
www.niaspress.dk

W
alking a Tightrope

How do Chinese people defend 
human rights in their country 
without going to jail? How can 
they seek justice without the state 
hitting back at them?
 The last decades have seen 
marked improvements in human 
rights in China though the situa-
tion is not without its challenges. 
Even so, much international atten-
tion is focused on human rights 
violations and the suppression of 
dissent; it is rare to find accounts 
of people inside China working on 
human rights who are not being 
harassed or put into jail.
 In what is probably the first 
Western book to see the Chinese 
human rights issue solely from a 
Chinese perspective, Walking a 
Tightrope gives voice to eleven 
Chinese human rights defenders, 
describing their challenges, set-
backs and progress.
 Today, Chinese law offers 
extensive human rights protection 
in almost every aspect of social 
life. What then many of the inter-
viewees in this book are trying to 
do is to secure implementation of 
the law. This is the really hard part 
of their work. In this book they 
describe how and why they do it – 
defending human rights, Chinese 
style.
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His portrait still hangs there above the Gate of Heavenly Peace, overlooking 
Tiananmen Square – Mao Zedong, founder of the People’s Republic of China 
and its Communist Party.
 As a leader, Mao took great measures to control the people. For decades, 
his word was law. When he died in 1976, he left a poor country in disarray and 
a fatigued and disillusioned population. The China his portrait overlooks today 
is different. It is a country on the path to the rule of law instead of rule of man.
 For today, despite perceptions in the West, it is actually possible for people 
in China to discuss human rights and to bring pressure to bear for improve-
ments. And, by law, all Chinese enjoy an ever growing number of rights.
 This book describes eleven Chinese citizens striving to promote human 
rights in their country. They are not dissidents and none of them has ever 
been to jail. Common for them all is that they challenge the authorities in a 
way that they are listened to rather than repressed. They use the law.
 However, they all need to move in small steps forward, one step at a time, 
with the occational step backwards. Working with human rights in China is 
still a delicate balance between making progress and incurring the wrath and 
mistrust of the authorities. 

It is like walking a tightrope.

Gert Holmgaard Nielsen

Gert Holmgaard Nielsen worked 
as a journalist and photographer 
in China from 2003 to 2009. Based 
in Beijing, among other media, he 
was radio correspondent for the 
Danish Broadcasting Corporation 
for several years. Today, he 
teaches Mandarin Chinese at the 
Niels Brock Business College in 
Copenhagen.
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We no longer have an emperor. 
We no longer have Confucius. We 
have neither God nor heaven. So 
what do we have? We have the law! 
~ He Hairen, lawyer
If Liu Xiaobo had lived during the 
Cultural Revolution, he wouldn’t 
have been able to write anything. 
He would have been sent straight 
to prison. And if he hadn’t changed 
his attitude, he would have been 
executed on the spot. So you 
could say that China has made 
considerable progress. ~ Wang 
Sixin, media professor
I feel enough is enough. I want 
change. I want China to become a 
country ruled by law, not by man. 
~ Wu Qing, unaffiliated politician
Because of the law, people know 
they have rights. ~ Wang Kan, NGO 
founder
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vi

Map of China

Note
The governments of both the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (Main land 
China) and the Republic of Chi-
na (Taiwan) consider that there is 
only one China. Taiwan is de facto 
an independent state, albeit not 
officially. Both governments agree 
that sometime, somehow, China 
and Taiwan should be brought to-
gether again (see pp. 235–236).

Hong Kong and Macao are both 
Special Administrative Regions 
(SAR) of the People’s Republic, 
with this special status granted 
for 50 years after their respective 
handovers (1997 and 1999).
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ix

Content of Each Chapter

Democracy? Of Course!
Born in 1937, Wu Qing has been formed by 
much of China’s violent past, including the 
Japanese occupation during World War II, 
the civil war between the Nationalist Party 
and the Communist Party and Mao Zedong’s 
unsuccessful campaigns, in which millions 
of innocent people suffered or died. The 
conclusion she draws from all her dramatic 
experiences is that China must introduce 
genuine democracy at all levels. This is her 
objective as a democratically elected local 
government politician in Beijing.

The Tightrope Walker
The authorities must be pressured into giv-
ing concessions; just a little, not too much. 
Wang Kan knows where the limit lies more 
or less. He has founded two grassroots or-
ganisations. Most of his time is spent work-
ing for the millions of migrant workers who 
often travel to cities more than a thousand 
kilometres from home in their search for 
work. They are in effect foreigners in their 
own country and have been the new Chi-
nese underclass for more than thirty years. 
He endeavours to make them more aware of 
their rights.
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Public Interest Litigation
‘Public interest litigation’ has become a com-
mon euphemism among Chinese lawyers for 
the cases concerning human rights they bring 
before the courts. To Chinese ears, the expres-
sion is less challenging. He Hairen has fought 
such cases for the last five years. Although he 
has lost most of them, he has not lost faith in 
his conviction that this is the best way to gain 
influence and get things changed – possibly 
even leading to a kind of democracy.

A War of Words
Although the Chinese Communist Party has 
always had the written word in its power, the 
technological advances of the twenty-first 
century have put such power severely to the 
test. For an ever increasing number of ordi-
nary people now want to make themselves 
heard. Wang Sixin has faith in the Internet. 
He is a professor at China’s Media University 
in Beijing where he endeavours to give his 
students sufficient grounding that they will 
treat the new media universe into which they 
are soon to be released not only critically but 
also realistically.

Half the Sky
According to Mao Zedong’s old slogan, wom-
en hold up half the sky. When Li Ying was 
a child, however, she discovered at first hand 
that they bore much more: that although 
women did the hardest work, they were low-
est in the hierarchy. Today, Li Ying is deputy 
director of a legal aid centre for women and 
has dedicated her career to the struggle for 
the rights of her fellow women – a fight which 
occasionally threatens to become violent.
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xi

Legal Minefields
Taking on a criminal case can be a hazardous 
business for a Chinese defence lawyer. He 
risks facing obstacles put in his way by the 
authorities and politicians despite his statu-
tory rights. Should he nevertheless fight for 
justice for his client, he risks imprisonment. 
When Yang Songcai was a young lawyer, he 
didn’t dare take such cases. He didn’t dare get 
mixed up in the struggle for human rights. 
Now, however, his whole career is based on 
working for human rights.

The Black Children
China has an unknown number of children 
who are not registered as citizens of the 
country. They are known as “black children”. 
Among other things, Liu Huawen works to 
assure their most basic right: the right to 
a national identification number. He also 
strives to fundamentally change the way 
Chinese people view children as being fam-
ily property or a family tool. He wants them 
to be viewed as independent human beings 
with their own rights and their own positive 
contribution to society.

Risky Proceedings
Two women who wish to remain anonymous. 
Although they both work for the public 
prosecutor, they admit that they would have 
doubts about receiving a fair trial if it were 
they who were in the dock. They also admit 
that they would prefer not to act as witnesses 
in a case. Their worries about becoming in-
volved are shared by the majority of people 
in China, where suspects are usually tried 
without a defence lawyer and without any 
witnesses being heard.
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xii

Human Rights in Practice
For more than three decades, Li Buyun has 
worked more or less openly for human rights 
in China. He himself says he has worked 
with specific human rights since the trial 
of Mao Zedong’s wife, Jiang Qing, and her 
Gang of Four in 1981. Today, he organises 
courses for prison staff and police officers, 
where he teaches them that the long arm of 
the law must not be used to hit convicts and 
detainees.
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Introduction:  
Human Rights in China? What Rights?

It is 12 June 2012. It is ten past three in the afternoon, and 22-year-
old Zhu Xiaodong has just drawn his last breath. He is sitting in-

side a police car when he dies, right outside Hulan District Hospital 
of Chinese Medicine in Harbin, a city of more than a million inhab-
itants in Northeastern China, where he has just been examined after 
complaining of stomach pains. He is not declared dead until eighteen 
minutes past five, but his father, Zhu Xijun, is today certain that the 
young man was already dead while sitting in the car. The last time he 

Wen Jiabao was prime minister from March 2003 to March 2013. Although there were numerous examples of 
human rights violations under his government, there were also examples of new possibilities for improvement, 
and many Chinese people have based their career on pointing China in a new direction – many more than can 
be counted on one hand. Beijing, 2007.
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saw his son alive was more than a month earlier on 7 May when Zhu 
Xiaodong was arrested.

Just seventeen days after his death, on the afternoon of 29 June, any-
one in China tuned into the Hong Kong-based television station Phoe-
nix TV (Fenghuang Weishi) could watch it happening with their own 
eyes when the TV station aired a documentary on the incident (see p. 
xxxii). The documentary includes footage from surveillance cameras 
mounted in the hospital lobby in which Zhu Xiaodong is seen being 
escorted back and forth by the police. At one point, he is seen being 
led outside by two police officers, who must support him because he 
has difficulty walking. Fifteen minutes later, the lifeless young man is 
more or less thrown onto a stretcher and pushed back into the hospital.

The documentary’s presenter asks viewers the same questions to 
which Zhu Xiaodong’s father has failed to find answers. Though ask-
ing the police directly, journalists at Phoenix TV have similarly failed 
to find satisfactory answers. Did the young man in reality die from 
torture? Or did he actually die because of the stomach problems for 
which he was examined? The official cause of death is given as acute 
gastroenteritis.

There is good reason to ask the first question, one that is asked 
by the presenter on the basis of photographs of the deceased and 

P. 9 Photo: Wen og Hu 2 (foto af Wen Jiabao med skyggevirkning)
CAPTION: Wen Jiabao was prime minister from March 2003 to 

March 2013. Although there were numerous examples of human rights 
violations under his government, there were also examples of new pos-
sibilities for improvement, and many Chinese people have based their 
career on pointing China in a new direction – many more than can be 
counted on one hand. Beijing, 2007.

Phoenix TV’s documentary on Zhu Xiaodong’s death in police custody could be seen 
throughout China and chronicled the case in photographs and footage from the 
surveillance camera at the entrance hall of Hulan District Hospital of Chinese Medicine 
in Harbin. Here we see Zhu Xiaodong arriving, shackled and followed by his guards.
Next day, he came back and died just after leaving the hospital again. Fenghuang 
Weishi, June 2012.
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statements made by his father and uncle. The photographs show Zhu 
Xiaodong with large dark-purple bruises covering his entire body, 
while in-depth interviews with the father and uncle confirm that he 
had never suffered from health problems before. 

Among other things, the father explains that a witness – who, 
he says, would not dare give evidence at any subsequent trial – at 
one point saw Zhu Xiaodong fall to the ground outside the hospital 
and then was kicked by the police officers while he lay there. While 
kicking him, they reportedly shouted: “Get up! Do you think this is 
rough? It will get even rougher when you’re sent to prison!”

The reason why Zhu Xiaodong was arrested was a simple argu-
ment which arose as he was buying a train ticket at the Hulan Dis-
trict station in Harbin on 13 April. The argument became heated and 
ended in a fight. On 7 May, he was arrested by the police, who later 
informed his father that he would only be released if the father paid 
“a few thousand yuan”. Although the father’s allegations naturally 
remain unanswered, official documents were presented in the docu-
mentary which showed that the injuries Zhu Xiaodong inflicted on 
the person with whom he argued and fought were so minor and su-
perficial that they could not give official cause for the police to detain 
him for as long as they did: Zhu Xiaodong was remanded in custody 
for 37 days. And there is still no explanation for the many bruises 
covering his entire body. The police have also refused to discuss the 
matter with the family throughout the course of events, and a lawyer 
acting on the family’s behalf was not given access to any documents 
concerning the case.

