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ABSTRACT 

The human rights record of the People’s Republic of China has long been the subject of 

debate over the past few decades. The dichotomy of this controversy is crystal-clear: While 

the international human rights community, led by the United States and the Western 

democracies, has been finding issues with the Party-State’s problematic human rights 

policies using normative measures, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) claims that human 

rights are but a domestic issue and has nearly rebuked all kinds of external interference. A 

more recent observation of this contestation, regarding the changing landscape of the 

international power order, suggests that, due to the rising Chinese economic and military 

capability and the relative decline of the current hegemon, the United States, domestic 

human rights violations in China will become less likely to be ameliorated by international 

engagement in the future. This paper, however, argues against the increasing pessimism 

among academia and governments toward the prospects of human rights conditions in 

China. Despite its long-term hard-liner posture on human rights issues, the CCP has taken a 

realist approach and demonstrated strategic flexibilities in dealing with those issues. 
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Introduction 

In December of 2019, China’s State Council Information Office, which is the 

government organ and mouthpiece mainly in charge of the Party-State’s ideology 

propaganda, issued a White Book titled “70 Years of Progress on Human Rights 

China.” The high-pitched report passionately portrayed the great achievement in 

human rights development that China has earned, under the leadership of the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP). Quite notably, ren min xing fu, or living a happy life, is 

defined as the “primary human right.1” In sharp contrary to this triumphal tone, 

Kenneth Roth, an Executive Director of Human Rights Watch, a non-governmental 

human rights organization, directly called China “an existential threat to the rights of 

people worldwide2” in the organization’s 2020 World Report.  

 

Putting the surprising differences spotted in these two narratives aside, it is worth 

noting Roth’s account does represent the mainstream pessimism of the international 

human rights community, regarding China’s human rights record in recent years. To 

be sure, this level of pessimism is not ungrounded. As of today, the waning ability of 

both state and non-state actors in terms of shaping China’s human rights violations is 

almost becoming factual and could be primarily explained by the rapidly changing 

international landscape. While the current academic discussion’s overemphasis on 

international engagement and corresponding adjustments is not falsified, I argue that 

it is as important to understand the decision-making process of the Party-State, 

 
1 “70 Years of China’s Human Rights Development.” People’s Daily. Sept 23, 2019. 
2 Roth, Kenneth. China’s Global Threat to Human Rights. Human Rights Watch.  
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especially when a question either raised by external normative pressure or by 

domestic dissidence is to be handled. Three case studies, when the Chinese 

government ended up compromising the usual hard-liner human rights gesture, will be 

presented to form a better interpretation of the Party’s human rights policy-making. 

This paper will make a contribution to the existing collection of literature by assessing 

the current academic focus, reviewing the formation of China’s characteristic human 

rights value system, and providing analysis and insights into constructing a more 

influential and pragmatic approach for China’s human rights development in the 

future. 

 

Evolving Views: Prospects of China’s Human Rights Condition 

The changing views and predictions of China’s future human rights record can be 

spotted in two distinctive discussions. While the international community is 

increasingly pessimistic toward China’s human rights policies, the forging of China’s 

characteristic standard of human rights is equally necessary to be contextualized.  

The International Community 

The nightmarish memory of the Tiananmen Square Incident in June 1989 already 

seems a long time ago, but China’s recent assertiveness in its lingering human rights 

issues, i.e., violent measures against ethnic minorities in Xinjiang and suppression of 

Hong Kong freedom fighters and protesters, definitely rings the bell of its past 

predatory human rights violations. Time does fly, and the past thirty years since 

Tiananmen brought about a drastic change to the international landscape, as the world 
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has witnessed a rising China, with increasing economic and military capability, and 

the declining Western powers and democratic values. The Trump administration’s 

omission of countermeasures against China’s human rights violations on the agenda is 

cogent proof of the doubts,3 that international engagement is losing its relevance in 

terms of shaping China’s decision-making process, especially when it comes to 

human rights issues. The strongman leadership of Xi Jinping, current chairman of the 

Party-State, adds up to the impression that, in light of such uncompromising 

authoritarianism, it will be increasingly difficult for international actors to offer 

assistance to domestic Chinese activists, dissidents, and freedom fighters. 

