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FOR MY FATHER AND MOTHER, who met at a badminton tournament, and who let me go to China over their very sensible objections.






“I very openly criticize the tendency to use culture for the purpose of propaganda, to dismiss the true function of art and the intellect. It is not opposition to the state, but rather in fighting for individualism and freedom of expression, freedom of human rights and justice. If you read newspapers today you see the problems created by this structure and by  the effort to maintain power. It is against everything that human society should be fighting for.”

—AI WEWEI, designer of the Beijing National Stadium, known as the “Bird’s Nest,” interviewed by The Guardian on his decision not to attend the opening ceremony of the Beijing Games. Ai Weiwei has said that his perspective as an artist is shaped by the trauma millions of Chinese suffered during the Cultural Revolution, when Ai’s father, the poet Ai Qin, was forced into exile, and to clean public toilets during the Chinese Communist Party’s purge of writers and intellectuals.
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 INTRODUCTION

A Lever for Change in China

BY NICHOLAS KRISTOF

 

 

 

NICHOLAS KRISTOF, a New York Times columnist and former Beijing bureau chief, won a Pulitzer Prize in 1990 with his wife Sheryl WuDunn for their reporting on the 1989 Tiananmen Square democracy movement. He was awarded a second Pulitzer Prize in 2006 for his commentaries on Darfur. He is the author with Sheryl WuDunn of China Wakes: The Struggle for the Soul of a Rising Power (1998) and Thunder from the East: Portrait of a Rising Asia (2001).

 

 

Chinese is a language of elegant four-character expressions redolent of history and culture. Yet it is also enriched by earthy rural vulgarities, like one that peasants use to express skepticism about Potemkin Villages and government propaganda efforts to make everything look beautiful for foreigners. The Chinese expression goes like this: lu fen dan‘r, biaomian’r guang (on the outside, even donkey droppings gleam).

A peasant vulgarity is perhaps an inappropriate welcome mat for a book full of wise commentary by leading experts on China. But all of China will appear buffed and shiny for the 2008 Olympics. Most of that will be real, and the lavish new high-rises are a tribute to an economy that has lifted more people out of poverty more quickly than any in history. Interspersed with the many genuine triumphs will be donkey droppings. The challenge for the outsiders facing all that dazzle will be to figure out what is what.

The 1964 Tokyo Olympics were the coming out party for Japan on the international stage, and the Seoul Olympics in 1988 filled the same role for South Korea. China is not a new power—it has dominated the world economy for most of the last 3,000 years—but it suffered a calamitous period in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and sees the Olympics as its moment to regain international respect.

Unfortunately, countries sometimes preen and seek international respect in strange ways. The Mexican government tried to suppress unrest ten days before the opening of the 1968 Olympics by shooting students, in what came to be known as the Tlatelolco massacre. South Korean forces initially clubbed and imprisoned protesters before the 1988 Seoul Games. (One student told me in an interview in 1987 that the South Korean president was a dictator; the president proved the student’s point by imprisoning him.)

When China first sought the Summer Olympics, for the year 2000, the International Olympic Committee made an inspection of Beijing in March 1993 to evaluate the bid. My wife and I were living in China then, and we saw how the Communist Party left nothing to chance. Factories were closed down so that the air would be cleaner. Electricity was shut off in neighborhoods that the delegation wouldn’t visit, to ensure that there could be a double-dose of electricity around the stadiums. Every taxi was ordered to buy and display a “Beijing 2000” bumper sticker. The homeless were shipped out of town, and “neighborhood committees” were ordered to beautify their districts.

So before the International Olympic Committee visit to Beijing, there was a knock on the door at the home of Wang Chaoru, a forty-one-year-old mentally retarded man. The Wangs lived in a working-class area in southern Beijing, far from the sports venues that the Olympic delegation was going to visit, and it is hard to see how Wang Chaoru could have harmed things. But the  neighborhood committee had orders to make everything perfect, and perhaps the head of the committee feared that he might wander out to a main street and gawk in an awkward manner as the Olympic visitors’ limousines hurtled by. So the head of the neighborhood committee and two policemen arrested Wang Chaoru—without an arrest warrant or any other document, and without any suggestion that he had ever broken any law.