Hong Kong is a Special Administrative Region (SAR) of China, 
which means that special rules apply to the media. There is less control 
of the media in Hong Kong than is the case in mainland China, and 
Phoenix TV is a satellite station which transmits to the whole world. 
Its programmes can therefore be seen by everyone in China. The story 
of Zhu Xiaodong, his possible torture by the police and his subsequent 
death is therefore not unknown in the rest of China, despite the media 
in mainland China apparently choosing not to follow it up.

Mainland China has its own stories of similar type, however. In 
October 2009, for example, the state news agency Xinhua published 
the story of Wang Xilian, who had died in police custody six months 
earlier. The 60-year-old man had been arrested in the poor Anhui 
Province on suspicion of robbery and was tortured to death while 

Photo: Zhu Xiaodong
CAPTION: Phoenix TV’s documentary on Zhu Xiaodong’s death in 

police custody could be seen throughout China and chronicled the case 
in film and photographs, including this one and others which clearly 
show bruises on most of the young man’s body. Fenghuang Weishi, June 
2012.
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the police attempted to make him admit the crime. Chinese me-
dia also reported that six police officers involved in the case had 
been sentenced to between three and twelve years in prison.

The story appeared in the wake of several similar reports in the 
official press on deaths caused by police mistreatment, and gov-
ernment officials and politicians were quoted as demanding better 
supervision of jails and police stations. Legal experts from leading 
universities joined the debate, suggesting that responsibility for 
jails be transferred from the police to the Ministry of Justice. They 
argued that such organisational changes would ensure better gov-
ernmental control of police activities in connection with their 
efforts to solve crimes. The case culminated in November 2009 
with a directive sent to public hearing by the Ministry of Public 
Security, to which the police are attached. The directive deals with 
the improved surveillance of jails, and places greater responsibil-
ity for any injuries sustained by detainees while on remand on the 
shoulders of police chiefs throughout the country.

The stories of Zhu Xiaodong and Wang Xilian directly sup-
port the way we in the West see China as a society which lacks 

Politically, it has become 
much more costly for Western 
governments to criticise 
China’s approach to human 
rights. In the media, however, 
the subject is almost always 
broached in articles and 
features on China. As soon as it 
was made known that President 
Hu Jintao was officially to visit 
Denmark, questions of human 
rights were the first to be aired 
in Danish media. They asked 
whether the Danish prime 
minister would dare to criticise 
China out of consideration 
for Danish trade and industry, 
which risked losing contracts 
with the Chinese worth billions. 
Here, Hu Jintao inspects the 
Royal Guard together with his 
hostess, Queen Margrethe II. 
Copenhagen, 2012.
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legal guarantees and respect for the rights of individual citizens. It 
is also quite true that mistreatment and torture commonly occur in 
the Chinese legal system, and have done so throughout the last few 
decades at least, though possibly longer. Chinese society in 1950–80 
was closed, however, and apart from the violence and brutality of 
the Cultural Revolution we know little of how the everyday admin-
istration of justice functioned in practice before the entire social es-
tablishment was fundamentally altered from about 1980.

The stories also tell us something else, though. They tell us that 
prob lems of police brutality are now discussed more openly in the me-
dia and to some extent admitted by the powers that be. They also tell 
us that attempts are being made to find ways of preventing this type 
of abuse in the future. In recent years, stories like those of Zhu Xiao-
dong and Wang Xilian have appeared in ever greater numbers – first 
on the Internet, later in the written press – and there is no doubt that 
such openness about serious problems in the Chinese legal system has 
contributed to the fact that the news agency Xinhua reported the case 
of Wang Xilian, that public officials and politicians demanded better 
supervision and that newspapers opened their columns to academics 

Photo: Hu Jintao in Denmark. Horizontal letterbox format picture 
spread over two pages

CAPTION: Politically, it has become much more costly for Western gov-
ernments to criticise China’s approach to human rights. In the media, how-
ever, the subject is almost always broached in articles and features on China. 
As soon as it was made known that President Hu Jintao was officially to visit 
Denmark, questions of human rights were the first to be aired in Danish 
media. They asked whether the Danish prime minister would dare to criti-
cise China out of consideration for Danish trade and industry, which risked 
losing contracts with the Chinese worth billions. Here, Hu Jintao inspects 
the Royal Guard together with his hostess, Queen Margrethe II. Copenha-
gen, 2012.
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who suggested practical solutions. 
It is, however, typical that Xinhua 
did not report the case until the fi-
nal outcome was reached with the 
six police officers being sentenced. 
Although the problems will not be 
solved anytime soon, and similar 
cases will continue to appear, a cau-
tious start has been made when offi-
cial acknowledgement of the issues 
allow them to be openly discussed 
and “technical” solutions proposed.

The example of Zhu Xiaodong 
shows that debate can still be fuelled 
“from the outside” – for example via 
a satellite channel based in Hong 
Kong or via stories born on the In-
ternet. Neither of the two stories re-
ceived much attention in Western 
media, however. Here, it is mainly 
three other names which have stolen 
the headlines in recent years.

Chen Guangcheng was the big 
story from China in all Western 
media in the first half of 2012. It 
was the story of a blind activist and 
self-taught lawyer who, with the 
law in his hands, fought against gov-
ernment repression in the courts. 
Among others, Chen fought a case 
in Linyi City in Shandong Prov-
ince on behalf of a number of wom-
en who accused the authorities of 
illegal practices in connection with 

their enforcement of the one-child policy. That was in 2005, and 
Chen’s initiative was apparently the first class-action lawsuit to chal-
lenge the way the policy was implemented. The suit he filed was re-
jected and he himself was sentenced to four years and three months 
for damaging property and organising a mob to disturb traffic.

“Public notice from Chengdu City Wuhou District Population 
and Family Planning Bureau concerning application for new 
permission to become pregnant.” What we in the West call the 
one-child policy is called birth planning policy by the Chinese. 
It is actually a minority who are only allowed to have a single 
child. Most people, however, must obtain permission before 
they may have any child at all. Often, parents have a second 
child secretly, and must pay a fine. Moreover, local authorities 
in some areas still make use of forced abortion and forced 
sterilisation. The photo shows the public announcement of 
what could be called a parent permit. Wang Hu and his wife 
Zhou Lisuo, both of whom have been married previously and 
one of whom has a child from the previous marriage, have with 
this announcement received permission to become parents. 
Public notice on a street committee bulletin board in Chengdu, 
dated 10 July 2009. (Photo: David Cowhig)
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The story did not become truly dramatic, though, until Chen 
sought refuge in the US Embassy in Beijing. This triggered a brief 
diplomatic crisis as he arrived at the embassy during a visit by the US 
Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, in May 2012. After about a week 
of negotiations, he was allowed to travel to the US with his family to 
study.

The previous year, it had been Ai Weiwei on whom Western 
media focused. The story of the artist who used his modern installa-
tions to criticise the government – often in a very direct and provok-
ing way – was reported time and again. Ai Weiwei himself provided 
new ammunition for the media through new statements, works of 
art and exhibitions around the world. He was already a world-re-
nowned figure when he was detained for almost three months 
over the spring and summer. Naturally, though, his arrest fanned the 
flames of media interest. He was subsequently sentenced to pay a tax 
debt and fines amounting to more than 15 million yuan in total – a 
sentence he subsequently appealed but lost.

The same year, 2011, the Jasmine Revolution in Tunisia ignited 
the so-called Arab Spring in the Arab world. Unknown activists at-
tempted to start similar Jasmine Revolutions via SMS chains in sev-
eral places in China. A massive police presence smothered the at-
tempts right from the start, however – with Western media on the 
spot to provide coverage. There were plenty of journalists and pho-
tographers and police, but hardly any activists at all.

In 2010, it was Liu Xiaobo about whom the Western press wrote 
exhaustively. The year before, he had received an 11-year prison sen-
tence for having helped write Charter ‘08, an open letter to the gov-
ernment urging it to improve human rights in a wide variety of areas. 
In December 2010, he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his 
many years’ fight for human rights. He had been among the leading 
demonstrators on Tiananmen Square in 1989.

The Chinese authorities themselves provided sustenance for all 
these stories in the Western media – and many other similar ones – 
by arresting, charging, sentencing, illegally interning and harassing 
the people involved. When advocates of human rights such as Chen 
Guangcheng, Ai Weiwei, Liu Xiaobo and others like them become 
seriously entangled in the political system of the People’s Republic 
of China, the Western press cover the story intensely. Other de-
fenders of human rights work more discreetly, and we tend to 

Photo: China Second Child 
CAPTION: “Public Notice from Chengdu City Wuhou District Population and Family Planning Bureau 
Concerning Application for New Permission to Become Pregnant.” What we in the West call the one-
child policy, is called family planning policy by the Chinese. It is actually a minority who are only allowed 
to have a single child. Most people must, however, obtain permission before they may have a child at 
all. Often, parents have a second child secretly, and must pay a fine. On the other hand, local authorities 
in some areas still make use of forced abortion and forced sterilisation. The photo shows the public 
announcement of what could be called a parent permit. Wang Hu and his wife Zhou Lisuo, both of 
whom have been married previously and one of whom has a child from the previous marriage, have with 
this announcement received permission to become parents. Public notice on a street committee bulletin 
board in Chengdu, dated 10 July 2009. (Photo: David Cowhig).
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overlook them here in the West. It is some of these people who are 
portrayed in this book.

Common to all the book’s main characters is their decision to 
work more cautiously towards long-term goals for improving human 
rights in China. They are very different from most of the people we 
usually hear about in Western media. Those who appear in this book 
take pride in challenging the system on the system’s own terms. They 
take pride in using legislation to assure other people of their legal 
rights. And they take just as much pride in backing off slightly 
when the authorities become overly irritable due to particularly po-
litically sensitive circumstances which are more likely to make them 
retaliate than listen. They work in a long-term perspective and re-
main relatively anonymous, which is why they seldom give rise to 
headlines in Western media. 

From their own professional viewpoints, the book’s main charac-
ters explain that there really are human rights in China and that such 
rights are undergoing continuous improvement. At the same time, 

P. 19 Photo: Sentenced passed on TV DSC07734
CAPTION: What is the purpose of punishment? Retribution, deterrence or reso-

cialisation? In select cases, where harsh sentences are passed, the people convicted are 
exhibited in homes throughout China when TV cameras are allowed into the court-
room. Here, Beijing TV transmits the sentence being passed in a case involving an 
illegal pyramid scheme in March 2009. 38-year-old Zhao Pengyun was sentenced to 
fifteen years’ imprisonment and fined more than 300 million yuan.

What is the purpose of punishment? Retribution, deterrence or resocialisation? In 
select cases, where harsh sentences are passed, the people convicted are exhibited 
in homes throughout China when TV cameras are allowed into the courtroom. Here, 
Beijing TV transmits the sentence being passed in a case involving an illegal pyramid 
scheme in March 2009. 38-year-old Zhao Pengyun is sentenced to fifteen years’ 
imprisonment and fined more than 300 million yuan. BTV, 2009.
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however, they do not deny that their work is an uphill struggle, and 
emphasise that change takes time and that people should learn to ap-
preciate even small improvements. Nor are they afraid to admit that 
setbacks occasionally occur.