 

Such unfavorable circumstance has really stressed the urgency to construct new 

venues, approaches, or even mindsets for correcting current and, possibly, future 

human rights violations in China. The traditional – meaning post-Tiananmen – 

countermeasure that the international human rights community would most likely 

deploy, with regards to China’s human rights violation, is the “naming, shaming, and 

shunning” strategy, i.e., to pressure the Chinese government by publicly calling out its 

wrongdoing. National Sun Yat-sen University’s professor Titus Chen, nevertheless, 

rebuked the relevance of this traditional approach as opposed to today’s context. He 

notes this strategy would actually push China to “allocate significant resources to 

defend international status and image” and, therefore, fail to develop its human rights 

 
3 Ingraham, L. (2017, 30 October) The Ingraham Angle. New York: Fox News 
Channel. 
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conditions.4 In addition, it is submitted that the Western countries should emphasize 

the use of more “positive” measures, including cooperation and annual bilateral 

dialogues, in opposition to negative measures, e.g., “naming and shaming,” to deal 

with abuses of human rights. 5  A more recent study, from the perspective of 

constructivism, indicates the increasing importance of the international human rights 

“norms” in the discussion of shaping China’s human rights conditions.6 

 

One characteristic that these contending theories have touched upon is the 

consideration of a cost-benefit calculation. More specifically, the cost of negative 

measures, which might also include economic sanctions and deteriorating bilateral 

diplomatic relationship, hinge on the retaliatory ability of the target country. For 

example, the United States had grave concerns with the human rights conditions in 

China after the Tiananmen Incident, thus adopted strong countermeasures, such as 

suspending arms sales, halting top-level government officials conferences, and most 

severely, canceling the Most Favored Nation (MFN) status with the Chinese 

government. The discretion, or even fear, that these scholars have in common is based 

on the level of reliance, mostly economically, on China, in the era of global 

governance. An economic recession, caused by sanctions on China, will almost 

certainly lead to negative domino effects and drag other international actors down, as 

well. The Clinton administration did sense this aspect of possible incurred cost and 
 

4 Titus C. Chen. International Engagement in China's Human Rights (China Policy Series) (p. 
1). Taylor and Francis. Kindle Edition.  
5 Woodman, Sophia. Ethics in Action (p. 132). Cambridge University Press. Kindle Edition.  
6 Hun Joon Kim, The prospects of human rights in US–China relations: a constructivist 
understanding, International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, Volume 20, Issue 1, January 2020. 
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decided not to “link” human rights measures to other issues when implementing 

diplomatic policies.7  

 

Another major issue with the proposals, which predominantly prefer positive 

measures over confrontational issues, is their doubtful actual effectiveness. The 

feeling of insecurity stems really from assuming and oversimplifying Beijing’s 

decision making. That is, to construct the most effective approach influencing CCP’s 

human rights gesture is to go into the veins and really understand under what situation 

will top CCP officials let loose of their unyielding grip. As Kent has noted, how 

Beijing behaves at diplomatic occasions has an “intentionally maintained fissure” 

from its actual domestic human rights policies.8 It is this fissure that allows room for 

international actors’ maneuver coming into effect, in terms of modifying Beijing’s 

decision-making.  

 

The Concept of Human Rights with a “Chinese Definition”  

It is unrealistic to establish an in-depth understanding of China’s human rights 

metrics and its policy-making process without holistically reviewing the 

conceptualization of human rights in Chinese society and politics. The basic 

characteristic that distinguishes the Chinese human rights value system from the 

Western jus natural, the natural rights theory, is that top CCP leaders decided to rely 

 
7 Kent, A. (1999) China, the United Nations, and Human Rights: The Limits of Compliance. 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 
8 Ann E. Kent, Beyond Compliance: China International Organizations, and Global Security 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2007).  
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on the Marxist definition of human rights, i.e., the development of human rights 

should be an indicator of the state’s social development. In other words, only when 

the basic needs of civilians are met should human rights be included in this discussion. 

In comparison, believers of natural rights theory will otherwise contend that human 

rights are naturally bestowed, regardless of one’s background.  

 

These fundamental conflicts in ideology have engendered China’s involvement in 

two relevant debates vis-a-vis the definition of human rights. The first debate is 

between human rights universalists and relativists. The first-ever recorded human 

rights charter, the Cyrus Cylinder could be traced back to the 6th century BCE, when 

Persia’s king Cyrus the Great conquered Babylon and released all war slaves. This 

charter has been recognized as basis for universal human rights theory, which 

essentially argues that there are certain rights which are naturally endowed, along with 

one’s birth. Maritain’s work, developed on Hobbes and Rousseau’s arguments, 

stresses that it is the “nature” of human beings which drives people to follow certain 

patterns of behaviors.9 Fast forward to the 20th century, conception of universal 

human rights and universal values is found in Isaiah Berlin’s work, who notes that one 

thing only becomes valuable when most of the people find it valuable.10 Unlike 

Hobbes and Maritain, Berlin’s more refined universalist definition of values echoes 

with the definition of a contemporary democratic society and the dominance of major 

opinions. The relativist perception of human rights is, however, another story. As 

several critics have noted of universal values, they are too idealistic, especially when 

different kinds of societies and cultures demonstrate different proclivities towards 
 

