly adopted Resolution 45/155 to authorize the
conference. Before the Vienna conference, the Preparatory Com-
mittee (PrepCom) that was created by the UN General Assembly
met four times and Africans, Latin Americans and Asians held re-
gional preparatory meetings in Tunis, San Jose, and Bangkok. China
played an active role in influencing the process and outcome of
this world conference as a vice chairman of the First PrepCom, the
Bangkok regional meeting, and the Vienna conference.

From the Chinese perspective, the United States and other West-
ern nations, encouraged by the success of a “peaceful evolution”
strategy in Eastern Europe, were trying to spread a universal stan-
dard of human rights to the rest of the world. The Western ini-
tiative thus kicked off a major debate between North and South.
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However, since the Western initiative was supported by the former
Soviet Union, Eastern European countries and some developing
countries, there was no choice but to prepare for such a meeting
as dictated by UN practice. The Chinese delegation recommended
two specific amendments to the draft of Resolution 45/155. One
called for examining the relationship between development and
human rights and the other called for convening regional prepa-
ratory meetings by 1992. For the second amendment, the Chinese
had the following considerations. It normally takes five or six years
to prepare for world conferences dealing with social issues in the
UN. More important, the West and Eastern Europe had already
reached a consensus on human rights and were thus fully prepared
for a world human rights conference. By contrast, most developing
nations were not at all mentally prepared for the meeting. There-
fore, their views would not be fully expressed at the world confer-
ence unless they discussed and coordinated their views and strate-
gies in regional meetings in advance. Despite opposition from the
West, the Chinese amendments were written into the draft resolu-
tion.2!

The Chinese position on the conference became more explicit
over time. At a speech at the 47th session of the UN Human Rights
Commission in 1991, Ambassador Fan Guoxiang emphasized the
importance of cooperation and warned against turning the confer-
ence into a “cold war” environment in which some countries inter-
fere in others’ internal affairs. He wanted to see the conference to
be “held in the spirit of seeking common ground while putting aside
differences, of mutual respect and better mutual understanding.”
He emphasized economic rights and the need to prevent massive
violations of human rights associated with racism and colonialism.??

Ambassador Li Daoyu’s speech at the Third Committee of the
47th Session of the UN General Assembly on December 2, 1992
spelled out China’s five priorities for the Vienna conference: (1)
combating racism, colonialism, foreign aggression, and foreign oc-
cupation, (2) reaffirming the right to development and introduc-
ing effective measures to realize this right, (3) emphasizing the in-
divisibility and interdependence of different rights, (4) reiterating
the principle of state sovereignty, and (5) promoting international
cooperation based on the UN Charter and equality and mutual re-
spect. Li gave particular attention to the right to development. He
also emphasized China’s willingness to support UN efforts for pro-
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moting universal human rights. He announced that Beijing would
contribute $11,000 to help the least developed nations send dele-
gates to the UN Conference and its preparatory meetings.?

At the Bangkok regional preparatory meeting held from March
29 to April 2, 1993, the Chinese delegation appealed for Asian soli-
darity at the Vienna conference. Ambassador Jin Yongjian, head of
the Chinese delegation, told Asian delegates:

In our view, the Asian countries should first demonstrate solidarity among
themselves through this meeting. They should, under the guidance of the
UN Charter, proceed from the reality and overall interests of raising the
standard of enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms by
the Asian peoples, seek common ground while preserving differences so
as to reach common understanding, and identify the problems concern-
ing most Asian countries and peoples, especially those that have great
influence on the universal and full enjoyment of human rights by the
world people, clearing up obstacles to the full enjoyment of various human
rights.24

Jin identified six priorities for the meeting, which were similar to
the five priorities cited by Ambassador Li three months earlier. Jin
added respecting the right of all countries to choose their own sys-
tems and development paths as the third priority. He also moved
state sovereignty to number two in the priority list. Jin pointed
out specifically that the meeting should “avoid provoking ideologi-
cal debates, exerting political pressure, and turning the UN into
a forum for one country to launch a political attack against other
countries in the name of promoting human rights.”

The Bangkok meeting demonstrated that there was no single
Asian voice on human rights. Japan, Thailand, Nepal, South Korea,
and the Philippines adopted more liberal views of human rights
while China, Indonesia, Iran, and Burma took a hard-line posi-
tion. In addition, many Asian human rights NGOs who also met
in Bangkok differed from their governments regarding universality
of human rights. As a result, the Bangkok Declaration contained
references to universality of rights and was more enlightened than
the Chinese position.?® Nevertheless, it was recognized that Asians
largely differed from the West in attitudes toward human rights and
democracy.2® And the document was a disappointment for interna-
tional human rights NGOs.

China has high praise for the Bangkok Declaration. A summary
commentary on the declaration by Chinese analysts sees the docu-
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ment as “stating the basic position on human rights by Asian and
other developing nations in the post-Cold War era” and “in a sense,
marking the beginning of a converging view on human rights.”
The Chinese commentary emphasized six basic contributions of
the document to human rights discourse. First, while recognizing
the universality of human rights, one needs to take into consider-
ation unique national and regional conditions. Second, the docu-
ment calls for balance between different types of rights. Third, self-
determination is a universal right. Fourth, the right to development
is a universal and basic right. Fifth, promotion of human rights
should be based on respect for state sovereignty and territorial in-
tegrity, noninterference in internal affairs, and nonuse of rights for
political pressure. Sixth, countries should promote human rights
by cooperative means.?’

It is true that if it were up to the Chinese, they would have writ-
ten a very different declaration for the Bangkok meeting. However,
China was not trying to win other Asian nations over to its view, an
attempt which would have been unlikely to succeed. For example,
Luo Yanhua, a Beijing University professor, noted that East Asian
nations have very diverse views of human rights due to their dif-
ferent cultures, traditions, and religions, and that not even ASEAN
nations found it easy to forge a common view on human rights.
But she emphasized that East Asian nations do often “naturally
stand together in international forums on human rights, sharing
same or similar views, especially where they differ from the West-
ern notion.”? This line of reasoning explains why China saw the
Bangkok Declaration as a major success. As quoted earlier, Ambas-
sador Jin urged Asians to “seek common ground while preserving
differences so as to reach common understanding, and identify the
problems concerning most Asian countries and peoples.” China did
not mind different views on human rights as long as Asians reached
a consensus on resisting Western attempts to force universal values
on unwilling Asians. The main objective of Chinese diplomacy in
Bangkok was not to make others think like Beijing but to prevent
external interference in its domestic affairs.

The Bangkok regional meeting and the other two regional meet-
ings enhanced Beijing’s confidence in countering the Western hu-
man rights offensive at the Vienna conference. The Chinese gov-
ernment sent a large delegation led by Vice Foreign Minister Liu
Huagqiu, one of the ablest Chinese diplomats. As a vice chairman
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of the Vienna conference, China played a central role in setting
the agenda and procedures of the meeting. In particular, the Chi-
nese delegation asserted itself by preventing the Dalai Lama, in-
vited by the host government, from appearing at the opening cere-
mony, and preventing any involvement of NGOs in the drafting of
the final declaration.?® Beijing took a hard-line position at the be-
ginning of the meeting, but made concessions later. Chinese writ-
ings on the conference emphasize Beijing’s firm principles but flex-
ible and cooperative moves to make the final document possible.
However, China’s behavior in the Vienna Conference reflects its
diplomatic negotiating style; it starts strong with firm principles but
makes “concessions” at the end to conclude the negotiation once it
tests the position of the opposing side and finds its interests served.3!