The Danish version of this book was written in 2010 at the initia-
tive of Hatla Thelle, Senior Research Fellow at the Danish Insti-
tute for Human Rights. She wanted to communicate the Institute’s 
experience in cooperating with various Chinese partners and there-
fore compiled a list of names and telephone numbers of people 
she thought might contribute to the book. All the people asked have 
in one way or another been associated with the Institute’s work with 
Chinese institutions and individuals in projects primarily financed 
by the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The first partnerships of 
this kind were initiated by the Institute as early as 1997.

Because the topic remains a sensitive one in China, not all those 
asked wished to participate. Most of those on Hatla Thelle’s list had 
no objections, however. Quite the contrary. Several were actually 
rather eager to take part. Gert Holmgaard Nielsen, who at the time 
was living in Beijing and working as a journalist, then contacted the 
people concerned and subsequently interviewed them. Most of the 
interviews were conducted in Chinese.

Some of those interviewed had been close partners of the Institute 
for many years, others had been good contacts and resource people 
in various connections, and all were good friends and colleagues of 
Danish citizens involved in Institute projects. Despite the relative con-
fidence and openness that this assured, there were limits to what the 
individuals involved could and would say. Human rights were and still 
are a sensitive issue, even though their protection was written into the 
Chinese constitution in 2004. Nevertheless, only three of the eleven 
interviewees asked to remain anonymous while all others participated 
under their own names with photographs.

The interviews were edited and published in Denmark in 2010. 
The book consisted of excerpts of eleven interviews with twelve Chi-
nese people arranged in ten chapters. The purpose of the book was to 
provide a more balanced and nuanced picture of Chinese reality than 
that held by many people in the West by describing human rights 
from an unusual angle: a positive one. The book was received with 
enthusiasm by Danish critics and acclaimed for its unaccustomed 
perspective. It was praised for providing a more nuanced represen-
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tation and for allowing Chinese people themselves to comment on 
the situation with specific, detailed examples.

Neither then nor now has the intention been to ignore or under-
play the abuses which occur in China. Nor was the intention to dis-
parage outside efforts to improve the protection of human rights in 
China or to belittle the approach taken by others in their endeavours 
to reach the same goals as those who participated in this book. The 
intention was, purely and simply, to describe Chinese citizens within 
Chinese organisations or institutions who have chosen to work crea-
tively, persistently and patiently within the system’s own framework 
for improvements in human rights. The book should hopefully show 
that it is possible for Chinese people themselves to work towards better 
conditions for human rights without coming into serious conflict with 
the authorities. A further objective is to give the reader a clear impres-
sion of the means available for these efforts in China and the benefits 
that can be achieved by utilising them.

The book’s title became obvious during the interview with Wang 
Kan (Chapter 2). He was the first to be interviewed and it quickly be-
came clear that the main theme of the whole book would be walking 
the political tightrope. More specifically, the theme should be seen as 
the interviewees’ precarious balancing act in their relations with the 
authorities while working with a politically very sensitive topic. As it 
can be dangerous for them to lose their footing, they must also work 
for the best interests of the authorities – raising the Chinese national 
flag aloft as their balancing pole, so to speak. At the same time, the 
main theme and title have also been chosen as an indirect reference 
to the delicate balance that we in the West must find in order to un-
derstand and participate in developments. We must be as careful and 
precise as a tightrope walker when we in the West assess Chinese re-
ality. The same applies to the way in which we as outsiders choose to 
react in relation to this reality. This is of course not the same as one-
sidedly judging China by its own yardstick or finding excuses for the 
abuses and injustices in Chinese traditions or Chinese culture.

No Western experts are cited in the book. It is the Chinese inter-
viewees who have been given the chance to speak, and it is their at-
titudes, explanations and interpretations which are presented to the 
reader for judgement. In places, though, we have found it necessary 
to explain certain cultural, personal or historical facts which the 
interviewees mention in passing to ensure that the reader fully un-

Photo: Shopping in Beijing (kan placeres meget frit i teksten – ikke 
nødvendigvis her)

CAPTION: Consumer rights are probably the most protected rights of all in China. 
They are promoted strongly in the media, especially on 15 March each year, the official 
consumers’ day. It is important for the authorities that consumers have faith in the mar-
ket so that the economy can be kept running in high gear. Beijing, 2009.
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derstands what is being talked about. In this way, the book also pre-
sents a fleeting insight into Chinese history over the last 200 years – a 
timespan about which a certain knowledge is required to understand 
China’s current political situation and position (see also the histori-
cal chronology at the end of the book).

It was intended that the original version of the book should be 
translated directly into English so that its message could reach a wid-
er readership than the book’s Danish one. But how could we in any 
way remain credible bearers of the message in the light of Liu Xiao-
bo, the Jasmine Revolution, Ai Weiwei and – most recently – Chen 
Guangcheng? Gert Holmgaard Nielsen decided therefore to contact 
the people interviewed in the book once again to hear whether they 
still held their conviction that conditions for human rights in China 
really are changing for the better.

Although he contacted them before the stories about Chen 
Guangcheng appeared, this is of little importance per se. For Chen 
Guangchen will be succeeded by another Chinese activist in the 

Consumer rights are probably the most protected rights of all in China. They are promoted strongly in the 
media, especially on 15 March each year, the official consumers’ day. It is important for the authorities that 
consumers have faith in the market so that the economy can be kept running in high gear. Beijing, 2009.
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spotlight of Western media, who in turn will be succeeded by yet 
another. What was important was to get the book’s participants to 
comment on the apparent reversal of developments.

Most of them were delighted to, without reservation. Gert 
Holmgaard Nielsen chose not to re-interview a few of those 
who participated originally. He did so because he judged that 
they would not have anything relevant to add within their own 
particular sphere of activity. Those who participated in a fol-
low-up interview were generally still very honest and forth-
right in their answers. The interviews showed that it has be-
come more difficult in many ways for individuals to work for 
human rights in China. They also showed, however, that while 

Who is right? And on what 
authority? In China, people 
have traditionally negotiated 
justice, and this tradition 
remains deeply rooted in the 
sense of justice held by many 
Chinese people. An elderly 
woman claims to have been hit 
by the black car and refuses 
to move until she receives 
600 yuan in compensation. 
Although there are many 
people on the street, no one 
has seen her being hit. The 
young driver (in the white polo 
shirt) denies that his car made 
any contact with the woman → 
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setbacks are apparently being suffered at present, advances are 
also being made.

One topical and very important example of such simultaneous 
advances and setbacks was provided by events in early 2012. Dur-
ing its annual meeting in the Great Hall of the People in Beijing 
in March, the National People’s Congress passed a revised Crimi-
nal Procedure Law. Put briefly, the new law strengthens the legal 
rights of most people who come into contact with the police and 
courts. For critics of the regime and advocates of democracy and 
human rights, however, the new law is a backward step. Despite 
this, the law as a whole represents progress as China gradually un-
dergoes transition from – as Wu Qing calls it in Chapter 1 – “rule of 

Photo: Traffic accident. Horizontal letterbox format picture spread over two pag-
es

CAPTION: Who is right? And on what authority? In China, people have tradi-
tionally negotiated justice, and this tradition remains deeply rooted in the sense of 
justice held by many Chinese people. An elderly woman claims to have been hit by 
the black car and refuses to move until she receives 600 yuan in compensation. Al-
though there are many people on the street, no one has seen her being hit. The young 
driver (in the white polo shirt) denies that his car made any contact with the woman 
at all. His friend (in the purple T-shirt) phones around for advice, while an official 
(in the black T-shirt) notes details on the spot. A police officer (far left) speaks to the 
parties involved and a settlement is reached there and then. The woman is awarded 
the 600 yuan, the driver pays unwillingly and angrily, the police officer writes a re-
port and everyone departs. Beijing, 2012.

→ at all. His friend (in the centre 
of the photograph) phones 
around for advice, while an 
official (in the black T-shirt) 
notes details on the spot. A 
police officer (far left) speaks 
to the parties involved and a 
settlement is reached there and 
then. The woman is awarded 
the 600 yuan, the driver pays 
unwillingly and angrily, the 
police officer writes a report 
and everyone departs. Beijing, 
2012.
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man” to rule of law. Before being 
passed, the law was circulated for 
comment, resulting in more than 
80,000 proposed amendments, 
several of which actually caused 
the law to be changed for the bet-
ter. The revision took ten years 
to prepare and can be seen as a 
compromise between supporters 
and opponents of reform. Among 
the opponents were the Ministry 
of Public Security and the police. 
This is not surprising as it is the 
Criminal Procedure Law that 
regulates their powers (see also 
Chapter 3, Update).

One fundamental change in 
the law is that the term “human 
rights” is specifically mentioned 
for the first time. It is now ex-
pressly stated in the statement of 
purpose that the law is intended 
to respect and protect human 
rights. Previously, it was stated 

that the law should “protect the people”. However, according to tra-
ditional Marxist doctrine (and China is after all still a communist 
society, on paper at least), class enemies, including critics of the re-
gime and advocates of democracy, are not part of the people. Some 
would perhaps object that they are still not. Despite everything, 
though, the law now provides an opening through which further 
pressure can be applied.

The law now clearly states that a suspect has the right to be told 
what he or she is suspected of and that next of kin have the right to 
be informed. In addition, and perhaps more importantly, suspects 
now have the right to avoid self-incrimination – meaning for exam-
ple that they now have the right to remain silent if doing otherwise 
would damage their own case. The law also now states that it is the 
prosecution that has the burden of proof and that the courts must 
give defendants the benefit of the doubt.

The right not to incriminate oneself
A basic principle of Western justice systems is that 
the accused is protected against incriminating 
himself (self-incrimination). Among other things, this 
means that the accused is not obliged to say anything 
and cannot be punished for perjury. According to 
the principle, the accused is under no obligation 
to help solve the case and cannot be asked to 
contribute anything that may be used against him. 
It is the prosecutor who must prove the accused’s 
guilt. These “prohibition of self-incrimination” rights 
are, however, not directly stated in Article 6 of the 
European Convention on Human Rights. They are 
assured by solid precedent, though – among others 
by a judgement delivered by the European Court of 
Human Rights in 1996 which stated that “the right to 
remain silent while being interviewed by the police 
and the right not to incriminate oneself are gener-
ally approved international standards which are very 
much in keeping with the notion of the right to a fair 
and just trial described in Article 6.”

The right not to incriminate oneself
A basic principle of Western justice systems is that the 
accused is protected against incriminating himself 
(self-incrimination). Among other things, this means 
that the accused is not obliged to say anything and 
cannot be punished for perjury. According to the prin-
ciple, the accused is under no obligation to help solve 
the case and cannot be asked to contribute anything 
that may be used against him. It is the prosecutor who 
must prove the accused’s guilt. These “prohibition of 
self-incrimination” rights are, however, not directly 
stated in Article 6 of the European Convention on 
Human Rights. They are assured by solid precedent, 
though – among others by a judgement delivered by 
the European Court of Human Rights in 1996 which 
stated that “the right to remain silent while being 
interviewed by the police and the right not to incrimi-
nate oneself are generally approved international 
standards which are very much in keeping with the 
notion of the right to a fair and just trial described in 
Article 6.”
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The new Criminal Procedure Law also dispels any doubt that tor-
ture is forbidden. To ensure compliance, all interrogations in par-
ticularly serious criminal cases must now be documented with video 
recordings.

Only those who are accused of particularly serious crimes have 
the right to be assigned a defence lawyer. Everyone else must, as pre-
viously, hire a lawyer at their own expense or do without and man-
age their defence alone (more de-
tails are available on this in Chapter 
8). Nor has it been included in the 
law that a lawyer must be present 
at the preliminary interrogation by 
the police (see Chapter 6, Update). 
On the other hand, defence lawyers 
now have a legal right to cross-ex-
amine witnesses during court pro-
ceedings.