9 Maritain, Jacques. Man and the State. Chicago, University of Chicago Press. 1951. 
10 Jahanbegloo, Ramin, (1991). Conversations With Isaiah Berlin. McArthur & Co. Reprinted 
2007, Halban Publishers. 
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particular sets of moral values. Franz Boas famously argued that “civilization is not 

absolute, but relative.11” Compared to universal values, relativism offers much more 

convincing venues for interpreting the gaps between different cultures and societies, 

for asserting that each civilization is cultivated by its own historical and geographical 

background. Jack Donnelly incisively argues that culture is the ultimate “source of the 

validity of a moral right or rule” and “rights are culturally determined.12” Though they 

belong to different schools of thought, Donnelly’s point is actually consistent with 

Berlin’s thoughts: a group of people from the same cultural cultivation will develop 

similar conceptions of rights, i.e., human rights are determined by the people 

themselves, depending on their specific circumstances, and are not determined by the 

government or by the so-called natural obligations proposed by the universalists. 

Indeed, the relativists’ perspective is compelling: there is no logic to imposing one 

common set of rules – something even the rule of law has not even achieved – upon 

people all around the world, not to mention the potential cost of enforcement. 

 

It is important to stress that the Marxist theory of human rights was not born in 

China’s soil but later adopted. As a matter of fact, the Western natural rights theory 

was once embraced in the Republican period’s democratic movements and protests. 

Moreover, the predecessor of the universal human rights was of pivotal “positive 

enlightening” meanings to the evolving Chinese society.13 The later denial of the 

natural rights, since the establishment of the PRC in 1949, has shown that it was after 

serious discussion when the CCP leaders decided to choose the theoretical framework 

 
11 William. H. Dall, and Franz Boas. "Museums of Ethnology and Their Classification." 
Science 9, no. 228 (1887): 587-89. 
12 Donnelly, Jack. "Cultural Relativism and Universal Human Rights." Human Rights 
Quarterly 6, no. 4 (1984): 400-19.  
13 Wang, Linxia. “Empiricism and Characteristics of China’s Human Rights Development.” 
The Human Rights(人权) Magazine. Vol 1, 2009. 
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that best fits the trajectory of the young China. The Party’s shift in attitude regarding 

contending human rights theories not only validated the relevance of China’s role in 

the debate of universalism and relativism but reaffirmed the point that the 

Party-State’s human rights policy-making is highly adaptive, meaning China is not 

taking a radical revisionist approach to the democratic values.  

 

Therefore, although China has been linking human rights to its societal 

development, different from the Soviet Union, it is not a die-hard proponent of 

Marxist ideologies but, instead, demonstrates the space for flexibility in its 

policy-making process. University of Macau professor, Chao Wang coined the similar 

term “selective adaptation.” Wang notes that, when some kinds of non-local, meaning 

international, norms are to be applied to China’s own standards of human rights, the 

existence of “local interpretive communities” allows the Chinese government to be a 

purposive adaptor and “outmaneuver the normative pressure.14” What Wang could 

have continued in his arguments is that the international actors could also be aware of 

this adaptation procedure and make corresponding adjustments when imposing 

normative pressure.  

 

The second debate, which characterizes the formation of today’s Chinese human 

rights standard, is the classification of human rights’ generations.15 The Chinese 

government, in either its long-term grand development strategies or human rights 

report, seems to stress the second generation of human rights, which predominantly 

 
14 Wang, Chao. Coordinated compliance and private approach of international engagement in 
China’s human rights. Titus C. Chen. International Engagement in China's Human Rights 
(China Policy Series) (p. 79). Taylor and Francis. Kindle Edition.  
15 See Henry Shue, Basic Rights: Subsistence, Affluence, and U.S. Foreign Policy (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980)* 
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emphasizes civilians’ socio-economic rights, more than the first generation, i.e., civil 

and political rights. Skeptics worry that this division in the definition of human rights 

provides the shelter or a “smoke screen” for authoritarian regimes, which use 

oppressive measures to abuse rights.16 Yet this discussion contributed to one of the 

leading CCP theories that human rights should rather be part of a nation-state’s 

domestic politics than vulnerable to foreign normative measures.  