“I don’t want to go,” Wang cried out, as his mother later recounted. “Mama! Papa!” He tried to hide, but the policemen dragged him away. (The full story is in China Wakes, the book I wrote with my wife, Sheryl WuDunn.) Then, just hours before the Olympic visitors actually touched down in Beijing, the police beat Wang Chaoru to death. His parents were allowed to view the body, which was covered with blood and bruises, and then the police officials invited them to a hearty lunch to make things up—the parents couldn’t touch the food, of course. Finally the officials handed the parents 5,000 yuan—the equivalent of about 600 dollars—and told them to keep quiet.

In the aftermath of revelations about Guantánamo and Abu Ghraib, it is clear that Chinese security officers are not the only ones who can operate with an intoxicating mix of brutality and impunity. We Americans have much to answer for as well. More broadly, the old East European variety of Communism was boring because it was simultaneously impoverishing and repressive. In contrast, China’s Communist Party is intellectually fascinating because it is simultaneously repressive and empowering. It presides over remarkable increases in wealth and over tumbling infant mortality rates—but also over a public security apparatus that is ruthless in punishing dissidents.

Certainly the Communist Party never ordered Wang Chaoru’s death; it was probably an accident, the result of bored police with time on their hands and clubs in their hands. But it is equally true that if China had the rule of law, or a free press, or independent  courts and systems of accountability, Wang Chaoru would probably be alive today. Police brutality is a risk in any country, but in a country like China, with something on the agenda like the Olympics, it’s easier for zeal to slip into overzealousness.

In more recent years, we have seen again how the Communist Party’s desire to showcase Beijing for the Olympics can steamroll the rights of its own people. There used to be a “Petitioners’ Village” in southern Beijing, where out-of-towners would gather to appeal for help from central authorities against injustices by local officials. I always thought of it as an odd tribute to the faith that many peasants had in the Communist Party; they believed that if only the center knew what was going on, the injustice would be remedied.

Instead, officials saw the Petitioners’ Village as an eyesore. So they tore it down, put a wall around it, detained petitioners and sent them back to their villages to be battered by the same local officials who had caused the problems in the first place. When the village was half-demolished, I slipped inside late one evening—on the theory that at 9 p.m., almost no Chinese government office is still functioning. But Public Security works 24/7. After conducting a few interviews by candlelight, I slipped out again—just as a bunch of police cars roared up and the police fanned out, asking everybody, “Where is the foreigner?” If only the Communist Party tried as hard to root out injustice as it tries to root out foreign journalists.

Yet if the petitioners are already paying a price for the Olympics, there are also opportunities ahead. After all, the South Korean Olympics not only led to arrests in Seoul but were a major source of leverage in bringing democracy to the country. Likewise, human rights groups are trying to embarrass China into improving its human-rights image in the run-up to the Olympic Games—and it has worked to some extent.

The best example is Darfur, the war-torn region in western  Sudan where China wields an important influence through its economic and political support for Khartoum. The actress Mia Farrow and Eric Reeves, a professor of English literature at Smith College, have led an effort to use the Olympics to shame China into more responsible behavior in Sudan. This effort was not, as it was often reported, an attempt at an Olympic boycott but rather an attempt to “brand” the Games the Genocide Olympics unless China improved its behavior. And it has helped. The Chinese government initially reacted with fury, but it also appointed a special envoy in May 2007, and put far more pressure on Khartoum. If UN peacekeepers do get to Darfur, it will be largely thanks to the “Genocide Olympics” campaign, and no doubt there are already some in Darfur who are alive today only because of the pressure linked to the Olympic Games.

The world has a new lever available to try to win better behavior from China. The question is: will the world use it?






PART I

RECENT CHINESE HISTORY AND THE OLYMPIC CONTEXT





 CHAPTER 1

Overview: China’s Race for Reform

BY MINKY WORDEN

 

 

 

When US President George W. Bush announced in the fall of 2007 that he had accepted an invitation by Chinese President Hu Jintao to attend the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games, the American leader said, “The eyes of the entire world will fall on Beijing.” The hope of the twenty-five contributors to this anthology is that the light cast by the Olympic flame will illuminate the darker corners of China today, and that unprecedented contact with the international community could lead to positive and permanent change for the Chinese people. MINKY WORDEN is Media Director at Human Rights Watch. She has worked in Hong Kong as an adviser to Democratic Party chairman Martin Lee and in Washington, DC as a speechwriter at the US Department of Justice. She is the coeditor of Torture, published in 2005 by the New Press.