The Vienna Declaration was a product of compromise among
conference participants, particularly between developed and devel-
oping nations. Beijing accepts the Vienna Declaration, which “re-
flects the strong concerns for human rights issues of developing
nations, which have a majority of world population.” Specifically,
the document recognizes the special conditions of countries, the
inseparability of different types of rights, and rights to develop-
ment.*? Furthermore, the meeting demonstrated that China is not
alone in the world regarding human rights. In fact, Beijing was a
vocal leader in the meeting, supported by many developing nations,
particularly the so-called “Asian group” including Syria, Iran, Iraq,
Burma, Vietnam, North Korea, Malaysia, Bangladesh, Singapore,
Indonesia, and others. As a result, Beijing felt that the developing
countries had regained some ground in the human rights debate
with the West 38

China’s Multilateral Human Rights Diplomacy in 1989-95

Looking at China’s multilateral human rights diplomacy in 1989-
95, what stood out the most is actually what Beijing chose not do,
that is, pulling itself out of a forum in which China was a constant
and often the principal target. Rather, the Chinese government
doggedly engaged in UN human rights proceedings.

The main reason for China’s continuous engagement is that the
Chinese government under Deng’s guidance remained committed
to a policy of economic reform and the open door policy. Self-
isolation from the international community was thus a nonoption



120  Chapter Six

politically for Beijing. At the same time, Beijing was confident that
China would not be isolated in the world. Beijing did not see debate
in the UN forum as international concern for the rights of Chinese
citizens but as a U.S.-led effort to interfere in China’s internal af-
fairs. Most Chinese analysis of the Chinese efforts at the UN focused
on the United States, seeing U.S. designs behind everything. In
contrast, the Chinese saw themselves as leading the progressive
forces in the international community to resist Western pressure.
A March 6, 1992 Renmin Ribao commentary noted that “the rejec-
tion [of an anti-China resolution] helped protect the reputation
and prestige of all international organizations including the UN.”
It promised that “China is willing to work together with all other
nations and people who defend justice to uphold the UN purpose
and principles and the basic norms of international law.”3* More-
over, Beijing largely succeeded in fending off Western criticism. It
was thus possible to see more benefit inside the group than out-
side it.

Such a Chinese assessment did not allow much room for self-
reflection about human rights performance. In fact, whether the
West succeeded in passing anti-China resolutions or not, it would
not have had much impact on the actual situation in China. Al-
though such resolutions may cause public embarrassment for Bei-
jing and encourage international human rights NGOs and Chinese
dissidents to continue exerting pressure on Beijing, it is unlikely
that Beijing would make any serious domestic adjustments solely
because of human rights commission resolutions, which are vague
in terms of what Beijing is supposed to do. When asked specifically
about the impact of a successful China resolution on the Chinese
government, a senior Chinese diplomat at the UN Human Rights
Division of the Chinese Foreign Ministry insisted that such a situa-
tion would not be a big deal but would be harmful for Sino-U.S.
relations as the American intention of undermining the Chinese
government would then be in full display.?®

The official Chinese media attributed their success at the UN to
China’s improvements in the economic and political realm, its grow-
ing importance, and support from developing nations.*® Further-
more, the Chinese view that economic development must take
precedence over political and civil rights struck a chord among de-
veloping nations. Merle Goldman, a China specialist who joined the
1993 American delegation, found it difficult to counter the argu-
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ment made by the non-Western delegates who contrasted China’s
rapid economic growth, which was based on a model of economic
reform without corresponding political reform, with Russia’s eco-
nomic difficulties after its hasty move toward democracy. In addi-
tion, Beijing made some opportune concessions to sway interna-
tional opinion. Just when the 1993 UN Human Rights Commission
meeting started, CNN replayed Chinese television coverage of the
early release of Wang Dan, a principal Tiananmen student leader,
and China’s better treatment of other political prisoners. The CNN
story had a positive impact on the non-Western delegates, who ar-
gued that China should be encouraged to improve its human rights
gradually.??

Another important reason for China’s success was spirited lobby-
ing by Chinese diplomats. Goldman observed how the 19-member
Chinese delegation singlemindedly lobbied the non-Western dele-
gates and saw defeating a China resolution as its sole purpose.3®
Even though China’s failure at the UN would not have had a seri-
ous impact on its domestic practice, it would have had a negative
impact on the careers and pride of Chinese diplomats engaged in
human rights. The Chinese diplomats also became more convinced
of their mission based on their growing nationalism and develop-
mentalist views of human rights. Moreover, Chinese human rights
diplomats, highly specialized in the area, had learned the workings
of the UN human rights regime and become more effective in in-
fluencing the political agenda and procedures of the UN Human
Rights Commission.

Turning the Tide Since the Mid-1990s

Building on its efforts in the early 1990s, China had turned the tide
by the mid-1990s. “By the end 0f 1995, Beijing had successfully insu-
lated its economic and political relations and ambitions from being
seriously affected by its human rights record,” concluded Human
Rights Watch, an NGO that closely monitors the international com-
munity’s role in human rights in China.*® Since the mid-1990s, Bei-
jing has become more assertive and has had more comfortable mar-
gins of victory in the human rights commission.

After the close call at the 1995 meeting, the Chinese government
was determined not to lose the vote at the 1996 meeting. Beijing
continued to court African and Asian members that had been its
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consistent supporters. The Chinese also worked on the swing voters
among Eastern European and Latin American countries. Unlike in
the early 1990s, China also started active lobbying among Western
nations.’ In particular, major European members such as France,
Germany, Italy, and Spain lost their resolve for continuous confron-
tation with China over human rights and delayed the tabling of a
resolution. In addition, Europeans did not lobby developing nation
members as actively as they had before, which made Beijing’s lobby-
ing efforts easier.! A senior Chinese diplomat who attended the
conference commented shortly afterwards that while still support-
ive of the Americans, European delegates privately told the Chinese
about their unwillingness to isolate China and said that the June 4
incident was already behind them.*? As a result, China’s margin of
support in no-action resolutions increased from 0 in 1995 to 7 in
1996.

China won a major victory at the 1997 meeting. France, Ger-
many, Italy, and Spain announced their decisions not to be co-
sponsors, which made it impossible for the consensus-based Euro-
pean Union to be a cosponsor. Shortly afterward, Japan, Australia,
Greece, Canada, and others also indicated their unwillingness to
continue sponsoring China resolutions. The American delegation
managed to persuade Denmark to take the lead in tabling a reso-
lution almost at the end of the conference. Emboldened by such a
favorable development, Chinese delegates took offense and repeat-
edly interrupted the speeches by Swedish, Dutch, and American
speakers.** In the end, China won the no-action vote easily, with 27
in favor, 17 against, and 9 abstaining.