 

To be certain, the ruling legitimacy is of supreme importance to CCP’s policy 

agenda. Civil and political rights are, therefore, recognized by the Party-State as a 

potential source for foreign powers to utilize and overthrow its rule. R.J. Vincent 

points out that the doctrine of human rights is naturally conflicting with the 

sovereignty of a state, and each “sets limits to the domain of the other.17” The Chinese 

government will, by all means, not tolerate such restrictive power to be possessed by 

its people. Eva Pils, from the perspective of the institutional limits of authoritarian 

regimes, argues incompatibility of human rights in the Chinese political system has 

naturally exacerbated its already existing human rights violations.18 Hence, the 

“domestication” of human rights, in the official view of the CCP, is, in turn, the fear 

of an “internationalization” of the Party-State’s insecurities regarding its ruling 

legitimacy. The theorizing, as in the second generation of human rights does morally 

legitimize China’s focus on economic development and poverty lifting efforts. 

Socio-economic rights are a perfect detour for the Chinese government to defend its 

legitimacy from either bilateral or international normative pressure, given the 

 
16 Butenhoff, Linda. Human Rights in Hong Kong. Ness, Peter Van. Debating Human Rights 
(Asia's Transformations). Taylor and Francis. Kindle Edition.  
17 Vincent, R.J. Human Rights and International Relations. New York: Cambridge University 
Press. 1986. Pp. viii, 186. 
18 Pils, Eva. Human Rights in China. London: Polity, 2018. 
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undeniable economic progress that the CCP has achieved as of today. 

 

It then behooves the international human rights community, especially actors with 

a goal to shape China’s problematic human rights conditions, to be aware of the 

Party-state’s hidden standard. According to David Forsythe, it is a problem of “when 

and how to implement human rights in particular situations.19” In light of the 

assessment of the current Chinese human rights value system’s formation, two key 

takeaways are: 1, Human rights are, after all, a concept of ideology. Unlike the Soviet 

Union, China’s flexible human rights policy is adaptive to external influences and, 

thus, a vulnerable subject to normative measures; 2, In addition, the Chinese 

government’s claim to consider human rights a domestic issue is the defensive 

mechanism of its valued ruling legitimacy. By targeting factors relevant to the Party’s 

ruling legitimacy, international actors could, therefore, trigger a shift or concession on 

human rights issues. 

 

Moments When Authoritarian China Faltered: The Case Studies 

The pessimism of China’s human rights prospects shared among scholars and 

government officials around the globe, as of today, is self-evident. The academic 

attention was devoted to the increasing assertiveness of Xi’s China and its unyielding 

stance regarding international normative confrontations. Yet few studies have actually 

been devoted to examining the empirical cases when the Chinese government did 

make a shift in its human rights policies due to the non-Party actors. To take a 

backward glance and sift through recent history, such a situation, although indeed rare 

compared to the uncountable amount of times when China maintained its 
 

19 Forsythe, David P., 2000. Human Rights in International Relations. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.  
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uncompromising gesture, does exist. The following section is designated to take an 

up-close look at the three cases where the Chinese government took consideration of 

issues relevant to its ruling legitimacy and made corresponding adaptive adjustments 

toward either domestic opinions or international engagement. 

 

“Hide and Bide” 

It is no understatement when referring to China’s post-Tiananmen diplomatic 

situation as one deeply trapped in a predicament. Despite support from a few other 

communist states, most countries were totally appalled by the bloodshed that 

happened in June 1989 and condemned Beijing for its atrocities. Meanwhile, the 

Western countries also quickly responded with a series of punitive measures, 

including the arms sale embargoes from the US and the European Union.20 Moreover, 

the discussion of whether or not the US should keep China’s Most Favored Nation 

(MFN) status was thoroughly debated in the White House and the Congress. Although 

the bill of actually canceling China’s MFN was passed in the Congress, both Bush and 

Clinton finally decided to extend the normal trade relationship with China, reportedly 

due to the increasing volume and importance of the Chinese market.21 But there was 

serious consideration, and Beijing must have been aware of the struggle, as well. 

Margret Thatcher, then Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, also expressed 

discontent with Beijing’s deployment of violence, publicly threatening to postpone the 

discussion with China about the return of Hong Kong.22 

 

 
20 U.S. and European Union Arms Sales Since the 1989 Embargoes. Statement of Harold J. 
Johnson. United States General Accounting Office. Apr 28, 1998.  
21 Suettinger, Robert L. "The Slow Road to Recovery, 1989–92." In Beyond Tiananmen: 
The Politics of U.S.-China Relations 1989-2000, 88-144. Washington, D.C.: Brookings 
Institution Press, 2003. 
22 Carroll, J. M. A Concise History of Hong Kong. Rowman & Littlefield, 2007. 
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A stably expanding economy, which almost solely determines the ruling 

legitimacy of a state, and territory issues, have always been the top priority on the 