 

 

 

When Beijing first sought the Olympic Games in the early 1990s, China was still recovering from the upheavals of the 1970s Cultural Revolution and adapting to the 1980s market revolution. In the wake of the 1989 Tiananmen Square crackdown, the Chinese government needed to find a way to reengage with the world community, sweep away the televised images of tanks in Tiananmen Square, and boost domestic credibility.

In 1990, paramount leader Deng Xiaoping came up with a plan: he announced that “China will apply to host the Olympics.” The marketing slogan officials devised to woo International  Olympic Committee officials in China’s 1993 bid was, “A More Open China Awaits the 2000 Games,” splashed in English on billboards and walls in Beijing. As Chinese journalist Li Datong put it, “A successful application would go a long way to boosting national pride, and would heal a lot of the damage done to the regime... However, when the application was made in 1993, the sounds of the gunshots in Beijing were still ringing in people’s ears. China was also not as powerful then as it is now. It was entirely predictable that the bid failed.”1

To secure the 2008 Summer Games, the Chinese government came back to the Olympic bidding table better prepared. Beijing committed to major reforms, such as allowing international reporters unfettered access across the country. Top officials made human rights improvements a cornerstone of their case to be an Olympic host. In July 2001, in his final presentation to win the Games at the Moscow vote, Beijing Mayor and Bidding Committee president Liu Qi proclaimed, “I want to say that the Beijing 2008 Olympic Games will have the following special features: They will help promote our economic and social progress and will also benefit the further development of our human rights cause.”2  Veteran International Olympic Committee leader Richard Pound, who was present at both bids by China, confirms in his chapter that, “Part of its presentation to the IOC members was an acknowledgment of the concerns expressed in many parts of the world regarding its record on human rights, coupled with a preemptive suggestion that the IOC could help increase progress on such matters by awarding the Games to China.” Public pledges aside, Beijing is also contractually bound by the many commitments involved in the selection process of Olympic host cities, detailed by Human Rights in China’s executive director Sharon K. Hom in her chapter, “The Promise of a ‘People’s Olympics.’”

Yet today China continues to abuse basic human rights and to jail more journalists than any country in the world, often for  reporting on abuses committed by local and central authorities. Some of these abuses are directly linked to the Olympics, such as the death of a forty-one-year-old mentally retarded man caught up in a sweep to beautify the city for an International Olympic Committee inspection tour, as described by New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof in his introduction, or the more recent demolition of the village of petitioners seeking to have their grievances heard by the leaders in Beijing.

It is essential to understand China today, with 20 percent of the world’s population, a rapidly growing economy, and a government emerging as a global political force. This book sets out to explain the realities of China in transition, with expert guidance from Chinese writers, China observers and human rights experts who have closely studied the country’s revolutions and evolutions.

With these perspectives and analyses, this book is designed to be a resource for those attending or simply watching the 2008 Beijing Games who want to understand the human rights concerns shaping the world’s most populous nation. We also hope members of the Chinese government will read China’s Great Leap  as constructive criticism to chart the future, offered by experts who care deeply about China and its people.




LESSONS FROM SEOUL 

When South Korea was attempting to win the right to host the 1988 Olympics, it was, like China today, undemocratic. South Korea’s transition from military dictatorship to democracy and its first democratic presidential election in 1987 were the direct result of the prospect of riots at the time of the Olympic bid, making the Seoul Games an indispensable spur to political reform. As Richard Pound writes in his chapter, “Olympian Changes: Seoul and Beijing,” the “new spotlight shining on South Korea in the period leading up to the Seoul Games had an important effect on  the speed with which the South Korean leadership was willing to move in the direction of political reform.”

China in 2008 is not a perfect parallel to South Korea in 1988, and surely there are no guarantees for a similar Olympics-driven political evolution. The 2008 Olympic Games will highlight China’s emerging role on the world stage as much as its economic progress and its sports prowess. But like leaders in South Korea a generation ago, the Chinese authorities believe they can control the Olympic process, and they are confident that they can deflect any internal or external pressures for reform that the Olympics create.