Beijing had also helped neutralize the UN Sub-Commission on
Human Rights by the mid-1990s. The sub-commission ceased to
consider country-specific human rights issues that the UN Human
Rights Commission had already taken up. In August 1997, Chinese
expert Fan Guoxiang, who had served as a human rights ambas-
sador, succeeded in passing a sub-commission resolution to avoid
“politicization” of the sub-commission and to promote human
rights dialogue **

In 1998, the United States stopped sponsoring anti-China reso-
lutions. Some Chinese observers apparently felt that they had just
seen the conclusion of a long struggle between China and the
United States at the UN Human Rights Commission.*> However, as
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the Chinese government stepped up repression of dissidents in the
second half of 1998, the United States again proposed a draft China
resolution at the 1999 commission meeting. Beijing tried in vain to
persuade Washington not to sponsor a resolution on China. Pre-
mier Zhu Rongji stated at a joint press conference with President
Clinton on April 8, 1999 that “I'm firmly opposed to the U.S. tabling
of a draft resolution directed at China at the Human Rights Com-
mission session. I not only regard that as unfair, but also take it as an
interference in China’s internal affairs.” To emphasize his point, he
raised his voice and paused after the sentence. In fact, in an inter-
view with a Wall Street Journal reporter before his trip, he had in-
dicated that there was strong resistance to his visit to the United
States. He listed three reasons: NATO’s bombing of Serbia, which
China opposed; Washington’s tabling of China resolutions at the
UN Human Rights Commission; and excessive U.S. demands for
Chinese concessions in exchange for WI'O membership.#® In the
end, China won a no-action motion, with 22 in favor, 17 against, and
14 abstaining. At the 2000 commission meeting, China again suc-
ceeded in defeating a U.S.-sponsored China resolution with a “no-
action” resolution, passed with 22 in favor, 18 against, 12 abstaining,
and 1 absent.

The most important reason for China’s success at the UN is its
rapid economic growth and relative political stability. China’s eco-
nomic success, in particular, has great appeal among developing
nations. “Western pundits have been filled with loathing as they
survey China’s human rights record,” Walden Bello, a professor of
sociology at the University of the Philippines, commented. “But I
would wager that for most of us in the South, China—warts and
all—is still one of the success stories of the century.” Besides China’s
economic performance, he also cites its ability to stand up to the
international business community.*” Such sentiment is shared by
decision-makers. Hishammuddin Hussein, Malaysia’s deputy min-
ister of primary industries and the alternate leader of the Malaysian
delegation to the 1997 UN Commission on Human Rights meeting,
commented that “the nations of the North and South have in fact
diverged.” He defended China. “The North’s persistent attacks on
China, for example, have ignored the fact that the nation’s gross
domestic product has grown from $215 billion in 1986 to $817 bil-
lion in 1996. The number of people below the poverty line has come
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down from 250 million in 1975 to 65 million in 1996. Possibly, never
before in the field of human affairs has so much been done for so
many in so short a time.” 48

China is not really isolated in the international community on
the issue of human rights. In fact, the United States sometimes
finds itself isolated. For example, U.S. and Asian diplomats clashed
openly over Asian values and universal values at a news conference
after ameeting of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations in July
1997. The United States found itself isolated from Asian countries
over how to deal with Burma and whether to give aid to Cambo-
dia.*® When Secretary of State Madeleine K. Albright visited Africa
in December 1997, she emphasized a partnership with the conti-
nent while refraining from lecturing Africans on human rights and
democracy.®® A confrontational approach over human rights would
have caused significant resentment among her African hosts.

China’s rising power has also influenced Western behavior. On
the one hand, Western governments value their commercial inter-
ests in the expanding China market, spurred on by their business
communities. This is particularly the case for major Western Euro-
pean nations, which have high unemployment rates and weak anti-
China constituencies. On the other hand, China’s rising power
means that the country is an important player in a wide range of
areas. As aresult, the United States and its Western partners cannot
afford to focus only on human rights issues.

Moreover, China has waged an effective lobbying campaign,
which is grudgingly acknowledged even by critics of China.?! Bei-
jing has intensified high-level exchanges with member nations in all
continents. Although there are other importantissues at stake, such
as denying Taiwan international recognition, China resolutions at
the UN Human Rights Commission are an important issue for Chi-
nese diplomacy. China continues to cultivate good relations with
developing nations and to seek allies on human rights and other
contentious issues with the West.

For critics of China, Beijing uses both sticks and carrots. On the
one hand, Beijing can be firm in both principles and tactics. The
Chinese have threatened —and at times used —retaliatory measures
against countries censuring China. Also, Chinese delegates have
become more assertive. This tough stance is meant to demonstrate
to critics of China that their position entails high costs and “unpro-
ductive” confrontations with Beijing.
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On the other hand, Beijing has made “concessions” to demon-
strate its willingness to cooperate and the potential gains for others
who are cooperative as well. Beijing has released dissidents at op-
portune times to manipulate international opinion to its advantage.
After giving strong indications earlier, Beijing signed the Inter-
national Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights in
October 1997 and the International Covenant on Civil and Politi-
cal Rights in October 1998. Beijing is yet to ratify the two cove-
nants. In October 1997 the UN Working Group on Arbitrary De-
tention visited China. The group reported to the commission on
its visit in April 1998 and strongly criticized the “vague and impre-
cise” offenses in the Chinese criminal code, particularly ones con-
cerning state security. The Chinese government invited UN Human
Rights Commissioner Mary Robinson to visit China and Tibet in
September 1998. The two sides signed a Memorandum of Intent on
a technical cooperation program. But earlier in the year China had
blocked her briefing at the Security Council in February and June
by arguing that human rights issues should be dealt with only in the
UN Economic and Social Council. Beijing was concerned that the
Security Council might follow the precedent and discuss sensitive
issues such as Tibet.>2 Then in 1999, China invited an expert group
from the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights
to visit China. In particular, as a key form of cooperation, the Chi-
nese government has rewarded the West by holding governmental
and nongovernmental talks on human rights with Norway, Britain,
France, Australia, Canada, Sweden, Brazil, Japan, the United States,
and the European Union.

Chinese concessions are not really meaningful. Bilateral human
rights dialogues are ceremonial and do not threaten the political
regime. There is no question that China’s signing of the two interna-
tional human rights covenants is a significant event that may have
an important impact on the country’s future political development.
However, with or without external pressure, the Chinese govern-
ment would have had no choice but to join at some point. Most UN
member nations had already done so. It would be embarrassing for
a UN Security Council permanent member to be a laggard.