Among the backward steps in 
the new law is the legalisation of the 
previously illegal practice of detain-
ing people outside the normal pris-
on service without court hearing. It 
is usually people suspected of par-
ticularly serious cases of corruption, 
terrorist activity or subversion who 
are subjected to this practice. The 
definition of such crimes is, howev-
er, fluid. Often, it has been Tibetan 
or Uighur separatists, dissidents and 
advocates of democracy and human 
rights who have been detained in 
this way. The revision of the Crimi-
nal Procedure Law thus makes it 
quite legal to detain suspects for up 
to six months in secret locations out-
side the usual prison service, cut off 
from the outside world and without 
a court hearing of the evidence. The 
police are, however, now obliged 

Photo: Wanted
CAPTION: “Reward.” This wanted poster was seen everywhere in Nanjing 

and Shanghai in January 2012: “Male, about 40 years old, 170 cm in height.” 
It was issued after Zhou Kehua’s latest armed robbery, during which a man 
was killed. Zhou Kehua was also suspected of committing a number of other 
armed robberies between 2004 and 2011, which had cost a total of six people 
their lives. The poster advertises in red print that a reward of 100,000 yuan 
has been offered for information leading to his arrest. The crimes he is ac-
cused of carry the death sentence and he will therefore be allocated a defence 
lawyer free of charge. There was no need for a lawyer, though. In August 2012, 
the police located him in Chongqing and shot him dead. By then, he had 
killed yet another person during his latest robbery. Poster seen in Shanghai, 
2012. (Photo: Grass Stein)

“Reward.” This wanted poster was seen everywhere in Nanjing 
and Shanghai in January 2012: “Male, about 40 years old, 170 
cm in height.” It was issued after Zhou Kehua’s latest armed 
robbery, during which a man was killed. Zhou Kehua was also 
suspected of committing a number of other armed robberies 
between 2004 and 2011, which had cost a total of six people 
their lives. The poster advertises in red print that a reward of 
100,000 yuan has been offered for information leading to his 
arrest. The crimes he was accused of carry the death penalty 
and he would therefore be allocated a defence lawyer free 
of charge. There was no need for a lawyer, though. In August 
2012, the police located him in Chongqing and shot him dead. 
By then, he had killed yet another person during his latest 
robbery. Poster seen in Shanghai, 2012. (Photo: Grass Stein)
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to inform next of kin of the arrest – unless such notification 
would hamper their investigation.

Common to all interviewees quoted in the book is their 
willingness to confirm, each in their own way, that setbacks 
are being suffered at present. However, they all remain opti-
mistic within their own fields and choose to look to the future. 
For they all agree that, despite everything, progress is being 
made in the long run. Several of them have confirmed this at-
titude yet again in emails received shortly before this preface 
was written. And finally, most of them believe that we are too 
impatient in the West and that we do not acknowledge the 
progress which, despite everything, has occurred during the 

last three decades or so. Yang Songcai, head of centre at the Guang-
zhou University Centre for Human Rights Research (see Chapter 6), 
for example, emphasises that his centre has become a national train-
ing base along with centres at Nankai University in Tianjin and China 
University of Political Science and Law in Beijing. “So we have a new 
name: the National Human Rights Training Base,” he says happily and 
proudly.

Even blind activist Chen Guangcheng believes that we are too im-
patient in the West. This he believes despite having been subjected to 
unjust legal proceedings and subsequently imprisoned for more than 
four years on what appears to be trumped-up charges, kept in illegal 

A sad example of China’s 
problems with human rights, 
which received considerable 
press coverage, dates from 
October 2009 when it 
was reported that the first 
four Tibetans had been 
executed for arson during 
the disturbances in Tibet in 
March 2008. Human rights 
groups expressed concern 
about whether or not they had 
received a fair trial. China’s 
national TV channel, CCTV 4, 
in March 2008.
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house arrest for more than eighteen months and forced to flee to the 
US Embassy in Beijing before being set free again. On top of this, he 
would subsequently hear from his new home in the USA that his fam-
ily in China had been subjected to harassment. Immediately after his 
arrival in the USA in May 2012, he said at a meeting of the Council 
of Foreign Relations in Washington: “Many people want to move the 
mountain in one week. That’s not realistic. We have to move it bit by bit 
and start with ourselves. If everybody would do that, then maybe the 
effect would be very good. But you can’t expect it to happen overnight.”

When the Chinese can see such nuances in their own situation, 
we in the West can presumably learn to as well. It is fine to put pres-
sure on China, but it should be done in a matter-of-fact way with 
acknowledgement of, and a respect for, the advances already made. 
However, ever since the events of 3 and 4 June 1989 on and around 
Tiananmen Square, the West – and Western media in particular – 
have had very little patience with regard to human rights in China. 
These events alone sent the People’s Republic of China to the top of 
the list of the world’s worst human rights abusers, a position it has 
retained ever since.

The subject evokes strong emotional reactions in the West among 
politicians, ordinary people and, not least, the media. Ironically, the 
protection of human rights in China was not something to which 
the world press and international organisations paid any particular 
attention before 1989, with the exception of major human rights or-
ganisations like Amnesty International. Judged by any yardstick, the 
situation then was actually very much worse than it is today with re-
spect to the protection of legal rights and civil freedom rights. In the 
period 1949–79, people’s freedom was much more restricted, sum-
mary justice was much more prevalent and poverty was much great-
er than it is today. Put briefly: human rights were protected to a far 
lesser extent in the second half of the 20th century than they are at 
the beginning of the 21st century.

The debate in Denmark – and other Western countries – ahead 
of China hosting the Olympic Games in 2008 seldom lived up to 
the level that could be expected of a nation that boasts more than a 
century and a half of democratic tradition. Comparisons between 
present-day China and Nazi Germany in the 1930s; a general consen-
sus that Chinese citizens are oppressed; claims that human rights in 
the People’s Republic have not been improved since the massacre in 
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Beijing in 1989 – all these notions and conceptions are one-sided and 
oversimplified. Much progress has indeed occurred in the last three 
decades, and this is something we must acknowledge – while at the 
same time pressing for further improvements, of course. For there is 
definitely room for improvement.

We cannot expect the Chinese to take our criticism seriously if it is 
not well founded. For our criticism to be objective and well founded, 
we must all become a little more familiar with Chinese politics, cul-
ture and history. This also makes demands on the media, which must 
be diligent in its research into the stories it brings. Amidst the hustle 
and bustle of editorial offices, it is important, among other things, 
to take extreme care in passing on material written and made avail-
able by others. During the disturbances in Tibet in March 2008, for 
example, Western media used photographs that purportedly showed 
Chinese police beating Tibetan demonstrators. The trouble was that 
the circulated photographs in reality showed Nepalese police officers 
attempting to break up a support demonstration by exiled Tibetans. 
The story was reported extensively in the Chinese media as an exam-
ple of the lack of merit in Western criticism of China.

At much the same time, the American TV station CNN provided 
an example of how badly it can go when people are allowed to freely 
voice their generalised prejudices about China on air. The Chinese 
government demanded an apology from the TV station for transmit-
ting highly derogatory comments about China and the Chinese peo-
ple. The case concerned remarks by one of the station’s commenta-
tors, Jack Cafferty, that people in China were “goons and thugs” who 
exported “junk” with “lead paint on them” and “poisoned pet food”. 
The comments came during a debate in April 2008 about worldwide 
protests against the global torch-bearing relay ahead of the Olympic 
Games in Beijing. After a period of toing and froing, CNN eventu-
ally apologised for the remarks – even though it was accompanied by 
a mitigating explanation that Cafferty had not been referring to the 
Chinese people in general. Not surprisingly, the story received mas-
sive coverage in the Chinese media.

Mistaking Nepalese police for Chinese and the apology from 
CNN are two examples of conflicts with Western media which the 
Chinese authorities have fought and won, and could subsequently 
use in the national media to support the view held by many people 
that Western criticism is not serious.

P. 12 Photo: Tibet DSC05573
CAPTION: A sad example of China’s problems with human rights, which received 

considerable press coverage, dates from October 2009 when it was reported that the 
first four Tibetans had been executed for arson during the disturbances in Tibet in 
March 2008. Human rights groups expressed concern about whether or not they had 
received a fair trial. China’s national TV channel, CCTV 4, in March 2008.

P. 13 Photo: Cafferty, Xinjing Bao
“I think they’re basically the same bunch of goons and thugs they’ve been for the last 50 years,” 
said CNN commentator Jack Cafferty on live TV in April 2008. His comment came when the 
presenter asked whether China, all things considered, had changed over the last three decades. 
The Chinese government took offence at the remark and demanded – and received – an apology 
from CNN. The story was widely reported in the Chinese media – here in Xinjing Bao on 17 April 
2008.
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Finally, it should be emphasised 
that the subjects of the individual 
chapters of the book overlap to a 
certain extent. Naturally, this is also 
true for the update sections as all of 
these had the same point of depar-
ture: “Do the stories of Liu Xiaobo, 
Ai Weiwei and the Chinese Jasmine 
Revolution represent a backward 
step for the protection of human 
rights, and have they made your 
work more difficult?” Their answers 
gave no cause to alter the general 
principle that each interviewee is 
given his own chapter and, in most 
cases, a usually shorter update sec-
tion. Precisely because each person 
describes his or her own personal 
attitude to, and perception of, the 
specific question, there has been no 
reason to alter the layout.

Besides interviewing all the par-
tici pants in the book, Gert Holm-
gaard Nielsen also took practically 
all the photographs. He is a qualified journalist and holds a bachelor’s 
degree in East Asian studies. He is a former correspondent of the Dan-
ish Broadcasting Corporation in Beijing, where he lived from 2003 to 
2009. Altogether, he has spent ten years in China since 1993. He speaks 
Chinese and most of the interviews were therefore conducted in the 
interviewee’s native language. His wife is Chinese and his son attended 
a Chinese school for five years until May 2009. He presently teaches 
Mandarin Chinese at Niels Brock Copenhagen Business College.

Although the photographs used in the book are often specifically as-
sociated with the surrounding text, this is not always the case. Occasion-
ally, they describe other human rights issues in isolation from the text.

The idea for the book was initially conceived by Hatla Thelle. For 
more that 15 years, she has worked with various projects concern-
ing China at the Danish Institute for Human Rights in Copenha-
gen. Since visiting China for the first time in the autumn of 1977, 

“I think they’re basically the same bunch of goons and thugs 
they’ve been for the last 50 years,” said CNN commentator Jack 
Cafferty on live TV in April 2008. His comment came when 
the presenter asked whether China, all things considered, had 
changed over the last three decades. The Chinese government 
took offence at the remark and demanded – and received – 
an apology from CNN. The story was widely reported in the 
Chinese media – here in Xinjing Bao on 17 April 2008.
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she has worked with the history of modern China in many different 
ways. She has also written a number of books on Chinese topics. She 
speaks and reads Chinese and travels to China several times a year in 
connection with the Institute’s human rights projects.

All that remains is for us to wish you an enjoyable read in the 
hope that the book will cause more people to see the People’s Re-
public of China and the modernisation that the country is presently 
undergoing – also in the area of human rights – with fresh, yet still 
objectively critical, eyes. If, after reading the book, you no longer ask 
the question posed in the title of this Introduction, then the book has 
served its purpose well. We need to acknowledge, and always bear in 
mind, that there are, despite everything, many Chinese people who 
work seriously, idealistically and – most importantly – far-sightedly 
to improve human rights on all fronts in China and – not least – that 
they are capable of doing so.