Party’s agenda. In coping with various normative sanctions from the international 

community, the CCP had no other choice but to demonstrate some levels of 

“activism” on human rights issues. Followed by Deng’s important message that issues 

“in the face of pivotal national interest require flexible handling,” China began its 

crisis management by actively cooperating with international institutions and 

initiating bilateral human rights dialogues with nations since the 90s. Echoing with 

the adaptation theory, the Chinese government realized the pivotal significance to first 

regain its international image and acceptance to the international community and was 

willing to “sacrifice” its previous socialist goals for the status quo.23 China’s 1997 

signing of the International Covenant on Economic,  Social, and Cultural Rights 

(ICESCR) and 1998 signing of the International Covenant on Civil Rights (ICCPR) 

have been recognized as important signals of the Party-state’s willingness to abandon 

its violent human rights measures and contribute to upholding the international human 

rights community in the post-Tiananmen era. 

 

It is probably a hindsight argument, but to comply with the normative pressure 

was indeed the best decision that Deng’s administration could have made. The 

Chinese economy desperately needed access to the American market and technology. 

If counter-factually, the CCP had maintained its high-pitched confrontational tone 

even after the Tiananmen bloodshed, it is almost certain that in no way the economy 

would have replicate today’s prosperity, therefore losing the capability to justify its 

 
23 Rosen, Stanley. "China Since Tiananmen Square." In China: Adapting the Past, 
Confronting the Future, edited by Buoye Thomas, Denton Kirk, Dickson Bruce, Naughton 
Barry, and Whyte Martin K., 139-46. ANN ARBOR: University of Michigan Press, 2002.  
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ruling legitimacy to the Chinese people. Meanwhile, domestic discontent and grief 

were also peaked, along with the fear of being isolated by the international 

community among Chinese citizens at that moment, further tilting the balance of top 

Party officials’ calculation. It is also recognized by observers that the Party-state’s 

benign human rights posture around the millennium was merely for appeasing the 

furious international community, therefore attracting foreign investments, joining the 

World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001, and hosting the 2008 Olympics in 

Beijing.24 It was impossible to meet any of these goals without Beijing’s crisis 

management efforts. 

 

The success of international engagement in correcting China’s human rights 

wrongdoing since Tiananmen offers a valuable lesson. The student protest was no 

doubt a violation of the political red-line of the Communist Party, yet later 

concessions reaffirmed the correctness of the observation, that there had been room 

for CCP leaders to adapt its policy-making process. Some factors, which were of 

equal importance, are somehow not easy to duplicate, as of today. First, the world 

order then was a uni-polar one. Thus, the hegemon, the United States, was able to take 

the lead and organize an almost universal boycott against China. Second, similarly, 

the then-Chinese government, given its under-developed technology industry and 

economy, would have to comply in exchange for acceptance. But these temporal 

tensions did not hinder the relevance of the international engagement efforts as to 

preparing for a crisis in the future. 

 

 

 
24 “Human Rights Activism in Post-Tiananmen China,” Human Rights Watch, May 30, 2019.  
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Abandoning a Content-Control Software 

On the first day of April 2009, China’s Ministry of Education, Ministry of 

Finance, Ministry of Industry and Information Technology, and the State Council 

Information Office co-issued an important announcement, requesting countrywide 

elementary and middle schools’ computers to be pre-installed with a content-control 

software called the Green Dam Youth Escort.25 Government organs of the CCP have 

no traditions to deliver April Fool’s Day messages, so nor should this announcement 

be considered as one. Yet the absurdity, in terms of civilian’s right to cyberspace 

freedom, is not a far cry from a Fool’s Day joke. The original purpose of this software 

was to provide users, especially children and teenagers aged from 9 to 15, with 

filtered and safe internet content. 

 

This policy has incurred “a firestorm of criticism,” according to a columnist of 

Science Magazine.26 The criticism was not about the “good will” behind this software, 

which is to prevent younger users of the internet from getting access to unwholesome 

online content, such as pornographic or violent pictures. Instead, it was about the 

possible censorship of sensitive political content and network surveillance of Chinese 

citizens. Reports issued by Western media were unanimously worrying about Chinese 

netizens’ rights to uncensored and unbiased online content in the future.27 Domestic 

situation-wise, according to an online opinion poll regarding people’s feelings toward 

 
25 Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China. “教育部、财政部、工业和信息

化部国务院新闻办关于做好中小学校园网络绿色网过滤软件安装使用工作的通知.” Apr 
1, 2009.   
26 Xin, Hao. "After Outcry, Government Backpedals over Internet-Filtering Software." 
Science, New Series, 324, no. 5934 (2009): 1500-501. Accessed May 12, 2020.  
27 See Chao, Loretta. “China Squeezes PC Makers,” The Wall Street Journal. Jun 8, 2009, 
Dean, Jason. “China’s New Required PC Filtering Software – The Official Note.” The Wall 
Street Journal. Jun 9, 2009, and Jacobs, Andrew. “China Requires Censorship Software on 
New PCs.” The New York Times. Jun 8, 2009. 
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this software, the comments were predominantly negative.28 