China’s diplomatic success entails high costs. First, Beijing could
have used international concerns about human rights in China to
help address serious rights abuses in the country. Chinese citizens
are the big losers when the government refuses to live up to interna-
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tional human rights standards. Second, Beijing has spent consider-
able diplomatic capital to seek allies and discourage critics. Thus,
continuous external pressure on human rights weakens Beijing’s
bargaining leverage in other issue areas. To cite one example, a Chi-
nese military expert argues that some Southeast Asian nations such
as Vietnam, Malaysia, and the Philippines took advantage of China’s
effort to improve relations after Tiananmen to accelerate “invasion
and plunging of resources in our Nansha islands [Spratly]” and
that the Chinese government took a low-key stance and made com-
promises to stabilize recently restored or established relations with
these countries.>®

How much has China learned from its participation in the UN
human rights institutions? Or put another way, how much has
the international human rights regime affected Chinese behavior?
After an exhaustive study of China and the UN human rights insti-
tutions, Kent argues that China has indeed gradually accepted and
begun to implement some international human rights standards,
but she recognizes that for China, “the human rights regime repre-
sents an intervening, rather than an autonomous, causal variable.” 54
A central question here is whether China has had a change of heart
through its participation in the United Nations. Despite signs indi-
cating cognitive learning among some individuals and for certain
issues, I see little evidence supporting the notion that there has
been systematic learning on China’s part. If anything, Chinese writ-
ings on China and UN human rights institutions and actual Chi-
nese behavior indicate tactical learning by which highly special-
ized Chinese human rights diplomats have learned how to work the
UN system to China’s advantage. Such learning certainly does not
preclude concessions, which China, like any other nation, makes
frequently in its bilateral dealings with other nations as well as in
multilateral arenas. Ironically, the Chinese have also learned the
importance of bargaining from strength in the UN institutions, see-
ing their human rights disputes with the West from a perspective
of power politics, which makes it harder to accept the noble idea
of human rights behind Western criticism of China. And China’s
power moves to defend itself and advance its interests in the UN
human rights institutions have also weakened, to some extent, the
institutions themselves.
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Conclusion

China has become more integrated in the international human
rights regime since the late 1970s. Ironically, China has had to fight
off strong criticism since the late 1980s after a decade of increased
activism. The 1989 Tiananmen incident put China on the defen-
sive in the UN Commission on Human Rights and the UN Sub-
Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of
Minorities in the early 1990s. China became the first permanent
member of the UN Security Council to be censured by the sub-
commission in 1989. More significant, to bring collective power and
international opinion to bear on China, the United States and its
allies have sponsored resolutions on China’s human rights situation
at the UN Human Rights Commission every year except 1991 and
1998. And Beijing sees its human rights diplomacy at the UN mainly
as an extension of its rights exchange with the West. But unlike in
their bilateral relations, the United States and China compete in the
multilateral arena mainly by lobbying non-Western member states
to pass or defeat China resolutions.

Beijing has succeeded in preventing the West from passing reso-
lutions on its human rights situation thanks to its considerable po-
litical influence in the United Nations, its impressive economic
growth and relative stability, its traditional friendship with Asian
and African nations, its intense lobbying efforts, and by playing
economic cards. But Beijing’s diplomatic victory means a lost op-
portunity to make genuine improvements in human rights for Chi-
nese citizens and a weakened international human rights regime.
Moreover, what stands out in China’s multilateral human rights
diplomacy is that its participation has so far only led to adaptive
learning about how to defend its sovereignty and national interests,
rather than a change of heart about the importance of safeguarding
human rights at home.

Despite Beijing’s successes in recent years, its human rights rec-
ord will remain an issue in the UN human rights institutions. The
most important reason for this is that while making further im-
provements in a broad range of areas, the Chinese government con-
tinues to repress political dissidents and any organized group out-
side its direct control. Moreover, Beijing’s human rights violations
will continue to concern international human rights groups, who
will then lobby the U.S. government and other Western govern-
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ments to exert bilateral and multilateral pressure on Beijing. How-
ever, it will be difficult for the UN human rights institutions to cen-
sure Beijing as long as developing nations account for a majority of
the membership and China continues to exercise its considerable
political and economic influence.



Chapter Seven
Conclusion

The previous chapters have offered a broad survey of China’s bilat-
eral and multilateral human rights relations with the United States,
Western Europe, and Japan, analyzing these countries’ motives and
calculations, and the reasons for their policy successes or failures
on a case-by-case basis. This chapter summarizes Western human
rights approaches toward China and Chinese human rights foreign
policy on a comparative basis. In addition, the chapter further ex-
plores several theoretical issues that have emerged in the book,
namely the role of ideas and power in international relations and
the impact of the international human rights regime on state be-
havior.

Western Human Rights Policy Toward China
Human Rights and Western Policy Toward China

Two features stand out in Western human rights approaches to
China. First, the idea of human rights matters in Western policy
toward China. Human rights in China has been a persistent issue
between China and the West since the Chinese government brutally
repressed demonstrators in June 1989, an event that was carried on
live television around the globe. If human rights did not matter in
international relations, we would not see human rights diplomacy
between China and the West at all.

Second, when push comes to shove, the idea of rights has seldom
prevailed over traditional power calculations. Western governments
have not committed as many policy resources to pressuring China
on human rights as they have on other issues. Moreover, there is
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clear variation among major industrial democracies in their de-
gree of commitment to the cause of human rights, and each coun-
try’s policy varies over time. From the beginning, Americans, Euro-
peans, and Japanese differed in their objectives and preferred tools.
Moreover, human rights has come to play a less prominent role in
shaping foreign policy toward China for all these countries over
time.

Human rights became a decisive factor in Western policy toward
Beijing immediately following the June 1989 Tiananmen incident.
In fact, human rights in China became virtually a universal issue.
The international community united in condemning the Chinese
government. Equally important, ordinary Chinese citizens wel-
comed international criticism, still shocked as they were by the bru-
tality of the government crackdown.

In the wake of Tiananmen, the United States and Western Europe
imposed sanctions on China, suspending military sales, military
exchanges, high-level official exchanges, and multilateral develop-
ment aid. They also accepted Chinese dissidents in exile and ex-
tended visas for Chinese students and scholars studying in their
countries.

The tough Western position stemmed from widespread public
pressure to punish Beijing in the name of freedom and democracy.
But it also reflected drastic changes brewing in the world at this
time, the fall of the Berlin Wall, the end of the Cold War, and the
disintegration of the Soviet Union. After winning the Cold War,
the West became more convinced of the values of human rights
and democracy while it simultaneously saw China’s strategic value
as a counterweight to the Soviet Union decreased in world poli-
tics. In addition, a strategy of pressuring the Chinese government
to democratize would also enhance Western security based on the
notion that democracies do not fight each other. Under these cir-
cumstances, human rights activists and conservatives could agree
on pressure tactics against Beijing.

Would the West have reacted as powerfully to Tiananmen during
the Cold War? Probably not, judging by Washington’s tolerant atti-
tudes toward anti-communist dictatorships during the Cold War.
In fact, given its strategic value, China was exempted from Western
human rights policy in the 1970s and the 1980s. Even in the dark
weeks of the summer of 1989, President Bush kept contact with Bei-
jing and did not sever trade relations, as advocated by human rights
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activists and some members of Congress, because Bush wanted to
encourage China’s cooperation and avoid cornering its leaders.

Japan sided with the West, suspending yen loans to China and
halting official exchanges with Beijing. As China’s largest foreign
aid donor and a major trading partner, Japan could have hurt China
economically. But Tokyo dragged its feet and avoided explicit ref-
erences to human rights and democracy. Japan’s lukewarm support
for the West was consistent with its foreign policy at this time, which
did not incorporate human rights concerns. Unlike the Americans,
the Japanese pursued a strategic objective of promoting stability
and economic reform. China’s geographic proximity made the
prospect of widespread instability a greater threat to Japan’s own
security and prosperity than did the communist party clampdown
on demonstrators. Japan’s past aggression in Asia also deterred its
activism on rights. Tokyo would not have taken any punitive actions
against Beijing but for the strategic need to avoid the perception
of divergence from its Western allies. This was particularly impor-
tant at a time when the West was attacking Japan for its seemingly
unstoppable economic advance in the world.