Gert Holmgaard Nielsen and Hatla Thelle

Thanks to senior adviser Paul Dalton and programme manager at the 
Danish Institute for Human Rights Bjarne Andreasen for details con-
cerning the revision of the Criminal Procedure Law.

Documentary:

• “呼兰少年之死” (“Death of a Youngster from Hulan”). Phoenix TV, 
2012 (30 min.).  
On Tudou: www.tudou.com/programs/view/QzLEOcgI1lQ.
This is a television documentary first broadcast on Phoenix TV 29 June 
2012 as part of a series of documentaries called “Visibility of Society” 
(“社会能见度”). Here Zhu Xiaodong’s father and uncle tell the story of 
the death of Zhu Xiaodong while in police custody. Chinese subtitles 
only.
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Chapter 1

Democracy? Of Course!

Wu Qing’s intense stare never wavers. When she was younger, 
it must have commanded equal amounts of respect and fear. 

She is now seventy-two and it is still overwhelmingly powerful. She 
clearly knows what she wants and does not doubt for a moment what 
she stands for.

“They threw me out of the Municipal People’s Congress,” she says 
casually as if you wouldn’t expect anything less. “But they couldn’t do 
anything about my seat on the Haidian District People’s Congress be-
cause there you are elected directly.” Despite being finally ousted, Wu 
Qing sat on Beijing’s Municipal People’s Congress for twenty years, 
from 1988 to 2007, and right from the start she made herself unpopu-
lar by not automatically voting with all the others.

P. 154 [Foto: Wu Qing, portræt 24 eller 33]
CAPTION: Wu Qing radiates self-confidence and personal courage. 

What makes her really impatient are empty words and clichés. 

Wu Qing radiates self-confidence and personal courage. What makes her really impatient are empty words and 
clichés. 
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“In 1988, when I first became a deputy in the Beijing Municipal 
People’s Congress, I cast two against votes and two abstention votes,” 
she says as she looks up in a leaf-eared volume of the Chinese Con-

stitution in order to quote Article 3: “All administrative, judi-
cial and procuratorial organs of the state are created by the 
people’s congresses to which they are responsible and by 
which they are supervised.” Article 3 was the reason for her 
two against votes. “I do not believe that government officials 
should be part of the People’s Congress. The simple reason is 
that an athlete cannot also be a referee. That would be unfair. 

Right? So when I found two government officials included in two 
committees of the People’s Congress, I cast against votes. And then I 
cast two abstention votes. Once was when there were some old guys 
who came to the conference. They needed oxygen cylinders and had 
to be held up. I said, these people cannot represent me.”

She was disliked by many of the politicians in the Municipal Peo-
ple’s Congress. “Some people said that I was out of my mind, that 
I was crazy, that I wanted to show off, that I wanted to be different 
from everyone else,” she remembers. But they seldom said it to her 
face. “There was once a man behind me who said: ‘That’s the woman 
who cast two against votes and two abstention votes.’ He said it right 
behind me. I heard him. He wanted me to hear. I didn’t even bother 
to turn round. I despised him. I said to myself: ‘I am a woman and I 
am much better than you. I do whatever I think is right.’ Then, when 
I got home, my mother quoted Lin Zexu’s saying that if you work 

for the good of the people, you 
should not be afraid of any evil 
forces.”

“They don’t like me! Because 
I speak the truth and I touch 
the core of their problem,” says 
Wu Qing drily and matter-of-
factly. And then adds: “It’s hard.” 
Otherwise, she is definitely not 
someone who complains, and 
the comment is not allowed to 
hang in the air very long.

After sitting in Beijing’s Mu-
nicipal People’s Congress for four 

I feel enough is 
enough. I want change. 
I want China to be-
come a country ruled 
by law, not by man. 
  Wu Qing

Lin Zexu
In China, Lin Zexu is considered a morally pure and courageous government 
official, a national hero. In 1838, he was sent to Canton by the Emperor Daoguang 
to stop the rapidly growing British sale of opium, to which about ten per cent 
of the Chinese population had become addicted. “Where is your conscience?” 
he asked accusingly in a letter to Queen Victoria. The letter never reached her. 
His forceful opposition to the opium trade sparked the First Opium War. China 
lost and Lin Zexu had to pay the price. He was exiled to the remote western 
province of Xinjiang, but regained official favour several years later. He died in 
1850, sixty-five years old. 

People’s Congresses 
China’s political system is based on people’s con-
gresses. The highest is the National People’s Congress, 
the parliament, which meets in the Great Hall of the 
People on the western side of Tiananmen Square. 
Below this, there are people’s congresses in each 
province. Beijing, the capital, has the status of a 
province and the city council is known as the Beijing 
Municipal People’s Congress. Below this, there are 
people’s congresses in each district of the city. These 
are known as district people’s congresses. Wu Qing is 
a deputy of the people’s congress in Haidian district 
in the north-western part of the city. 

I feel enough is 
enough. I want change. 
I want China to become 
a country ruled by 
law, not by man. 
Wu Qing
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whole terms up until 2007, she 
failed to retain her seat at the last 
election. She is convinced that she 
was forced out of the congress 
because “they” do not like her. 
“The Party secretary said: ‘Wu 
Qing should not be re-elected.’ He 
warned a lot of people,” she says 
and emphasises that he really was 
capable of intimidating the elec-
tors in Haidian district in this 
way, as many of them were low-
level Party secretaries or leaders 
of organisations of a certain im-
portance to the Party. “They think 
that I’m too independent while 
other people simply toe the Party line,” she says.

Wu Qing explains that, when deputies are to be elected to Beijing’s 
Municipal People’s Congress, members of the individual district 
people’s congresses form electoral colleges which then submit their 
votes. “Most of the people in the electoral colleges are Party members 
or heads of various government institutions,” she comments. Occa-
sionally, however, the Chinese Communist Party has been interested 
in hearing voices from outside its own ranks and this was the reason 
why Wu Qing began a career in politics. “I became a deputy precisely 
because I’m not a Party member,” she says. “They wanted a woman, 
middle-aged, a non-Party member and a good teacher. So I think the 
human resource department people screened our files and I was put 
forward by the Party and the school leadership as one of the candi-
dates. That was back in 1984.”

At the time, she was a lecturer at one of China’s most prestigious 
language universities, Beijing Foreign Language University, or Bei-
wai as it is called for short in Chinese. “The university is itself a con-
stituency,” she explains. So all the people there, the students, teach-
ers, other staff members and their dependents who lived there were 
my constituents.”

Wu Qing estimates that about three million people live in the 
Haidian district of Beijing. About four thousand of these live in her 
constituency at Beiwai, enough of whom have ensured that Wu Qing 

Lin Zexu
In China, Lin Zexu is considered a morally pure and 
courageous government official, a national hero. In 
1838, he was sent to Canton by the Emperor Daoguang 
to stop the rapidly growing British sale of opium, to 
which about ten per cent of the Chinese population 
had become addicted. “Where is your conscience?” 
he asked accusingly in a letter to Queen Victoria. 
The letter never reached her. His forceful opposition 
to the opium trade sparked the First Opium War 
(see page 11). China lost and Lin Zexu had to pay the 
price. He was exiled to the remote western province 
of Xinjiang, but regained official favour several years 
later. He died in 1850, sixty-five years old. 

NB page 
ref.
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has kept her seat on the district people’s congress for the last twen-
ty-five years. “Despite very strong opposition from the Party Com-
mittee,” she adds. “They don’t like me. Actually, I think that who-

ever speaks the truth in China will not be liked much by some 
members of the Party or government officials. But some people 
like me. You must remember that Chinese culture is family ori-
ented. In the family, the father has the final say; in an extended 
family, the grandfather; in a village, the Party secretary. These 
people have power and they are the authorities. They don’t 
want to be challenged.”

They need to be challenged, though, in Wu Qing’s opinion. 
But not by herself alone, and this is one of the main problems. 
She is, to put it mildly, less than satisfied with the distinct unwill-
ingness of her countrymen to speak their minds. “I think every 

single Chinese should be responsible for what’s happening now!” she 
says. “Because we don’t speak up. We don’t say: ‘No.’ I think every sin-
gle person should say no to certain things – and yes to other things. 
And that’s why I tell people that we are all doing this . . .” She turns 

P. 157 [Foto: DSC_0491, Hu Jintao og China Daily, far-og-søn-
forhold]

CAPTION: Almost 70,000 people were killed in the earthquake near Chongqing 
in Central China on 12 May 2008. The disaster received massive press coverage, por-
traying among other things President Hu Jintao as the loving, protective father – here 
in a poster exhibition on the catastrophe in Beijing a month later. Beijing, 2008.

Some people don’t like being challenged because they believe that everything 
they say is correct. Of course with China and the Chinese it’s all the more so. 
  Wu Qing

Almost 70,000 people were killed in the earthquake near Chongqing in Central China on 12 May 2008. The 
disaster received massive press coverage, portraying among other things President Hu Jintao as the loving, 
protective father – here in a poster exhibition on the catastrophe in Beijing a month later. Beijing, 2008.

Some people don’t 
like being challenged 
because they believe 
that everything they 
say is correct. Of 
course with China 
and the Chinese it’s 
all the more so. 
Wu Qing

Holmgaard BOOK.indb   4 11/07/14   13.26



Demo cracy?  Of Course!

5

aside, hides her face in her hands and continues: “If something hap-
pens, we do this . . .” She moves her hands slightly and peeps out, look-
ing anxious, and says: “Is it over?” before hiding her face in her hands 
again. She then takes her hands away, turns to look forward and fixes 
me with her smouldering stare. “We don’t say: ‘Hey! That’s no good! 
We don’t want it!’ Then people say to me: ‘Hey, we need more people 
like you.’ Like me! But I say to them: ‘That’s unfair! Why don’t you say 
something? Why don’t you do something?’ That’s why I have been tell-
ing people that I am a verb. I’m 
not a noun. I’m a verb, I’m an ac-
tive verb. I want change! Every 
single person can be a verb.”

On the other hand, Wu Qing 
is well aware that she could only 
do much of what she has done 
because of her particular back-
ground, which offers her a certain 
degree of political protection. It is 
not everyone who has a mother 
who was a famous social crit-
ic and author with connections 
high up in the Party hierarchy. 
“People think I have never met 
difficulties, never been harassed,” 
she objects. “But I didn’t get my 
full professorship until I was fif-
ty-eight years old. I should have 
got it earlier, much earlier. But 
people in the Party Committee 
said I didn’t behave well enough 
after 1989. And I had to retire in 
the year 2000, before the pay rise 
for professors. They told me to 
go. They didn’t do it according 
to a certain age or whatever. And 
they did not only ask me to go. 
They also asked my husband at 
the same time. So a lot of people 
thought they went too far.”