Sports writer Dave Zirin’s cautionary historical perspective, “The Ghosts of Olympics Past,” recalls the 1936 “Nazi Games” in Berlin. The Berlin Games originated the Olympic Torch Relay and in some respects foreshadowed the nationalistic spectacle the Games are today. The Olympics have also occasionally resulted in violent repression, as in the Tlatelolco Square massacre just before the start of the 1968 Mexico City Games. Chinese authorities have warned of the triple treat of terrorism, separatism and extremism and have assigned 80,000 security guards to the Games. But of course the best way to defuse the prospects for demonstrations would be to remove the underlying root of potential unrest—the frustration that can swell when basic rights are denied.

This book was conceived to examine China at a key moment of transition and with the theme that the entire nation will be affected in ways the Chinese government anticipates—the debut of massive new infrastructure in Beijing—but also in ways the Chinese government does not anticipate. History suggests the likely exposure of cracks in China’s great wall of control. Another important theme that emerges from this collection is that even if the Games do not produce permanent reforms, they may well produce permanent pressures for reform. For example, international  journalists will traverse China, reporting under the somewhat loosened “temporary regulations” put in place for the Games. But once the regulations expire in October 2008, will journalists accept a reversion to the old controls? Other key areas in need of durable reform include the rule of law, Internet freedom, labor rights, health and environmental crises, protections for civil society and political accountability. With scores of world leaders attending the Beijing Olympics, the opportunities for external pressure to reform could also be unprecedented.




CHINA’S GREAT LEAP BACKWARD 

The title of this book, China’s Great Leap, refers to one of the darkest periods in China’s long history. A campaign launched by Chinese Communist leader Mao Zedong in 1958, the Great Leap Forward sought to industrialize agrarian China by collectivizing farms and attempting to turn villages and peasant households into centers of steel production. Across the country, backyard stoves were set up, unsuccessfully, to smelt steel. Farmers left fields untended. One of the world’s worst famines followed, with deaths from this period estimated to be 20 million or more. When Deng Xiaoping and other party leaders managed to take control and reverse the Great Leap Forward’s catastrophic course, Chairman Mao responded by launching the Cultural Revolution.

During the Cultural Revolution, from 1966 to his death in 1976, Mao unleashed the Chinese people against each other in a decade of political, social and economic chaos. Intellectuals, artists, writers and those who simply had contacts with the outside world were denounced and sent to the countryside to perform manual labor and “learn from the peasants”—or worse. Millions died, were jailed or were “purged” as Mao’s power struggle took over the country. Today, many Chinese families carry with them shocking stories of disrupted education, unhinged careers  and shattered lives.3 After Mao’s death on September 9, 1976, Deng Xiaoping, who had been put under house arrest by Mao in his last days,4 became the country’s new “paramount leader” in 1978. He managed to correct some of Mao’s worst excesses through economic opening and other reforms. As described by author Frank Ching in his chapter “From Mao to Now,” China has changed markedly in the three decades since Mao’s death. Under Deng’s leadership, ordinary Chinese people regained an element of control over their lives and China opened somewhat to the outside world. Intellectuals and others began to hope that there could be space to seek further reforms.




THE TIANANMEN SHADOW 

In May and June of 1989, students led academics, intellectuals, labor leaders and others into Tiananmen Square in central Beijing to protest corruption and to demonstrate for democracy. Because the demonstration coincided with a visit by Mikhail Gorbachev and the first Chinese-Soviet summit in thirty years, the world’s media happened to be on hand to cover the protests. Contributors Wang Dan, Han Dongfang, Liu Xiaobo and Bao Tong all served prison terms following the Tiananmen Square crackdown for challenging the party in this period.

In the spring of 1989, Wang Dan was a principal student leader of the Tiananmen Square protests against party corruption and for democratic reform. Han Dongfang organized workers to join the protests and press for independent trade unions—exposing that Communist China was and is no workers’ paradise. Liu Xiaobo, a scholar of Chinese literature at Beijing Normal University, led a hunger strike in the square. Unlike the protesters, Bao Tong was a rising star in the party constellation as director of the Chinese Communist Party Office of Political Reform and as Political Secretary to Premier Zhao Ziyang. That is, until Bao and  Zhao backed the demonstrators. Zhao was stripped of his powers and placed under house arrest, while Bao was charged with “revealing state secrets and counter-revolutionary propagandizing,” convicted and sentenced to seven years in prison. In his chapter, “Modern Games, Old Chinese Communist Party,” Bao writes from Beijing where he and his family still live under virtual house arrest, and where in spite of—or maybe in part because of—this predicament he remains an influential internal critic.