The variation in commitment to human rights foreign policy and
the importance of rights relative to other considerations explain
why Japan, Western Europe, and the United States, in that order,
gradually retreated from confronting Beijing. Japan led the way in
easing sanctions. Within a year of Tiananmen, Japan began to nor-
malize relations with China by resuming yen loans and meeting with
Chinese leaders. Prime Minister Kaifu visited China in August 1991,
and was the first leader of a major industrial country to do so. In
contrast to its Western allies, Japan has chosen a nonconfronta-
tional, behind-the-scenes approach to dealing with human rights in
China, balancing between the West and China. Unlike Americans
and Europeans, Japanese officials discuss human rights in general
terms and refrain from criticizing Chinese policy when they meet
with the Chinese. However, Tokyo has sided with the West at the UN
Human Rights Commission. Given the importance of its relation-
ship with the West, Japan cannot afford to do nothing, but given
the importance of its relationship with China, Japan cannot afford
to do too much.

Western Europeans, as assertive as Americans initially, adopted
similar sanctions on China. The French government in particular
took a hard-line position on Beijing. The French honored Chinese
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exiles and allowed them to gather in Paris to form an opposition
group, which advocated overthrowing the ruling Chinese govern-
ment. At the G7 summit in Houston in July 1990, the French camp
championed a tough position on China while the Japanese pre-
ferred moderate measures. Similar to the Americans, Western Eu-
ropeans demanded that Beijing improve human rights in general
and release political prisoners in particular. They also cosponsored
and actively lobbied for resolutions on China at the UN Human
Rights Commission.

Western Europe began improving relations with China after
1993. Major European nations such as France and Germany ad-
justed their policy, replacing confrontation with dialogue. This
change was rooted in China’s rapid economic growth and grow-
ing market and political weight as well as Europe’s own frustra-
tion with the failure of the previous approach. Western Europe
also retreated at the UN Human Rights Commission, ceasing co-
sponsorship of China resolutions in 1997. Europeans continue to
raise human rights issues with Chinese leaders in bilateral talks, but
such purely symbolic discussions are mainly intended for a domes-
ticaudience, not for improving the human rights situation in China.

The United States led in exerting external pressure on China
and adopted a highly confrontational approach focused on human
rights issues in the early 1990s. The U.S. government explicitly
linked China’s human rights record and its MFN trading status
until 1994. Washington maintained military sanctions and refrained
from high-level official exchanges with Beijing. The State Depart-
ment issued annual reports on China’s human rights situation, and
the United States sponsored China resolutions at the United Na-
tions Human Rights Commission. However, as a litmus test, com-
mercial interests prevailed over human rights concerns in annual
battles over MFN/NTR status in Congress.

Trailing Japan and Western Europe, the U.S. government relaxed
human rights pressure on China in late 1996 by declaring its inten-
tion not to let bilateral relations be held hostage to human rights
concerns and, instead, to forge a strategic partnership with China.
While the Clinton administration argued that engagement was the
best way to promote human rights and democracy in the long run,
its new approach was also due to strategic concerns. Washington’s
preoccupation with human rights disputes with China was seen to
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have contributed to a serious deterioration in bilateral relations,
demonstrated most glaringly when the two powers came to the
brink of military conflict over Taiwan in March 1996.

While continuing to raise human rights issues with Beijing and to
criticize China at the UN Human Rights Commission, the Clinton
administration adopted a strategy of increasing cooperation and
reducing conflicts, which effectively sidelined rights issues in the
scheme of things. Clinton and Jiang paid highly publicized state
visits to each other’s countries in 1997 and 1998. Still, the U.S.
Congress continuously attacks Clinton’s China policy, thus keeping
human rights a central issue between the two countries.

Except for about two years after Tiananmen, the United States,
Western Europe, and Japan have committed far fewer policy re-
sources to the human rights cause than to other issues. To protect
U.S. security interests in Asia and warn Beijing not to miscalculate,
Clinton sent two carrier battle groups to the Taiwan area in the
largest show of U.S. force in East Asia since the end of the Vietnam
War. The U.S. government has also played hardball with Beijing
over intellectual property rights, arms proliferation, and entry into
the World Trade Organization, combining threats with incentives.
In fact, the White House has put as much, if not more, effort into
persuading Congress to accept its engagement policy with China as
it has into persuading Beijing to improve human rights.

Compared with the United States, Western Europe and Japan
have been even less willing to commit policy resources to human
rights in China. Western Europe has not hesitated to defend its
trade interests in negotiating with China and has not taken costly
measures for the sake of human rights in China. In fact, Europeans
have made concerted efforts in recent years to improve their ties
with China to advance their economic and political interests. The
Japanese have invested still more resources to improving relations
with China. And compared to its efforts to influence Chinese policy
on military spending and environmental protection, Tokyo’s efforts
on human rights have been minimal. The Japanese government sus-
pended grant aid to China in 1995 in protest of Beijing’s continual
nuclear tests, a daring move hitherto unheard-of in the bilateral
relationship. Tokyo has also adopted a cautious hedging strategy
against China, but mainly due to Beijing’s military expansion, not
its human rights record.
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Assessing Western Human Rights Strategies

How one evaluates Western human rights approaches toward China
depends on one’s preferences. Human rights activists want West-
ern governments to take resolute actions against Beijing and do not
believe that these governments have done nearly enough. But the
Chinese government does not want the West to do anything regard-
ing human rights, which it considers an internal affair. How one
evaluates Western human rights approaches also depends on one’s
expectations. If one does not believe that the West can realistically
overcome Beijing’s resistance to change, one will not be overly criti-
cal of weak Western efforts. But if one believes that the West can in-
deed force the Chinese government to alter its ways, an assessment
that the West has been “kowtowing” to China is more likely.

My own assessment of Western approaches is based on two as-
sumptions. One is that human rights is indeed desirable for China.
The other is that it will not be easy for China to democratize. The
first assumption means that external pressure should be an impor-
tant condition for realizing democracy in China. But the second as-
sumption means that any external intervention has to be nuanced
and well timed.

Western human rights diplomacy has largely failed if judged by its
declared objective of changing Chinese behavior. There surely have
been some successes, namely the release and better treatment of
known dissidents, permission for occasional visits to Chinese pris-
ons—even Beijing’s agreement to talk about human rights at all.
The Chinese government has signed on to international human
rights treaties sooner than it would have without international pres-
sure. However, the U.S. government itself has repeatedly admitted
that China’s human rights situation has not really improved, judged
by State Department annual reports on human rights.

Interestingly, both advocates and critics of human rights pres-
sure on Beijing agree that Western approaches have not worked,
though they differ on what Western failure means. Activists believe
that Western governments could have achieved better results with
greater commitment. As a starter, denying China MFN/NTR status
would have gotten Beijing’s attention. Chinese analysts argue, on
the other hand, that misguided Western human rights policy had
little chance to succeed in the first place.