 

Relevant Chinese ministries eventually postponed the compulsory installment of 

the software to an undetermined date. In an interview with China News in August of 

2009, Li Yizhong, former Minister of Industry and Information Technology, shed 

lights regarding doubts of the delay that the downloading of the software would 

become voluntary.29 Yet the discussion of the question regarding the driving force 

which pushed the Chinese government to decide to revoke its policies has been 

unresolved. Chinese artist and activist, Ai Wei Wei, called it “a victory of the 

netizens,30” alluding to the fact that the Chinese government had included mass 

opinions as part of its decision-making process, but also praising the increasing power 

of online speeches. Jin Canrong, Vice Director of the School of International Studies 

of Renmin University, argued instead that it was neither the foreign media exposure 

nor domestic pressure which pushed the government to modify its policies. The 

government did not shift its principles on this issue but made some adjustments.31  

 

Jin’s interview, although one with the CCP mouthpiece, the Global Times, still 

might not be able to represent the Party’s stance regarding this issue. But after 

reviewing the whole process of this particular incident, media coverage and domestic 

opinions are definitely within the scope of the Party’s consideration when 

constructing its human rights policies. Despite the fact that the driving factor was 

rather uncertain, this incident stresses the relevance of the “penetration rate” idea, 

 
28 “Green Dam Youth Escort Ratings.” The 360 Software. Jun 14, 2009. Accessed Apr 25, 
2020.  
29 ChinaNews. “李毅中谈“绿坝”：问题扩大政治化是不符事实.” Aug 13, 2009. 
30 BBC Chinese. “艾未未: 推迟绿坝是网民的胜利.” Jul. 1, 2009. 
31 Yang, Liu. “外媒妖魔化绿坝之争.” The Global Times. Jul. 2, 2009. 
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meaning a large amount of common people’s increasing awareness eventually had the 

strength in number to impact the party’s decision-making process. As in this case, 

foreign media successfully spread the information of the software, which was 

designed to be a domestic policy only, among people of foreign origins. This could be 

applicable to NGOs of today, that an enhanced coverage of report leads to increasing 

awareness and, in turn, brings about higher influence. This strategy is in line with the 

“Naming, Shaming, and Shunning” policy but in a more acceptable and less 

confrontational fashion: What international actors are responsible for is not to 

challenge the Party-State, but to be as educational as possible in terms of and 

exposing and getting more people, including also the Chinese citizens under 

censorship per se, aware of any ongoing or past human rights issues of China. 

 

Releasing Liu Xiaobo’s Wife, Liu Xia 

Liu Xiaobo is a Chinese writer and human rights activist who devoted most of his 

life to fighting for an alternative for China’s one-party system. He, along with more 

than three hundred Chinese dissident intellectuals, was the primary author of the 

manifesto Charter 08. In this charter, several demands, including amending the 

constitution to institute a separation of powers, were made in order to make the 

regime more democratic and transparent. Liu, being accused of attempting to subvert 

state power, was detained by the Chinese government in 2009 and sentenced an 

11-year imprisonment.32 He later became the second Nobel Peace Prize laureate who 

was imprisoned and who could not be awarded in person, after the German journalist 

Carl von Ossietzky, who was treated unfairly by Nazi Germany. China, though a 

signatory to the ICCPR already at this moment, has not ratified the covenant, 

 
32 Beijing Municipal High People’s Court. 2010 Criminal Verdict 64. 
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therefore leaving a gray zone that escapes the watch of the international community. 

Liu’s case is one typical example of Chinese citizens’ civil and political rights being 

persecuted. But what really drives the CCP high-level officials to be so determined to 

deal with Liu is, perhaps, his resume, which makes him a considerable threat to the 

party’s ruling legitimacy. Among Liu’s freedom-fighting experiences, the most 

noticeable one is his participation as a student protester during the Tiananmen Square 

incident. This sensitive identity has invited severe repression since the Chinese 

government will not tolerate anything even close to a “second Tiananmen.” The 

fundamental strategy of the CCP has been to forestall any potential risks in their 

incipient forms. 

 

The United States’ interference in the Liu Xiaobo case is apparent from the get-go. 