Today the shadow of Tiananmen Square still hangs over China’s leaders. Although those leaders who sent the tanks against demonstrators in 1989 have died or left center stage, the Chinese government has not reversed its position on the Tiananmen democracy movement. As former student leader Wang Dan writes in “Five Olympic Rings, Thousands of Handcuffs,” the country’s prisons are still filled with those who, like him, sought reform through peaceful criticism of the government. Yet the years since the Tiananmen crackdown offer a glimmer of hope. While openly criticizing the government remains off limits, there is far more economic and personal freedom for millions of ordinary citizens. People have more choice, including the ability to leave rural areas of China to seek better pay in China’s Special Economic Zones and more prosperous provinces.

Indeed, an estimated 150 million migrant workers are on the move inside the country—a margin of error that itself speaks volumes about the government’s inability even to track, much less manage, such changes. Some 4 million migrant workers have contributed to Beijing’s massive Olympic makeover. In her chapter, “Building the New Beijing,” Pulitzer Prize-winning Wall Street Journal reporter Mei Fong brings to life the experience and sacrifices many migrant workers building the new Beijing made to support their families and create a better life for their children. This stark reality is also captured in the photo essay by award-winning  photographer Kadir van Lohuizen, “Migrant Workers Race the Clock.”

The cost of just six of these Olympic venues—among them the National Stadium, known as the “Bird’s Nest,” and the National Aquatics Center, known as the “Water Cube”—is expected to total some US $2.5 billion. But as Han Dongfang and writer Geoffrey Crothall explain in their chapter, “China’s Olympic Dream, No Workers’ Paradise,” without basic labor reforms and protections, workers in Beijing and across China are being exploited, from child labor on assembly lines to deadly working conditions on construction sites. In addition to the human cost of building the new Beijing, environmental advocate Christine Loh’s chapter, “Clearing the Air,” underlines the huge environmental cost of China’s fast-paced economic growth in recent years, as evidenced by the polluted air of Beijing. This problem has been compounded by the construction of dozens of new Olympic venues and hotels for the Games. In their zeal to clear the air in August, Chinese weather officials have even used anti-aircraft guns to shoot chemicals into the clouds over Beijing to induce rain.5

An estimated 30,000 journalists will fan out across China in the summer of 2008 to cover the Games and more broadly cover the way Chinese people and society are evolving. In a chapter titled, “A Gold Medal in Media Censorship,” Human Rights Watch researcher Phelim Kine sets out why the lack of a free media poses a far greater danger to the country’s safety than press reports that may shine an unflattering light on the complex realities of modern China. “The truths of corruption, public health scandals, environmental crises, and abusive local authorities may be inconvenient,” he writes. But the impulse to “smother the reporting of these truths has contributed measurably to other global debacles, including recalls of tainted food and toys.” Product safety and public health in China are growing global concerns. Public health and AIDS expert Joseph Amon’s chapter, “High  Hurdles to Health in China,” explores the tragic human cost of suppressing the truth in health crises, as in the deadly SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) outbreak in 2002-2003 and the country’s ongoing HIV/AIDS crisis.




RULE OF LAW VERSUS RULE BY LAW 

One key reform with great potential to transform China is the rule of law. China today has many laws, but so long as the Chinese Communist Party is above the law, the country will only have “rule by law.” Without due process and with the frequent use of administrative detention for up to four years (known as or laojiao, or “reeducation through labor”), China is able to use the legal system to repress most critical voices. But as Jerome Cohen, who has spent decades studying and working in China’s legal system, explains in his chapter, “A Slow March to Legal Reform,” there are reasons for cautious optimism, including recent efforts by the Supreme People’s Court to bring down the number of state executions.

