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Human Rights in China
Examples of human rights abuses in China have been fairly well documented, in part because traditionally the rule of law has not been emphasised in Chinese society, although that is changing rapidly. In 2009 China published its first working action plan on human rights and pledged to improve and safe-guard civil, economic and social liberties of all its citizens.  The National Human Rights Action Plan of China calls for enhancing transparency and supervision within the detention system and enhancing the right to a fair trail including the video recording of all open trials.  It also prohibits corporal punishment, abuse, insulting detainees and the extraction of confessions by torture, said Xinhua, China’s state news agency. 

Still reports of opponents of the state kept under surveillance and their homes and families watched or bugged persist.  Some have been arrested and held without charge.  The video taping of trials is an effort to stop any practices of ‘rigging’ and foregone conclusions from being pressurised by government officials.  
There are stories of torture and the inhumane treatment of prisoners in China’s laogai or “re-education through labour” camps.  Amnesty International reported that worldwide in 2008 there were 2,390 state-sanctioned executions with 1,718 of them taking place in China.  These are official figures, as the death penalty is classified as a state secret in China.  China in combination with Iran (346), Saudi Arabia (102), Pakistan (236) and the United States (111), accounted for 93 percent of the total executions in 2008.  
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As China develops, there are more and more tales of forced evictions and removals from property to make way for developers.  When people try to petition the local government in protest, they may be beaten up by thugs hired by corrupt government officials. [image: image2.png]


 When people gather to protest corruption or sleaze they may be harshly dispersed by police hoping to avoid violent confrontations with angry demonstrators.  Meanwhile, western critics still accuse the Chinese government of denying the rights of freedom of association, freedom of speech or the press, although China’s new ‘zero refusal’ law now means that Chinese officials must respond to foreign journalist request for interviews and information within 24 hours.  Since 2007 foreign journalists have not needed a special permit to interview Chinese citizenry, just consent with the interviewee.  

Above all this, some would say the greatest human rights abuse of all in China is the very inability of Chinese people to choose or change their own government or system of government, although direct elections are starting to be used with success in local elections.

It is helpful to bear in mind certain cultural differences when considering human rights in China.  In western countries, emphasis is placed on the rights of the individual, whereas in China and many Asian countries, the good of the collective and the whole of society comes before consideration of individual rights.  According to traditional Confucian values, a person’s worth is defined by his or her social relationships and where they fall in the hierarchy of those relationships.  China also claims the “right to develop”, that is, the right as a developing nation to enact tough measures which, it argues, should ultimately secure economic growth, the eradication of poverty, and peace and stability for the majority of Chinese citizens.  

Good examples of this “right to develop” include the Three Gorges Dam project, where thousands have been displaced and campaigners feel the environment has been heavily damaged in order to complete an engineering project which will provide a reliable power source and prevent disastrous flooding for millions more.  Similarly, China defends its one-child policy and the need to insist on birth control and sometimes on sterilisations and abortions as the only way to have any hope of feeding and caring for the 1.3 billion already living in China.  Even the violent suppression of student protesters on Tiananmen Square in 1989 can be viewed as sacrificing the demands of the few in order to preserve stability, peace and the status quo for the [image: image3.png]


majority.

China sees human rights as its internal affair and resents attempts by outsiders to criticise or attack its record or shame it in to making changes.  While western human rights activists are used to vocal lobbying and protests in order to affect change, such methods may lead to Chinese leaders losing face, the ultimate shame in an Asian society, and cause them to dig their heels in and refuse further dialogue.  It is also important to beware of any hidden agendas which western human rights groups reporting on China may have.  These could be political or anti-communist agendas, and some may be so obsessed with hunting down human rights violations that they see abuses where there maybe are none and tend not to see improvements when they do happen.

There have been signs of improvement in China, the Human Rights Action Plan being one.  The use of torture also was outlawed in 1996, and all death sentences handed down by local courts must now be reviewed by the national Supreme People’s Court.  As of 2007, all police interrogations must now be recorded in an attempt to cut down on the number of forced and false confessions.  And there have been instances of people appealing court decisions and winning such appeals.  Meanwhile, the Chinese government is openly debating the reform of the laogai re-education camp system.  In some political and academic circles in China, and even in the media, there is discussion about human rights.  And China is a signatory to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.
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China has indeed come a long way since the mayhem of the Cultural Revolution, and its people enjoy rights and freedoms today undreamt of only 10 or 20 years ago.  The challenge to the outside world is to find a way to encourage China in such directions and to help it put good intentions in to practice.  If other nations could provide more positive role models for China which offer solutions, that would probably go a longer way than constant, negative criticism and shaming.  When China looks at the West's record in places like Northern Ireland, Iraq or Guantanamo Bay, it tends to think we should take the log out of our own eyes first before trying to remove the spec from theirs.
                                                                                                                                                  










www.thefcc.org 
11.2009