Liu, who was once a visiting scholar at the University of Hawaii and Columbia 

University, had experience in teaching Chinese politics in the US. In 2001, Liu 

co-founded the Independent Chinese PEN Center (ICPC), which is an organization 

that upholds the freedom of speech and other Western human rights ideas. This 

organization, although being consisted of members who are mostly Chinese, was 

nevertheless registered in the United States and, in many ways, sponsored by 

American organizations. The American National Endowment for Democracy (NED) 

has been behind the ICPC and was reportedly providing more than a hundred 

thousand dollars in financial support since the year of 2006.33 Even during Liu’s time 

in jail, his wife Liu Xia was still receiving aid from the NED on a yearly basis. White 

House officials, including President Barack Obama himself, have voiced concerns 

about Liu Xiaobo’s imprisonment. It is very rare for the top leader of a country to 

 
33 “2014 Democracy Award.” National Endowment for Democracy.  
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speak about such a sensitive case. Obama praised Liu as “an eloquent and courageous 

spokesman for the advance of universal values.34” This short note, although 

essentially a congratulatory note from one Nobel Peace Prize winner to another, 

nevertheless reflected the US government’s discontent with the Chinese government’s 

unfair treatment of Liu. 

 

In July of 2017, despite different forms of international engagement and 

humanitarian efforts, Liu Xiaobo passed away because of liver cancer. Yet, in 

comparison, the fate of his wife, Liu Xia, who is also a Chinese human rights activist 

and dissident, turned out to be a far-cry from that of Liu Xiaobo: The Chinese 

government released her in July of 2018 and granted her freedom to travel abroad, 

after long years of house arrest ever since Liu Xiaobo became a Nobel Prize laureate. 

Prior to the house arrest, Liu Xia, although a stalwart proponent of China’s 

democratization, was not as known as her husband. Liu Xiaobo’s Nobel Prize 

nomination and imprisonment had ironically brought his wife out to the spotlight, as 

well. Since then, governments from all over the world were concerned with Liu Xia’s 

health and freedom. The Chinese government, when facing pressure, claimed that Liu 

Xia’s freedom was not confined. However, when foreign journalists tried to get access 

to her place of residence in China for an interview, plainclothes agents just emerged 

from nowhere and banned the reporters from getting in touch with Liu Xia.35 

 

Even as of today, civilians and governments from all over the world would still 

voluntarily commemorate Liu Xiaobo in their own ways. Moreover, it is this power – 

 
34 Statement by the President on the Awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to Liu Xiaobo. The 
White House. Oct 08, 2010. 
35 Phillips, Tom. “Get out! Chinese agents bar access to the ‘free’ wife of Liu Xiaobo.” Jul 20, 
2017. The Guardian. 
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the power of inspiration – behind Liu Xiaobo’s story that makes him and his wife the 

targets of the Party’s harsh rulings. While negating the possibility that high-level Party 

officials just suddenly regretted about Liu Xiaobo and decided to release Liu Xia as 

one way of atonement, the Chinese government’s surprising generosity lacks a better 

explanation. One way of understanding this gesture is, as the release was decided 

during the German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s state visit to China, that Liu Xia was 

but a leverage of the Chinese government in diplomacy with the Western countries. 

The imminent trade war between the United States and China was a huge factor, and 

the Chinese government would like to especially assure the European countries, by 

demonstrating some harmless diplomatic and human rights postures. Another 

explanation, similarly, stems from the negative image brought about to the CCP 

because of its relatively ungrounded imprisonment of Liu Xiaobo, a heroic 

freedom-fighter figure known by the entire world. Similar to the universal boycott 

after Tiananmen, the death of Liu Xiaobo had stirred the emotions both inside and 

outside China. A continuous detaining of Liu Xia would do nothing good to the 

Party-state but leave the international actors some space for scolding and condemning. 

 

Discussion 

The case studies have shed some light on ways to interpret China’s human rights 

policy-making process. Human rights, that these cases have concerned and touched on, 

fall in the category of the so-called “first generation,” i.e., citizens’ civil and political 

rights. The entire Tiananmen Square Incident was a massive violation of a plethora of 

human rights, but mostly the freedom to protest and express political dissidence. The 

content-control software was the Party-State’s failed attempt to further take control of 

internet censorship. Lastly, the imprisonment of Liu Xiaobo and his wife violated 
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their rights to personal freedom and dissidence. The “supposed common sense”, based 

on either observations of international actors or the Chinese government’s official 

account and propaganda, is that civil and political rights are closely pertinent to 

China’s legitimacy issues, and thus the CCP’s “hard lines.” But the reality has 

reaffirmed the process of adaptation and cost-benefit calculation during these 

incidents. When the opposite of the unyielding stance that it usually takes in the 

human rights crisis bring conveniences and other benefits, among the three cases, the 

Chinese government all chose to lift its authoritarian grip. In other words, it is 

necessary for the international community to realize that China sometimes does take a 

realist approach to some of the seemingly red-line issues. 