Another area requiring reform is freedom of religion. Although “freedom of religious belief” is ostensibly guaranteed by Article 36 of China’s Constitution, religious freedom expert Mickey Spiegel’s chapter, “Worship Beyond the Gods of Victory,” details numerous constraints faced in China by evangelical Protestants, underground Catholics, Uighur Muslims, Falun Gong practitioners and Tibetan Buddhists. The Chinese government’s harsh crackdown on Tibetan demonstrations in March 2008, as this book was going to press, was met with global condemnation and calls for a boycott of the Beijing Games.

The small, vibrant society of Hong Kong is in some ways an oasis in China. Not only does it still enjoy the rule of law (a legacy from colonial Britain), it also boasts more newspapers than any city in the world. It has long been a place where refugees from China fled for basic rights not available on the mainland. But as  Hong Kong democracy leader Martin Lee writes in his chapter, “Democracy with Chinese Characteristics,” the territory’s human rights are being undermined by Beijing, which doesn’t understand the delicate framework of freedoms that have made Hong Kong one of the world’s most prosperous economies. Without democracy, Hong Kong’s minority of popularly elected leaders will not be able to defend the territory from laws that would impinge freedoms. And because China has long followed Hong Kong’s example in the economic realm, if the world cannot encourage Beijing to preserve the example of the human rights and rule of law in this small but influential corner of China, then it will be much harder to put in place key legal and other reforms on the mainland.




CHINA’S IMAGE 

With international confidence in some Chinese products undermined, and with Beijing’s economic and political support for repressive regimes like Sudan, Burma and North Korea exposed, former American Chamber of Commerce head John Kamm’s chapter, “A Marathon Challenge to Improve China’s Image,” explains why Chinese leaders face their worst image crisis since Tiananmen Square. With an estimated half-million attendees and a television audience of many millions, China is seeking the world’s spotlight to showcase the country’s strength, stability and unity. The last time there was as much attention on China as the Games will bring was in the spring of 1989, when the side of China on display was a desperate and deadly one. For the Games’ opening, Tiananmen Square will feature in Olympics celebrations as a staging ground not for protests against corruption and calls for democracy, but to showcase the nation’s unity with parades and speeches.

As former top Communist Party official Bao Tong asks, “What makes the Beijing 2008 Summer Olympics different from previous Olympic Games held in other countries? The answer is that  no other government has been quite as eager to use the Games to enhance its international prestige. The Chinese government fervently hopes thereby to boost its domestic support and to regain people’s trust.”

The corporate sponsors of the Games of course hope the 2008 Summer Olympics will boost corporate profiles and bottom lines in and out of China. Arvind Ganesan, an expert in corporations and human rights, proposes in his chapter, “The Race for Profits,” that leading sponsors like General Electric and McDonald’s should recognize their own self-interest in pressing for Beijing to follow through on its pledges for press and other freedoms. Lawyer R. Scott Greathead points out in “China and the Spielberg Effect” that corporate sponsors and external Olympic advisers—such as director Steven Spielberg prior to his resignation in February 2008 over China’s inaction in Darfur—are uniquely well placed to deliver messages of concern about human rights policies, both international and domestic.




“LOVING THE MOTHERLAND” 

In her chapter on Chinese nationalism, “Dragons Win,” writer Emily Parker explains that another constant in Chinese government rhetoric is aiguozhuyi, or loving the country. China today has largely moved beyond the violent Maoist tactics used in the Great Leap Forward or Cultural Revolution. Its leaders are more sophisticated and care about the government’s public image, so intimidation and warnings to “love the country” are preferred methods to keep critics in line. Princeton Professor Perry Link has described the Chinese government’s strategy as “not so much a man-eating tiger or fire-snorting dragon as a giant anaconda coiled in an overhead chandelier. Normally the great snake doesn’t move. It doesn’t have to. It feels no need to be clear about its prohibitions. Its constant silent message is ‘You yourself decide.’ After which,  more often than not, everyone in its shadow makes his or her large and small adjustments—all quite ‘naturally.’”6

Since China does not have a political system with democratic electoral outlets for expressing nationalistic sentiments, the less attractive side of Chinese nationalism has occasionally surfaced, as after NATO’s accidental 1999 bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Belgrade when US Ambassador Jim Sasser was trapped in his Embassy for four days while an angry mob pelted the building with stones. Chinese nationalist fervor also erupted in violent anti-Japanese demonstrations in 2005.