Socially engaged mother
When Bing Xin gave birth to Wu Qing in 1937, she was already an influential social commen-
tator. The cornerstone to her fame was laid when, aged eighteen, she joined the 4th May 
Movement. Following the First Opium War from 1839 to 1842, a number of Western pow-
ers had annexed parts of China. In these areas, Chinese law was therefore replaced by the 
laws of the countries concerned. This humiliation led to continuing discussions in Chinese 
intellectual circles and, on 4th May 1919, students in Beijing – and subsequently people in 
many other parts of China – protested against the local Beijing warlord’s acceptance that, 
following the conclusion of World War One, German possessions in Shandong Province 
were to be given to the Japanese. As China had been on the side of the Allies, the students 
claimed that it was natural that the part of China which had been annexed by the war’s loser 
should be returned to China. They succeeded in getting the decision reversed, and many 
in the 4th May Movement later became involved in the Chinese Communist Party – among 
others one of the founders of the Party, Mao Zedong. Bing Xin remained actively critical of 
the communist regime throughout her life, something which caused her many problems. 
Among other things, she supported the student demonstrations on Tiananmen Square 
seventy years after she herself had demonstrated as a student in exactly the same place. 
She died in 1999, ninety-eight years of age. 

Socially engaged mother
When Bing Xin gave birth to Wu Qing in 1937, she 
was already an influential social commentator. The 
cornerstone to her fame was laid when, aged eight-
een, she joined the May 4th Movement. Following 
the First Opium War from 1839 to 1842, a number 
of Western powers had annexed parts of China. In 
these areas, Chinese law was therefore replaced by 
the laws of the countries concerned. This humiliation 
led to continuing discussions in Chinese intellectual 
circles and, on 4 May 1919, students in Beijing – and 
subsequently people in many other parts of China – 
protested against the local Beijing warlord’s accept-
ance that, following the conclusion of World War 
One, German possessions in Shandong Province 
were to be given to the Japanese. As China had 
been on the side of the Allies, the students claimed 
that it was natural that the part of China which had 
been annexed by the war’s loser should be returned 
to China. They succeeded in getting the decision 
reversed, and many in the May 4th Movement later 
became involved in the Chinese Communist Party – 
among others one of the founders of the Party, Mao 
Zedong. Bing Xin remained actively critical of the 
communist regime throughout her life, something 
which caused her many problems. Among other 
things, she supported the student demonstrations 
on Tiananmen Square seventy years after she herself 
had demonstrated as a student in exactly the same 
place. She died in 1999, ninety-eight years of age. 
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“I always move within the framework of the Constitution. So 
that’s why the Chinese media call me ‘the lady with the Constitu-
tion’,” she says with some pride. “I want China to observe the rule of 
law. So in whatever I do, I use the Constitution. This is the old one, of 
‘54,” she says pointing to a well-used, red, hardback book with a clear 
plastic dust jacket. “It was published that year, and my mother used 
it. And this one as well,” she says pointing to an equally worn edition 
from 1982, which is also a red hardback with plastic dust jacket. “And 
there’s this one too.” She places her hand on a drab-looking, well-
used 2004 paperback edition – the edition where the term “human 
rights” appeared for the first time. All three editions are so well used 
and dog-eared that several pages have come loose. She always carries 
them with her. “Because I have to show people,” she explains. “And 
now I carry this: the United Nations Human Rights Charter.”

In her view, the Constitution is a tool which should be used actively 
and openly in local politics so that political problems become more 
real for voters. The road to democracy requires that the population 
becomes more conscious of the law, believes Wu Qing. “If you follow 
the rule of law, it will gradually become more widespread,” she says. “I 
think it takes time for people to learn how to use the tool. Wherever I 
go, I talk about citizen awareness. You have to do things according to 
the law. You can’t get out of it by saying ‘I don’t think it’s right.’ Every-

P. 159 [Foto: Wu Qing 29]
CAPTION: Wu Qing’s three editions of the Chinese Constitution. In 

the centre, the newest of 2004, flanked by two in red covers which pre-
viously belonged to her mother. The one on the left is of 1954 while the 
newer edition on the right is of 1982.

Wu Qing’s three editions of the Chinese Constitution. In the centre, the newest of 
2004, flanked by two in red covers which previously belonged to her mother. The one 
on the left is from 1954 while the newer edition on the right is from 1982.

Holmgaard BOOK.indb   6 11/07/14   13.26



Demo cracy?  Of Course!

7

one must be measured by the same yardstick. I have always followed 
the Constitution! I’m the first person to use it,” she claims and begins 
leafing through her well-worn edition from 1982. When she finds the 
passage she’s looking for in Article 76, she reads aloud. “It says: 
‘Deputies to the National People’s Congress should maintain 
close contact with the units which elected them and with the 
people, heed and convey the opinions and demands of the peo-
ple and work hard to serve them.’ That’s why I have set aside eve-
ry Tuesday afternoon since 1984 to meet with my constituents. If 
I’m here, I’ll do it. Like tomorrow afternoon.”

How many people come on a typical Tuesday afternoon? “It de-
pends. Sometimes more than a hundred people, sometimes just two 
or three. It depends.” What does she do at the meetings? “I sit there 
and listen.” To what? “All sorts of requests and grievances.” For exam-
ple? “For example, some peasants from Miyun County told me once 
that they were not given the subsidies they were entitled to according 
to official policy. I therefore went there twice, in person, and held a 
meeting at which I brought the peasants and the local government 
officials together and asked them a number of questions. That helped 
partially solve the issue.”

Wu Qing’s train of thought flits a little. “It has a lot to do with 
corruption. Money is abused,” she says. She maintains, though, that 
the law should be equal for everyone. The same yardstick for big and 
small. Sometimes, for example, she is visited by constituents, ordi-
nary citizens, after they have lost a court case. They want help, and 
to use her network in an attempt to reverse what they see as being 
an unjust verdict. “I say to them: ‘OK, if you think the ruling is un-
fair, you have to give evidence to show how unfair the court was and 
which section or article of the law or which policy they didn’t follow.’ 
I always encourage them to use the Constitution, to use all the laws. 
And then they have to provide evidence. Because a lot of people just 
come and say: ‘You know what? That guy promised me this or that.’ 
And I say: ‘Do you have evidence?’ and the person says ‘No.’ ‘OK,’ I 
say, ‘Go back and try to find some. If you can’t, I can’t help.’ Some-
times they say: ‘Why don’t you just go and talk to the government 
official. Explain things to him.’ But I say: ‘No! That’s guanxi as well. 
That’s rule of man, not rule of law. I want evidence, right?’ ”

“And then of course I also follow Article 77,” she interjects, and 
begins leafing through her dog-eared 1982 edition of the Constitu-

Once people change, everything changes. The most im-
portant thing is that people have to change. 
  Wu Qing

GUANXI
The Chinese word guanxi (the x is pronounced as an unvoiced s) means relationship, 
connection or contact and describes the basic dynamic in personalised networks 
of influence. For those who have just the slightest dealings with China, the word 
is commonly used to describe the need for contact with people with influence in 
the area you want to achieve something. This could be of a political, career-related 
or personal nature or simply that you want to acquire a train ticket to travel on a 
public holiday. It was not until Deng Xiaoping introduced his open door policy in 
1978 that the People’s Republic of China began seriously to update its legislation and 
to take the first small steps towards the rule of law. This has primarily occurred within 
trade and finance. Formerly, court rulings were generally political or determined by 
agreements within the network, often with money changing hands under the table. 
Although this culture has come under a certain amount of pressure, it still exists side 
by side with modernisation. 

Once people change, 
everything changes. 
The most important 
thing is that people 
have to change. 
Wu Qing
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tion. “It says: ‘Deputies to the National People’s Congress are subject 
to supervision by the units which elected them. The electoral units 
have the power, through procedures prescribed by law, to recall dep-
uties they elected.’ That’s why I hold a meeting every now and then 
with the electors to report my work to them. Because I think there 
should be transparency. People should know what I’ve been doing.”

What is it that has formed this highly principled politician? Like 
all her generation, Wu Qing’s life has been greatly influenced by the 
violent events experienced by China up through the 20th century. 
She was born in November 1937, a few months after China officially 
entered the war with Japan. Prior to this, there had been a large Japa-
nese military presence in the country for the previous six years. The 
life she has had could just as easily have broken her and turned her 
into a compliant and manageable citizen of the People’s Republic. 
However, as previously implied, Wu Qing had a strong family back-
ground, which gave her much greater ballast than most other Chi-
nese children. She therefore developed a strong personality during 

her childhood.
“I have always been a leader,” 

she says and thinks back to the 
time she spent in Japan from 
1946 to 1951. Following the war 
against the Japanese occupants, 
her father, Wu Wenzao, worked 
for several years in Tokyo for the 
official Chinese government, the 
nationalist government, which 
subsequently lost the civil war to 
Mao Zedong and his Communist 
Party in 1949.

Even before the family moved 
to Japan, Wu Qing had a burning 
hatred of everything Japanese. 
When she was eight months old, 
her parents left Beijing, which 
they thought too dangerous now 
that war had broken out. Around 
1940, after a long detour, they 
ended up in Chongqing in Cen-

When I was nine years old, my parents were given a book en-
titled Crimes Committed by the Japanese Militarists. It con-
tained lots of photos. I saw those photos and got very angry. 
  Wu Qing

GUANXI
The Chinese word guanxi (the x is pronounced as an 
unvoiced s) means relationship, connection or con-
tact and describes the basic dynamic in personalised 
networks of influence. For those who have just the 
slightest dealings with China, the word is commonly 
used to describe the need for contact with people 
with influence in the area you want to achieve some-
thing. This could be of a political, career-related or 
personal nature or simply that you want to acquire 
a train ticket to travel on a public holiday. It was not 
until Deng Xiaoping introduced his open door policy 
in 1978 that the People’s Republic of China began 
seriously to update its legislation and to take the first 
small steps towards the rule of law. This has primarily 
occurred within trade and finance. Formerly, court 
rulings were generally political or determined by 
agreements within the network, often with money 
changing hands under the table. Although this cul-
ture has come under a certain amount of pressure, it 
still exists side by side with modernisation. 
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tral China, which was probably one of the least safe parts of China 
at the time. The city was more or less defenceless, and the Japanese 
bombed it daily. “The Guomindang army 
was poorly equipped and the Japanese air-
planes never missed their targets. Every 
day, many Chinese people were killed! 
Children were killed. My mother told me 
that I caught pneumonia in the air-raid 
shelter. We were seven children. Only I 
survived. We had high fever and couldn’t 
get medical treatment. So I hated the Japanese.”

“So when we arrived in Japan – it was on my birthday, 9 Novem-
ber 1946 – I promised myself two things: I would never learn a word 
of Japanese and I would never play with Japanese children. It was 
that kind of hatred.” Nor was her hatred diminished when the young 
Wu Qing leafed through a book on Japanese war crimes that her par-

[CHONGQING] new photo of mine
CAPTION: From 1938 to 1943, the Japanese mercilessly bombed the then 

capital Chongqing. Most of the targets were civilian. Today, Chongqing is at 
the centre of the government’s policy to move economic development from 
the coastal areas to the inner parts of the country. Chongqing, 2006.

From 1938 to 1943, the Japanese mercilessly bombed the then capital, Chongqing. Most of the targets were 
civilian. Today, Chongqing is at the centre of the government’s policy to move economic development from the 
coastal areas to the inner parts of the country. Chongqing, 2006.

When I was nine years old, my parents 
were given a book en tit led Crimes 
Committed by the Japanese Militarists. 
It contained lots of photos. I saw 
those photos and got very angry. 
Wu Qing
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ents had in the house – a book full of horrifying photographs. “Lots 
of photos. Photos of the Nanjing Massacre. Photos of all the crimes 
they committed. You know, young girls and women who were raped, 
slaughtered and burned!”