On a broader level, I argue that the engagement approach, advo-
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cated by many in the West throughout the decade and adopted as
an official policy by the Japanese government right after Tianan-
men, by European governments in the early 1990s, and by the U.S.
government since the mid-1990s, has been largely successful —if
one considers the absence of viable alternatives, the fact that China
has indeed become more open economically and socially, and the
fact that citizens now enjoy far greater freedom in making decisions
about their own lives. In fact, Chinese peasants now choose their
leaders in contested village elections. All these improvements make
democracy in China more likely if not necessarily inevitable.

Could and should the West have acted differently concerning
human rights in China? After examining diplomatic exchanges be-
tween the West and China for the past decade, and domestic poli-
tics in each country, this book concludes that there is actually little
room for a different path. The West could not and should not ignore
what the Chinese government did to its citizens in June 1989. That
would have sent a bad signal about what kind of world order one
wanted and about what governments could get away with. The West
could not and should not have continued to isolate China once Bei-
jing lifted marshal law and proceeded with economic reform. That
would have encouraged hard-liners in China and undermined the
position of reformers, thus risking reversion to pre-reform ways and
heightened hostility to the West. The West can and should engage
China since the country is furthering economic reform, which can
potentially lead to a pluralistic society and a more open political
system. The West cannot realistically turn China into a democratic
country overnight if the current leadership has a sufficient hold on
power to resist such pressure.

How do we assess the different approaches adopted by the United
States and Japan, the two countries most important for China?
Some Japanese view the difference as positive, arguing that it gives
China a safety valve, Japan as a good cop and the United States as a
bad cop. Such an arrangement, however, being good for Japan and
detrimental to the United States, is more justification than motive.

Tokyo has been largely successful if judged by its own objectives
regarding China’s human rights disputes with the West. On the one
hand, Japan helped China avoid international isolation, which con-
tributed to Beijing’s decision to continue reform. China did not
collapse, as some Japanese analysts had feared in the early 1990s,
which would have damaged crucial Japanese security and commer-
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cial interests. Japan became a major economic partner with China
in the 1990s. Tokyo achieved all this while also preventing Sino-U.S.
human rights disputes from damaging its crucial relationship with
Washington.

However, compared with high-pressure U.S. tactics, a softer Japa-
nese approach would have yielded even fewer direct results in hu-
man rights in China. In fact, the Chinese government welcomed
Japan’s low-profile approach and used Japan as the weak link in the
Western front to break through diplomatic isolation in the early
1990s. Japanese resources, to some extent, neutralized the effec-
tiveness of U.S. efforts. The Western business community also used
Japan as a weapon to put pressure on governments not to impose
sanctions against China.

What policy implications does this assessment of Western ap-
proaches offer? This book shows that Western governments have
limited ability to change Beijing’s general behavior in human rights
when the Chinese government rigorously resists external pressure.
And ultimately a high-pressure or a low-key approach does not
make much difference if judged by actual behavior changes in
China. This means, while it is important to express clear opinions on
human rights and democracy, one also needs a good dose of politi-
cal realism. There is no quick fix to human rights in China. One just
has to let the country’s domestic evolution take its due course while
trying to nudge the Chinese government to further open itself to
the outside world. Moreover, excessive pressure may backfire and
contribute to rising nationalist sentiment. This risk is heightened if
one fails to understand the dynamic relationship between the state
and society in China and how responsive to external pressure a ma-
jority of Chinese is at a given moment.

China’s Human Rights Foreign Policy
High Costs for China

Western sanctions after Tiananmen inflicted direct costs on China
in terms of trade, investments, dual-use technologies, development
assistance, tourist income, and a mass defection of elite students
and scholars. Beijing has also had to commit valuable policy re-
sources to fend off Western human rights pressure; for example,
offering financial incentives to developing nations to support it in
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its human rights disputes with the West. Beijing’s need for support
among developing nations in the early 1990s also weakened its bar-
gaining leverage and restrained its diplomacy in areas such as ter-
ritorial disputes.

More important, China has faced an indirect linkage of human
rights and other issues. In the United States, human rights NGOs
have had success in rhetorical debates over an appropriate policy
toward China, setting limits as to how far foreign policy-makers can
move toward normal ties with Beijing. The U.S. government has
to justify an engagement policy with Beijing and fend off Congres-
sional and media criticism. Also, those opposed to free trade with
China have used China’s poor human rights record as a weapon
to pressure the U.S. government. In addition, human rights has
complicated U.S.-China security relations. China, a nondemocratic
nation that has grown strong economically and militarily, is per-
ceived by many in the U.S. security community as a potential or
present threat to the United States. Taiwan’s successful transition
to democracy has allowed the Taiwanese government to make per-
suasive appeals to Congress and others based on comparisons with
the authoritarian mainland regime. This new political reality has
led to greater American support for Taiwan and has undermined
America’s traditional “one China policy.”

While human rights is a non-issue on the bilateral diplomatic
agenda between Japan and China, the issue has been an important
indirect causal factor in recent tensions between the two nations.
The brutal crackdown in Tiananmen and the subsequent decade
of reports on China’s human rights abuses have contributed to a
growing distrust of China among Japanese citizens and officials. As
a result, the Chinese can no longer influence Japanese domestic
politics as much as they used to. This explains in part Tokyo’s grow-
ing assertiveness vis-a-vis Beijing. Moreover, human rights-related
strains in the Sino-U.S. relationship complicate Sino-Japanese re-
lations. While China and Japan may move closer to each other in
the short run, as they did in the early 1990s, Japan will ultimately
side with the United States, which offers it military protection, the
world’s largest market, and its most important source of technology.

As for Western Europe, media coverage of China’s human rights
abuses has tarnished Beijing’s reputation and allowed European
governments to adopt policies detrimental to vital Chinese inter-
ests. France and others exported advanced weapons to Taiwan and
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stopped doing so only after intense Chinese protests and retalia-
tion. In addition, the Dalai Lama has won greater popular support
in Europe, thus internationalizing the issue of Tibet, which China
considers to be threatening to its territorial integrity.

We should also recognize even more important opportunity costs
for Chinese citizens. It goes without saying that Chinese citizens
have been denied civil and political rights when the government
has refused to improve its human rights record. And their loss is
the nation’s loss; it is hard to imagine how the nation can realize its
full potential and gain international respect without the voluntary
participation of free citizens.

Yet, what stands out in China’s human rights foreign policy is that
Beijing has stood its ground, without retreating to isolation or yield-
ing to external pressure. Despite Western rights criticism, Beijing
continues to seek a better relationship with the West, but Beijing
has not redefined its national interest in the face of Western pres-
sure. While there has been subtle change in the tone and focus of
Chinese propaganda, this is more a reflection of Beijing’s efforts to
find a better pitch than of a change of mind. Beijing’s main objec-
tive in human rights foreign policy has remained the same: to fend
off and neutralize Western human rights pressure, which is seen as
detrimental to its national interests of ensuring regime survival and
social stability.

Why does the Chinese government not accept Western criticism
as beneficial for the country? An obvious reason is that the com-
munist party leadership has no incentive to yield to Western rights
pressure, which really aims at ending its political monopoly. At the
same time, the Chinese feel that they can survive the costs of exter-
nal pressure. Chinese analysts recognize that human rights disputes
with the West do entail costs for China but generally believe that
they are manageable. While the Chinese have an incentive to dis-
miss external pressure, the earlier discussion of Western pressure
suggests that the West did not go all out to inflict costs on China.