This book contains voices of Chinese citizens who deeply love their country. It is at some level remarkable that Wang Dan, released from prison in 1993 as a bargaining chip in Beijing’s first campaign to win the 2000 Games (he was rearrested soon thereafter), nonetheless supports China’s hosting of the Games. Like Bao Tong, the Chinese writer and former academic Liu Xiaobo also resides in Beijing. In “Authoritarianism in the Light of the Olympic Flame,” Liu analyzes the Communist Party’s historic reliance on nationalism as a way to buttress its popularity in the absence of true democratic legitimacy. While Liu concedes that “nationalist pride may swell in the short term” during the Beijing Olympics, he also cautions that the long-term interests of the Chinese people will not be served absent meaningful human rights reforms.

Indeed, working for political and human rights reform remains an area of great peril in China today. Leading human rights advocate Hu Jia, who had used the Internet to inform the outside world about HIV/AIDS, peasant protests and legal cases, became a human rights case himself when he was hauled away from his wife and baby daughter on December 27, 2007. After being denied contact with his lawyers on the grounds that his case involved “state secrets,” Hu was sentenced on April 3, 2008 to three and a half years of imprisonment. One month before his  arrest, Hu had deplored the “human rights disaster” in China while testifying via webphone at a hearing of the European Parliament’s Subcommittee on Human Rights. He had also signed an open letter with the human rights lawyer Teng Biao, affirming their “belief that there can be no true Olympic Games without human rights and dignity.”7




A “MORE OPEN” CHINA? 

The Olympics are often associated with the economic and physical transformation of a host city, but could the Beijing Games contribute to a revolution of an even wider scope, leading to greater openness and transparency, an expansion of basic freedoms and the rule of law in China? Despite setbacks in the short term, there is reason for hope in the long term. As Olympic expert Richard Pound points out, “No host country of the Olympic Games has ever been the same after the Games as it had been before, especially countries that had been closed or particularly authoritarian.”

In examining China’s march to human rights reform, this book seeks to take the long view—beyond the 2008 Olympics—and to enable readers to understand why it is vital that China develops not only as a rising global power, but also one that is responsible and transparent in its polices at home and abroad. As several writers in this volume suggest, the Chinese government needs to showcase its achievements on a grand scale because its source of legitimacy is not the ballot box, but a succession of self-selecting party leaders. One certain by-product of a successful Olympics is to prop up the government’s domestic legitimacy. But could the Olympics also nudge China into a more responsible role on the foreign policy stage? In “Challenges for a ‘Responsible Power,’” China foreign policy expert Sophie Richardson posits that Chinese leaders are taking small but measurable steps to address the crisis in Darfur, engage the Burmese junta, and contribute  larger numbers of troops to international peacekeeping efforts such as the UN force in Lebanon.

With a faster flow of information and accelerating external pressures to reform, the big open question is how much positive impact the international community can have in China. Jimmy Lai is a media magnate who has built a publishing empire on the belief that Chinese people want choice. In “Physical Strength, Moral Poverty,” Lai writes that changes in the morals and political ambitions of the Chinese people have occurred in ways still largely imperceptible to outside observers, but with the right external pressures could accelerate greatly.

It is a time of great change for the Chinese people, whose economic and social lives are fortunately improved from a generation ago. The status quo seems to exist only in the political areas. However, those who wish to see progress inside China should remember that the Chinese government is not monolithic, and external pressures to reform can only help domestic reformers inside China’s system who are already working internally for the same goals.

Could domestic and international pressure in the context of the Olympics achieve significant human rights change? In his chapter, “A Dual Approach to Rights Reform,” Human Rights Watch executive director Kenneth Roth concludes, “Difficulty does not warrant despair.” As BOCOG President Liu Qi said, “China will live up to its words and will turn its words into deeds.”8 That is, the world should take the Chinese government at its word—that improving human rights is a top priority in the context of the Olympic Games—and work to achieve that vital goal. With intelligent, consistent and principled external pressure over time, there could be truly Olympian changes on the horizon for the people of China. Then the 2008 Beijing Games might not be merely a race for medals or a race for profits—instead, they could sound the starting gun of China’s ultimate race for reform.
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