It was a hatred that demanded action by Wu Qing. She showed 
the book to six Chinese friends, all boys. “I have always been a 
leader, so I said: ‘OK, when we finish our homework, I’ll give you 
guys a call. You have to come on your bicycles.’ As I was the leader, 
I would ride in front. When we saw Japanese children, we would 
chase them and shout and scream at them. We never hit them. That 
would have been too much. Then one day, my mother found out. 
She said: ‘How could you do this? Don’t you know that the Japanese 
people suffered during the war, and are suffering even now after the 
war?’ My mother was a role model.” Wu Qing remembers how Bing 
Xin invited her students to the house for a meal once a week. “The 
Japanese people suffered after World War II. Most of the buildings 
were burned down or bombed by the American airplanes. Every-
thing was rationed: fish, rice, coal. There was not enough housing, 
not enough food, not enough clothing, not enough anything! So my 
mother would ask our cook to make extra food for my ‘aunties’ to 
take home. My mother therefore set a very good example for me, 
and, after that talk, I started to learn Japanese and to play with Japa-
nese children. I learned always to draw a line between the people 
and the government. Because no government in this world can rep-
resent its people one hundred per cent. I think that was a very, very 
important lesson for me.”

Wu Qing’s father had originally taught sociology at the respected 
Yanjing University in Beijing, where her mother also was a lecturer. 
After the war, though, he had accepted an offer from an old friend 
who had been appointed Chinese ambassador in Tokyo. Wu Wenzao 
became head of the political department at the embassy and thus 
unwittingly placed himself and his family in an unfortunate situation 
when the nationalists lost the civil war to the communists in 1949. 
In mainland China, it was claimed that he had cooperated with the 
enemy. Nor was he trusted in Taiwan, to where the nationalist gov-
ernment had fled, because he had contacts among the communists. 
Although the USA was considered as a possible alternative, the fam-
ily returned to Beijing in the end as it was in mainland China that 
Wu Qing’s mother had her readers.
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Just fourteen years of age, Wu Qing experienced the freshness of 
the new China. “It was very exciting. I discovered that the Chinese 
people had stood up for themselves. I was proud. Since the Opium 
War in 1840, China had become like a piece of meat. Everybody 
wanted a slice. Now, all the foreign possessions had been returned to 
China. That was why I felt such pride.”

For many Chinese people, however, their pride was short-lived. 
“My mother’s friends, good friends and old colleagues, began being 
targeted at that time. Everyone who had studied in the USA had to 
be purged of their feelings and 
respect for the USA.” Wu Qing 
describes Mao Zedong’s cam-
paign of 1956–57, the Hundred 
Flowers Campaign, in which he 
encouraged people to voice their 
views on China’s national poli-
cies. Subsequently, though, any-
one who had criticised the re-
gime were prosecuted as “right-
ists” and punished. “I heard many 
stories about how professors and 
young people who had their own 
ideas about democracy and free-
dom were purged. And then, of 
course, my father was declared a 
rightist in 1957. My brother was 
also branded a rightist and so 
was one of my uncles. Pressure 
was also brought to bear on my 
mother. Some people said that 
she should divorce my father, but 
she said: ‘Why should I? We share 
the same ideology!’ ”

Here, Bing Xin benefited great-
ly from her contacts among Chi-
nese leaders, in this case the Pre-
mier himself, who gave her a piece 
of personal advice: “Zhou Enlai 
invited my mother to Zhongnan-

The Opium War
Frustrated that the Chinese emperor was disinclined to trade 
with them, British merchants began selling opium as early as 
the late eighteenth century in order to prevent Britain’s trade 
deficit with China from ruining the domestic economy. Emperor 
Daoguang remained relatively passive for many years, but when 
sales exploded in the late 1830s, he decided to send an envoy, 
Lin Zexu, to Canton to stop the British-sanctioned opium trade. 
Lin Zexu began by arresting small-time opium traders. It was only 
when he confiscated and destroyed almost 1500 tons of opium 
that he met serious resistance. The British deployed warships in 
1839 and, three years later, Emperor Daoguang was forced to sign 
the Nanjing treaty. Among other things, the treaty obliged China 
to open a number of harbours on the east coast to British traders, 
who were also to be permitted to continue the lucrative trade 
in opium unhindered. The Nanjing treaty was merely the first 
of several so-called “unequal treaties” which Great Britain and a 
number of other Western countries imposed on China in the fol-
lowing years. It is therefore seen as marking the beginning of the 
end for the Qing dynasty, which finally fell in 1911, leaving China 
in chaos. Not until the British returned Hong Kong in 1997 and 
the Portuguese returned Macao in 1999 did China fully recover 
from the defeat which had plagued Chinese national sentiment 
since 1842.

The Opium War
Frustrated that the Chinese emperor was disinclined 
to trade with them, British merchants began selling 
opium as early as the late eighteenth century in or-
der to prevent Britain’s trade deficit with China from 
ruining the domestic economy. Emperor Daoguang 
remained relatively passive for many years, but 
when sales exploded in the late 1830s, he decided 
to send an envoy, Lin Zexu, to Canton to stop the 
British-sanctioned opium trade. Lin Zexu began by 
arresting small-time opium traders. It was only when 
he confiscated and destroyed almost 1500 tons of 
opium that he met serious resistance. The British 
deployed warships in 1839 and, three years later, 
Emperor Daoguang was forced to sign the Nanjing 
treaty. Among other things, the treaty obliged China 
to hand over Hong Kong Island and open five ports 
on the east coast to British traders, who were also 
to be permitted to continue the lucrative trade in 
opium unhindered. The Nanjing treaty was merely 
the first of several so-called “unequal treaties” which 
Great Britain and a number of other Western coun-
tries imposed on China in the following years. It is 
therefore seen as marking the beginning of the end 
for the Qing dynasty, which finally fell in 1911, leaving 
China in chaos. Not until the British returned Hong 
Kong in 1997 and the Portuguese returned Macao 
in 1999 did China fully recover from the defeat which 
had plagued Chinese national sentiment since 1842.
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hai and told her: ‘Now you are the only one who can really help him’,” 
says Wu Qing. “That was in 1957. Then came ‘58 and ‘59, which were 
very difficult years because people didn’t have enough to eat.”

Wu Qing was still studying at Beiwai during the Great Leap 
Forward, which resulted in a catastrophic, nationwide famine. Al-
though the university has now been encroached on by the city, 
which has sprawled outward over the last thirty years, it was once 
situated in the country. “Yeah, we were surrounded by evergreen 
People’s Communes,” she remarks sarcastically and drily adds: “We 
used to go looking for wild plants.” All of China was looking for 
something to eat.

As a punishment for being “right-
ists”, the family was separated and 
sent to work in various places in 
Hubei Province in the south. Wu 
Qing became a teacher in 1960, 
teaching English, and, despite her 
family’s political plight, she later ap-
plied for membership of the Com-
munist Party. “I did it because it was 
a way of life. At the time, being a 
Communist Party member meant 
that you were good.” Her application 
was turned down, however. She was 
deemed not good enough. “I could 
not denounce my parents,” she ex-
plains. “I believed that if they had not 
wanted to help build the new China, 
they would not have come back. 
They could have gone to the United 
States or somewhere else. So I never 
considered drawing a line between 
me and my family, and that’s why I 
could not become a member.”

Although it may sound as though 
Wu Qing was a free-thinker among 
the uniform masses of the Chinese 
population, she emphasises that it 
was not that simple. In 1966, Mao 

P. 164 [Propagandaplakat: MPC 0251 Go all out with . . .]
CAPTION: “Go all out with red hearts and green fingers to harvest one 

hundred fold.” Mao Zedong’s Great Leap Forward Campaign was intended 
to revolutionize agricultural efficiency and steel production. Although the 
results were catastrophic on both fronts right from the start, Mao stubborn-
ly hung onto the goals for three years. Poster from 1960 when a nationwide 
famine already ravaged the country. Maopost.com.

BOX:
The Great Leap Forward

“Go all out with red hearts and green thumbs to harvest one 
hundred fold.” Mao Zedong’s Great Leap Forward Campaign 
was intended to revolutionize agricultural efficiency and steel 
production. Although the results were catastrophic on both 
fronts right from the start, Mao stubbornly hung onto the goals 
for three years. Poster from 1960 when a nationwide famine 
already ravaged the country. Maopost.com.
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Zedong launched the Cultural Revolution, in which he assumed almost 
unlimited power, aided by his new protégé, General Lin Biao, and the 
growing cult status he personally enjoyed. “Nobody dared not to trust 
him,” explains Wu Qing. “At no time did I dare think differently. Be-
cause of the family I came from, I could never be right. I would always 
be wrong, whatever I thought. That was the way of thinking then. You 
had to follow blindly. You didn’t even dare to think, because many peo-
ple had been punished to set an example. If you thought differently, you 
were a reactionary.”

At that time, being accused of reactionary thinking was a very 
serious matter. Almost regardless of what you said or didn’t say, how-
ever, you risked being accused of something. As Wu Qing herself ex-
perienced, the authorities even attempted to force people to divorce 
their spouses or disown their families. There were always people who 
were subjected to public “struggle meetings”. Although these could 

P. 166 [Foto: Pingyao 17]
CAPTION: “Long live Chairman Mao.” Today, only few visible traces of 

Mao Zedong’s totalitarian regime remain. A few older people still dress in 
the “Mao suits” which practically everyone wore in those days, and some 
houses still bear remnants of Cultural Revolutionary battle cries – in this 
case, just below the eaves. Pingyao, 2006.

The Great Leap Forward
Mao Zedong had assumed almost supreme power, both in the 
Party of which he was a founding member and in the nation which 
he had created. He believed that the country should undergo rapid 
development through an ongoing series of revolutions. He therefore 
launched the Great Leap Forward in 1958, a campaign consisting of 
two main parts. Firstly, all peasants were to be gathered into large 
units, People’s Communes, where they would share everything, both 
ownership and production. Secondly, Chinese steel production was 
to overtake British within fifteen years. Everyone in China – even the 
peasants – were to produce steel. Kilns, so-called backyard furnaces, 
were built in the towns and country. The “steel” produced in these 
small kilns, however, was in reality simply melted down door handles, 
old bicycles, fixtures, pots and anything else that could be re-smelted. 
The resulting nondescript metal was worthless. Much of the labour 
used in this “steel” production was taken from the fields, where crops 
were allowed to rot unharvested. Combined with the new, yet useless, 
agricultural methods, and natural catastrophes in certain parts of the 
country, the policy plunged the whole country into a devastating 
famine which lasted for three years. Between thirty-three and forty-five 
million people died. Mao resigned early as President after the first 
failures of the disastrous campaign and was succeeded by Liu Shaoqi. 
Mao continued in his role as Chairman of the Communist Party of China.
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dren whose parents had been sent to May 7th Cadre School. After 
that, I myself spent a year at cadre school.”

Cadre schools were established so that intellectuals could feel for 
themselves what it was like being a peasant, being a member 
of the “broad masses”. They were to learn what Mao called “the 
line of the masses” so that they could remain humble in rela-
tion to the peasantry. In practice it meant hard work in the 
fields and stables. Many saw it as a punishment, but Wu Qing 
remembers it as a happy time: “I was there with the students, 
and they were very good to me.” She laughs at the memory. “It 
wasn’t like the struggle meetings held here at the university. 
Here the students were good to me. Sometimes the students 
would tell me: ‘Professor Wu, we had to do it.’ So it became a bit of 
a show eventually. But then of course the students themselves were 
very different. Some were very harsh. They had to behave like that so 
that they could become Party members, get a better job and all that. 
I could understand.”