This portrait of Chinese calculations is not the full picture of what
has driven Chinese human rights diplomacy. To understand Bei-
jing’s behavior, we need to have a more nuanced understanding of
the government’s definition of national priorities and the dynamic
relationship between the state and society.
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Setting National Priorities

Deng charted anew course for China in 1978, deepening and widen-
ing economic reform while maintaining the leadership of the Com-
munist Party. He reasoned that party leadership is necessary for so-
cial stability and economic growth and that, conversely, rising living
standards and greater national strength would justify party rule.
This basic party line meant that China needed to integrate with the
global economy while building firewalls against Western cultural
and political values. Full of contradictions, this line was challenged
from different directions, but Deng largely prevailed in policy de-
bates and guided the country according to his vision. The current
leadership has essentially carried on Deng’s policy. Reflected in
China’s human rights foreign policy, Beijing has made calculated
moves to maintain ties with the West to facilitate economic reform
while resisting the kind of Western demands that could undermine
party rule.

How Beijing defines its national interests determines how it de-
fends them. What has emerged in the government is a developmen-
talist consensus, which sees fast economic development as China’s
number one priority and social stability as a necessary condition
for realizing this cherished national objective. Chinese officials see
China’s rapid economic growth and Russia’s current difficulties as
testimony to Deng’s wisdom. Western human rights pressure is in-
creasingly perceived by the Chinese government to be cover for
keeping China weak and advancing Western interests in other areas.
For all these reasons, the Chinese government has become more
confident in its human rights exchange with the West.

This book shows the importance of examining the views of Chi-
nese society and its dynamic relations with the government. One
may suggest correctly that the Chinese government was defending
the interests of the party rather than the nation after Tiananmen. It
was hard to imagine then how the government could ever regain the
trust of Chinese citizens. However, the government has regained
popular support, particularly for its foreign policy. Currently, a ma-
jority of Chinese side with the government in human rights disputes
with the West, doubting Western motives and criticizing Western
tactics.

Most Chinese support the government based on cynical calcula-
tions. They see the party-state as an evil necessary for making the
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nation strong and the people prosperous. There is an implicit so-
cial contract between citizens and the government: the party main-
tains its power in exchange for ensuring continuing economic suc-
cess. As long as the economy grows and citizens are content with
improvement in their personal circumstances, the government will
enjoy popular support. In this context, foreign pressure over hu-
man rights and other issues has contributed to rising nationalist
sentiment among Chinese citizens as well as officials.

Defending National Interests

Beijing did not have a master plan for its response to Western
human rights pressure. Rather, guided by Deng’s central policy line,
and adjusting for evolving bargaining situations and for different
actors, Chinese diplomats searched for an appropriate combina-
tion of tools to fend off Western pressure, learning from their suc-
cesses and failures. Over the past decade the Chinese have used
propaganda, opportune concessions, confrontation and tough bar-
gaining, intense lobbying, and economic statecraft. They have also
searched for weak links among industrial countries, using a strategy
of divide-and-conquer.

The Chinese government faced its toughest challenge after Tian-
anmen, and its initial response to Western pressure set the tone
for its later exchanges with the West. In a sense, the fact that the
Chinese government took the West’s best punches without being
knocked out gave confidence and valuable experience to Chinese
officials dealing with human rights issues.

Deng’s decision to continue economic reform was a key factor for
China’s success in human rights diplomacy. Though driven mainly
by China’s domestic considerations, the decision also had impor-
tant foreign policy implications, as recognized by Deng and others
in China. Deng’s continuing reforms created a dilemma for Western
policy-makers: how far could they push Beijing to improve human
rights and accept democracy without undermining Deng’s ability
to proceed with his reform program, which was also desirable for
the West and promised possible liberalization down the road? Ex-
cessive sanctions, it was feared, would create the worst-case out-
come of an isolated and hostile country controlled by hard-liners.
China’s decision to continue reform also meant that the country
would offer an expanding market for Western companies. Similarly,
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Beijing would need to demonstrate willingness to cooperate with
the West, all compelling reasons to support engagement.

As human rights was a central factor in Western policy toward
China in the first two years after Tiananmen, Beijing also adopted a
comprehensive strategy in response. The Chinese government re-
doubled its efforts to improve relations with its Asian neighbors and
other Third World countries to avoid international isolation. At the
same time, China avoided frictions with the West and demonstrated
willingness to cooperate on other issues.

In the human rights arena, Beijing resorted to its typical negoti-
ating style of “firm in principles but flexible in tactics.” The govern-
ment mobilized its propaganda machine to defend China’s record
and portray Western rights pressure as interference in China’s inter-
nal affairs. However, despite its declaration to the contrary, the Chi-
nese government made compromises when intense foreign pres-
sure threatened its core economic and political interests. Compared
to its policy toward Western Europe and Japan, China was more
responsive to U.S. demands because Washington held more cards
than anybody else. In particular, to ensure its MFN trading status,
China met some demands of the Bush administration. But the Chi-
nese made it clear that there was a limit to what they were willing to
do, and whatever concessions Americans received came only after
exhausting negotiations.

Recognizing the different strategic calculations and commit-
ments among industrial nations, China focused on improving rela-
tions with Japan, seeing Japan as a weak link in the Western con-
sensus, to break through isolation by industrial nations. Chinese
leaders emphasized reform and business opportunities and re-
minded the Japanese of their past aggression in China. This strategy
paid off. Beijing also used diplomacy and economic statecraft to
sway major European nations. In particular, the Chinese offered
commercial incentives to those European leaders willing to im-
prove relations with China. By normalizing relations with the Japa-
nese and Europeans, Beijing undercut Washington’s ability to rally
international support for rights pressure on China.

The Chinese government recognized that the United States took
the lead on Western rights pressure on China and often saw West-
ern human rights pressure simply as an American crusade. Beijing
mobilized its propaganda machine to counter American criticism,
both defending the Chinese record and revealing American sins.
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The Chinese also used economic statecraft, rewarding European or
Japanese competitors with lucrative contracts to pressure American
firms to lobby the U.S. government, and sending shopping delega-
tions to the United States. Chinese negotiators also tried to frustrate
the Americans with difficult negotiations. And Beijing released a
few prominent dissidents at times to influence American opinion
before Congressional debate on MFN status, UN Human Rights
Commission meetings, or votes on the site of the 2000 Olympics.
Beijing achieved a major victory when the Clinton administration
delinked China’s human rights record with MFN status in 1994.

By the mid-1990s, the Chinese government had largely suc-
ceeded in fending off Western human rights pressure. China had
essentially removed human rights as a diplomatic issue with Japan
and neutralized the issue with Western Europe. Since 1996 Beijing
has also marginalized the human rights issue with the U.S. gov-
ernment. Chinese officials and analysts have come to realize that
human rights is not going away as a bilateral issue due to American
political culture and domestic politics, and have learned to live with
human rights disputes as long as they do not compromise China’s
vital interests.