 

The key is the incentive. While China’s national power shows no signals of 

decreasing, learning how to utilize incentives should be increasingly relevant for 

either state or non-state actors. The discussion or dialogue on human rights issues, 

particularly between countries with different value systems and culture, should never 

be about moral judgments. If, for instance, the United States keeps urging China to 

correct its behaviors based on the established Western values of human rights, the 

conversation will end up being a mere “talk show,” when participants ended up 

having endless quarrels with no real problems getting solved. If human rights issues 

are to be considered today as key factors in international relations, then classic 

schools of IR theories should be applicable, as well. From this aspect, China’s 

behaviors very much resemble a realist on human rights issues: the Party-state is 

willing to make a trade-off for maximized benefits. In comparison, it is important to 

figure out which ones are China’s red-line issues, which are the lingering problems 

that will make any kind of incentive for China to make concessions futile, such as the 
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cross-strait relationship. The Party-state will, by no means, agree to defend human 

rights issues with the price of losing control in, say, Hong Kong. 

To be sure, all the arguments are based on the circumstance that an all-out sanction or 

similarly hard confrontational measures are losing relevance. The consideration of 

both the Bush and Clinton administration regarding not taking China’s name off of the 

American MFN list speak to this observation. However, sanctioning measures might 

still work in extreme conditions, when a rather unified alliance of countries opposing 

China’s human rights policies could be gathered in the first place. Confrontation is, 

and will always be, effective – depending on the levels and situations. The final 

decision of the CCP to postpone installment of the content-control software and 

eventually make it not a compulsory order proved that people’s levels of awareness 

should always be on the priority of international actors’ agenda: it is more important 

and, effective, to inform the public simple facts of what has happened when human 

rights are violated. Non-state actors such as English media and NGOs are responsible 

of spreading the information, not judging, which might be extremely 

counterproductive.  

 

The styles of leadership might also determine China’s posture on human rights 

issues. Although a one-party ruling authoritarian system, leaders differentiate from 

each other based on their personality and characteristics. Deng’s low-key profile and 

focus on economic development were possible factors pushing China to concede to 

Western normative pressures and demonstrate a positive human rights posture. Xi’s 

assertiveness might explain China’s increasing aggression on issues like ethnic 

minorities and Hong Kong protests, which would probably not happen in Deng’s time. 

The point is, from the observation of leadership styles, international actors at least 
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know what to expect, and, therefore, come up with corresponding strategies based on 

leaders’ personality. For instance, economic sanctions and embargoes might not turn 

out to be effective for China to ease its pressure on human rights issues under Xi, who 

stresses the “China Dream” and nationalism.   

 

Conclusion 

Based on existing theories and empiricism, this paper thoroughly examined the 

relevance of China’s human rights issues in today’s context. The most significant 

finding of this study is that China’s adaptive human rights policy-making allows the 

international community to develop corresponding strategies and shape its violations. 

In light of the discussion regarding the formation of a modern Chinese human rights 

“belief system,” it is important to understand the evolving conceptualization of human 

rights in the authoritarian Party-state. The three case studies furthermore reaffirm the 

observation that China’s realist cost-benefit calculation can lead to a final policy shift 

and the international community could adjust accordingly for better engagement in 

the future. 

 Another issue that could have been further addressed in this paper, nevertheless, 

is the cultural factor, namely, a fusion of Confucianism and Taoism ideologies, along 

with the modern invasion of Marxism behind the forging of the Chinese Communist 

Party’s human rights doctrine. It is obviously too naïve a statement to assert that 

China is a nation-state without roots of human rights theorizing: In fact, the ideas of a 

peasant roles, virtues, and conduct codes can be traced in ancient literature 2000 years 

ago, e.g., Confucius’ the Analects compiled by his pupils. Due to the difficulties 

caused by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, interviews and relevant Chinese 

language literature on this regard were barely accessible. Nevertheless, this paper’s 
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inability to address such concern in no way undermines its academic significance and 

enormous implications associated with today’s international landscape. 

 

 To be clear, Western countries’ understanding of China’s behaviors as nation-state 

vis-à-vis some of the human rights issues can be limited and biased. More than often, 

democratic countries, based on China’s factually bad human rights record, just 

presuppose its role as a perpetrator of the international human rights community. 

Whether this stereotype is a strategic excuse to shape China’s growing international 

ambition or simply plain arrogance, it is undeniable and, meanwhile, necessary that 

more academic efforts can be devoted to human rights study in China with 

impartiality. 
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