Chinese diplomats have made great lobbying efforts at the UN
Human Rights Commission to defeat Western attempts to pass reso-
lutions on China’s human rights that were intended to bring pub-
lic shame on Beijing. The Chinese have seen the annual fights at
the commission as a test of strength with the United States. Beijing
has used everything in its tool box—propaganda, commercial in-
centives, threats, and persuasion—to sway the position of member
states, and it has succeeded in that no Western-sponsored resolu-
tions on China have ever passed at the UN Human Rights Commis-
sion.

Implications for International Relations Theories

The main implication of the book for international relations theo-
ries is that while ideas matter in contemporary international rela-
tions, they do so in a dynamic interplay with power. First, the idea of
human rights becomes effective in shaping foreign policy only when
itis perceived to enhance rather than hurt traditional power-based
interests. Second, traditional power is needed to implement human
rights foreign policy, which ironically obscures the difference be-
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tween value-driven human rights diplomacy and interest-driven
traditional diplomacy, thus making it difficult for target countries
like China to accept Western rights pressure. Third, by success-
fully resisting external rights pressure, powerful target nations like
China weaken the importance of human rights in the foreign policy
deliberations of the Western countries that initiate pressure.

This book shows that the idea of human rights matters in contem-
porary international relations, justifying critical analysis of human
rights diplomacy in the first place. The constructivist approach ex-
plains why human rights has become an important factor in foreign
policy making in the West. As deeply internalized values, human
rights and democracy shape Western governments’ views of the
world and standards of conduct. The western media focuses on
human rights issues in the world, thus highlighting problems and
influencing public opinion, something which governments cannot
ignore. Human rights activists also play a crucial role in keeping
human rights in China on the agenda of Western governments.
Human rights in China has become internationalized in part be-
cause outside human rights observers have become more aware
of the situation in the country and because some Chinese human
rights advocates have reached out to make transnational connec-
tions with foreign supporters.

Not surprisingly, how much importance a country attaches to
human rights explains in part how much effort it makes in pursuing
human rights goals in dealing with China. The United States and
Western Europe, which are more committed than Japan to human
rights, have indeed adopted a stronger human rights policy than
the latter. Tokyo would adopt a tougher human rights policy if it
came to define human rights as an important national interest and
if Japanese human rights groups became more powerful players in
domestic politics. As for China, as a target of Western rights pres-
sure, if the government decided to embrace human rights values its
foreign policy would be fundamentally different.

However, this book shows that enlightened ideas embraced by
activists alone are not enough to produce a committed human
rights policy. The United States and its Western allies took strong
measures immediately after Tiananmen mainly because of a conver-
gence of ideals and interests. The subsequent collapse of Eastern
Europe and the Soviet Union demonstrated the power of the idea
of human rights and democracy in helping the West win the Cold
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War. Human rights activists and liberals supported a tough China
policy because morally this was the right thing to do. Pragmatists
and conservatives also believed that an active human rights policy
would facilitate realization of traditional national interests in secu-
rity and trade. A China that is more democratic and respectful of
human rights would be a more peaceful and trustworthy country.
A more open and democratic China would also make a better trad-
ing partner. However, as soon as it was realized that pressure for
immediate improvements in human rights in China would compro-
mise trade interests, the U.S. business community and their sup-
porters mobilized to prevent a linkage between trade and human
rights. When pragmatists realized that a China policy dominated by
human rights had compromised U.S. strategic interests and might
lead to a dangerous showdown with China over Taiwan, they im-
mediately pushed the Clinton administration to engage China as a
strategic partner and to treat human rights as only one of the issues
on the table.

The Japanese saw human rights pressure have a negative impact
on their security and trade interests earlier than the Americans
did, an important reason that they were not keen on pressuring
the Chinese. Tokyo believed that China’s stability was important
for regional security and that an isolation of China would com-
promise its commercial interests. And engagement with China was
the only pragmatic way to ensure that China would be stable and
would continue to open up to the outside world. While the Japa-
nese government stood out as an outlier in the early 1990s, the Japa-
nese position has largely become the norm among Western gov-
ernments. Now Western public opinion and human rights advocacy
constrain but do not determine Western policy toward China. In
other words, the idea of human rights has become less influential
in policy-making.

The importance of human rights in Western foreign policy has
diminished due to the power play with China. On the one hand,
there is a structural conundrum in human rights policy. The more
committed a country is to human rights, the more it needs to use
traditional power to change the behavior of target nations, power
ranging from political isolation to economic sanctions, and even to
use of military force, as in the case of Kosovo. Such power play is
meant to hurt the target’s national interests and is generally per-
ceived as such in these countries. This explains why target gov-
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ernments tend to resist external rights pressure rather than make
change in light of the enlightened ideas underpinning it. The fact
that countries that initiate rights pressure also adopt policies to ad-
vance their own national interests in security, trade, and other issue
areas further creates the impression that human rights is part of
the Western design to bully others for their own benefit. This has
been the case for China. Its human rights exchanges with the West
have mainly led to adaptive learning about how to fend off Western
pressure rather than to cognitive learning about the importance of
rights.

On the other hand, what instruments Western nations use also
depends on the power of target nations. China’s major power status
means that the West cannot and will not use military force for
humanitarian reasons the way they did against Serbia over Kosovo.
China’s growing economic power and expanding market mean that
the West would also suffer from a trade war, though Beijing would
suffer more. China’s political influence and geostrategic weight
mean that the West cannot isolate the country easily in the world
and that the West itself needs China’s cooperation in important
issue areas. Beijing’s ability to mobilize resources in defense of its
national interests has frustrated Western governments and weak-
ened their resolve to push the human rights issue with the Chinese.

Besides showing the importance of the interplay of ideas and
power, this book also shows that the institutionalist approach ex-
plains part of China’s human rights relations with the West. The
international human rights regime, broadly defined as principles,
norms, and rules, has created universal standards and legitimized
international concerns over the domestic practices of individual
countries. The West thus feels justified in pressuring the Chinese
government about its domestic practices. Furthermore, the regime
provides an alternative to bilateral diplomacy. Washington decided
to try harder to get a China resolution passed in 1995 to compensate
for its decision to delink human rights and trade in its bilateral re-
lations with China. Japan found it easier to balance between China
and the West by siding with the West in a multilateral context.

The international human rights regime has also affected Chinese
behavior. Rather than challenging the regime head on, Beijing ac-
cepts the regime’s legitimacy while finding ways to minimize China’s
obligations. It is also conceivable that by joining the international
human rights regime and signing the international human rights
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covenants, China will gradually modify its behavior in the human
rights area.

However, a power struggle with the West dominates China’s
multilateral human rights policy. Without U.S. and Western initia-
tives, it is hard to imagine that the UN Human Rights Commis-
sion will ever act on its own to criticize China. The UN Human
Rights Commission, as it is structured now, has a weak enforcement
mechanism and thus places few constraints on sovereign nations,
particularly powerful ones.

In short, power still plays a central role in international relations.
While the idea of human rights explains why Beijing has to engage
in human rights diplomacy with the West, power and bargaining
explain the process and outcome of human rights exchanges be-
tween China and the West. Realists can explain much of what has
happened in this new issue area. Nevertheless, this book also shows
that power itself evolves in meaning and content depending on the
prevailing ideas and institutional context.
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