Wu Qing had learnt not to hate. She did not hate those who made 
things difficult for her. “That was the system, she says. That’s why I 
want to change it.”

P. 168 [Foto: Statue udenfor Maos mausoleum, 2005 1]
The Cultural Revolution left a deep impression, not only in the soul of 

the people but also in the physical environment throughout the country. 
Today, almost all the physical remnants of that era have been removed. 
Among the most prominent of those remaining are the statues outside 
Mao Zedong’s mausoleum on Tiananmen Square. They illustrate the de-
gree of uniformity within the Chinese population under Mao. There was 
only one true way. 

Having love is having everything. 
  Bing Xin

The Cultural Revolution
Mao Zedong launched the Cultural Revolution in 1966 to counter the politi-
cal developments which had taken place since he had been forced to surren-
der the post of President to Liu Shaoqi in the wake of the catastrophic Great 
Leap Forward. Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping had introduced certain rights 
of land ownership in agriculture and this had caused agricultural production 
to rise again. Private ownership was, however, against Mao’s ideals. Mao was 
also dissatisfied with the corruption and complacency of intellectuals. Liu 
Shaoqi, who it was previously thought would assume the leadership of China 
on Mao’s death, was now singled out by Mao as the country’s enemy number 
one, with Deng Xiaoping as enemy number two. Liu Shaoqi was stripped 
of his political posts, interrogated and criticised. He died in detention in 
November 1969. Deng Xiaoping survived the Cultural Revolution thanks to 
strong personal contacts who were capable of protecting him. Vice Premier 
and Vice Chairman of the Chinese Communist Party, Lin Biao, became 
the new second in command. He perished in a plane crash in Mongolia in 
September 1971, however, allegedly fleeing an abortive coup against Mao.

P. 169 [Poster: Liu Xiaoqi, 1410-001M Overthrow Liu] This poster is 
with the previous box

CAPTION: “Overthrow Liu Shaoqi!” Liu Shaoqi was purged by Mao 
Zedong in 1966, put under house arrest in 1967, officially deposed as 
President in 1968 and subsequently arrested. He died in prison in 1969. 
This poster says it all: Liu’s name is stroked out with a red cross, a meth-
od used to announce that someone had been sentenced to death. Poster 
from 1968. Maopost.com.

be aggressive affairs, in many cases they gradually assumed a more 
“for form’s sake” structure beneath the apparently harsh veneer. Ini-
tially, though, Wu Qing was frightened.

“I was afraid the first time. Later on, though, it was just a kind 
of show. They would shout their slogans 
and I would lower my head. After that, 
it was nothing special.” Wu Qing ex-
plains that she followed the advice her 
mother had given her. “When I was a 
little girl, my mother told me: ‘You must 

always tell the truth. Never tell lies.’ ” But wasn’t that advice very dan-
gerous at the time? Wu Qing looks unimpressed when she answers: 
“If you insisted, there was nothing they could do. Because I hadn’t 
done anything!”

By then, she had returned to Beijing and become an English 
teacher at Beiwai, where she had studied previously. However, the 
political turmoil continued to send her towards new objectives. “Af-
ter all the struggle meetings, I was sent to an army farm to teach the 
students English. That was from ‘68 to ‘69. After the students gradu-
ated, I came back to the university for a while to look after the chil-

 During the Cultural Revolution, they wanted me to ad-
mit to things which I simply had not done. I couldn’t 
get myself to admit to them. It was very hard. 
   Wu Qing

“Long live Chairman Mao.” Today, only few visible traces of Mao Zedong’s totalitarian 
regime remain. A few older people still dress in the “Mao suits” which practically 
everyone wore in those days, and some houses still bear remnants of Cultural 
Revolutionary battle cries – in this case, just below the eaves. Pingyao, 2006.

 During the Cultural Revolution, they 
wanted me to admit to things which I 
simply had not done. I couldn’t get myself 
to admit to them. It was very hard. 
Wu Qing
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dren whose parents had been sent to May 7th Cadre School. After 
that, I myself spent a year at cadre school.”

Cadre schools were established so that intellectuals could feel for 
themselves what it was like being a peasant, being a member 
of the “broad masses”. They were to learn what Mao called “the 
line of the masses” so that they could remain humble in rela-
tion to the peasantry. In practice it meant hard work in the 
fields and stables. Many saw it as a punishment, but Wu Qing 
remembers it as a happy time: “I was there with the students, 
and they were very good to me.” She laughs at the memory. “It 
wasn’t like the struggle meetings held here at the university. 
Here the students were good to me. Sometimes the students 
would tell me: ‘Professor Wu, we had to do it.’ So it became a bit of 
a show eventually. But then of course the students themselves were 
very different. Some were very harsh. They had to behave like that so 
that they could become Party members, get a better job and all that. 
I could understand.”

Wu Qing had learnt not to hate. She did not hate those who made 
things difficult for her. “That was the system, she says. That’s why I 
want to change it.”

P. 168 [Foto: Statue udenfor Maos mausoleum, 2005 1]
The Cultural Revolution left a deep impression, not only in the soul of 

the people but also in the physical environment throughout the country. 
Today, almost all the physical remnants of that era have been removed. 
Among the most prominent of those remaining are the statues outside 
Mao Zedong’s mausoleum on Tiananmen Square. They illustrate the de-
gree of uniformity within the Chinese population under Mao. There was 
only one true way. 

Having love is having everything. 
  Bing Xin

The Cultural Revolution
Mao Zedong launched the Cultural Revolution in 1966 to counter the politi-
cal developments which had taken place since he had been forced to surren-
der the post of President to Liu Shaoqi in the wake of the catastrophic Great 
Leap Forward. Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping had introduced certain rights 
of land ownership in agriculture and this had caused agricultural production 
to rise again. Private ownership was, however, against Mao’s ideals. Mao was 
also dissatisfied with the corruption and complacency of intellectuals. Liu 
Shaoqi, who it was previously thought would assume the leadership of China 
on Mao’s death, was now singled out by Mao as the country’s enemy number 
one, with Deng Xiaoping as enemy number two. Liu Shaoqi was stripped 
of his political posts, interrogated and criticised. He died in detention in 
November 1969. Deng Xiaoping survived the Cultural Revolution thanks to 
strong personal contacts who were capable of protecting him. Vice Premier 
and Vice Chairman of the Chinese Communist Party, Lin Biao, became 
the new second in command. He perished in a plane crash in Mongolia in 
September 1971, however, allegedly fleeing an abortive coup against Mao.

P. 169 [Poster: Liu Xiaoqi, 1410-001M Overthrow Liu] This poster is 
with the previous box

CAPTION: “Overthrow Liu Shaoqi!” Liu Shaoqi was purged by Mao 
Zedong in 1966, put under house arrest in 1967, officially deposed as 
President in 1968 and subsequently arrested. He died in prison in 1969. 
This poster says it all: Liu’s name is stroked out with a red cross, a meth-
od used to announce that someone had been sentenced to death. Poster 
from 1968. Maopost.com.

This system has taught 
people to be selfish, 
to hate other people. 
Because if you disown 
your own parents, 
then who do you 
love? Just yourself! 
Wu Qing

The Cultural Revolution left a deep impression, not only in the soul of the people 
but also in the physical environment throughout the country. Today, almost all the 
physical remnants of that era have been removed. Among the most prominent of those 
remaining are the statues outside Mao Zedong’s mausoleum on Tiananmen Square. 
They illustrate the degree of uniformity within the Chinese population under Mao. 
There was only one true way. 
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Five years into the Cultural Revolution, Wu Qing, like many of 
her countrymen, lost her blind faith in its justification. “After 1971, 
after the truth about Lin Biao came out, I lost faith in Mao,” she says. 

“I felt that China had to be changed. One person cannot decide 
everything. You have to govern by the rule of law.” Later – in the 
early 1980s – she was given the opportunity of visiting the USA to 
study. There, she was inspired by the way various ethnic groups 

fought for their rights. “I saw how African Americans fought for 
their rights. Puerto Rican Americans, Asian Americans. They were 
all fighting for their own rights. I thought that was very important. I 
too wanted to fight for the rights of the people.”

Although things sometimes move forward and sometimes back-
ward, Wu Qing fundamentally believes that human rights are cur-

rently being improved in China. 
Like so many others, she too 
mentions that the term “human 
rights” has now been written into 
the Constitution, and empha-
sises that this is not unimpor-
tant. “Now I use it to hold them 
accountable. It’s there!” she says 
pointing at her collection of well-
worn editions of the Constitu-
tion. “So I can use it. I’ve always 
used the Constitution.” She taps 
one of the books on the table. 
“This is very important . . . we 
have to use the same yardstick 
to measure every single person. 
That’s part of democracy.”

Does she, however, believe 
that China will ever be a de-
mocracy? “Of course!” she says, 
straightening her back. “Because 
every single person has great po-
tential. It’s like a gold mine, an 
oil well. If you open the lid, there 
is a lot of initiative. Every single 
person . . .”

This system has taught people to be selfish, to hate other people. Because 
if you disown your own parents, then who do you love? Just yourself! 
  Wu Qing

The Cultural Revolution
Mao Zedong launched the Cultural Revolution in 
1966 to counter the political developments which 
had taken place since he had been forced to surren-
der the post of President to Liu Shaoqi in the wake 
of the catastrophic Great Leap Forward. Liu Shaoqi 
and Deng Xiaoping had introduced certain rights of 
land ownership in agriculture and this had caused 
agricultural production to rise again. Private owner-
ship was, however, against Mao’s ideals. Mao was also 
dissatisfied with the corruption and complacency 
of intellectuals. Liu Shaoqi, who it was previously 
thought would assume the leadership of China on 
Mao’s death, was now singled out by Mao as the 
country’s enemy number one, with Deng Xiaoping 
as enemy number two. Liu Shaoqi was stripped of 
his political posts, interrogated and criticised. He 
died in detention in November 1969. Deng Xiaoping 
survived the Cultural Revolution thanks to strong 
personal contacts who were capable of protect-
ing him. Vice Premier and Vice Chairman of the 
Chinese Communist Party, Lin Biao, became the new 
second in command. He perished in a plane crash 
in Mongolia in September 1971, however, allegedly 
fleeing an abortive coup against Mao.

Having love is 
having everything. 
Bing Xin
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The world-famous kung fu 
actor, Jackie Chan, presented 
a completely different view at 
an international conference in 
Hainan in Southern China in 
April 2009. “I am not sure if it’s 
good to have freedom or not,” he 
said. “I’m gradually beginning 
to feel that we Chinese need to 
be controlled. If we’re not being 
controlled, we’ll just do what we 
want.” Wu Qing is far from im-
pressed by the movie star’s com-
ments. “I think he’s just follow-
ing the policy and thinking of people at the top. Why would 
people want to be controlled if they are well educated? If every 
single person has a purpose in life, they know what they may 
and may not do. Even when we talk about freedom, there are 
certain things you just can’t do. You cannot affect the lives of others. It’s 
not absolute freedom. If it’s going to harm others, you can’t do it.”

Wu Qing believes that this debate, in reality, forms the core of all 
her work. “I have to fight against 2000 years of feudalism and totali-
tarianism,” she says. “That’s why it’s a long march. That’s why I have 
been telling people I’m on a new long march: much, much, much, 

Nobody wants to be controlled by others. 
  Wu Qing

Confucius
The most influential philosopher of China is Confucius 
(551–479 BC). Confucius emphasized personal and 
governmental morality, correctness of social relation-
ships, sincerity and justice. As for the social relation-
ships, he taught the so-called five bonds: ruler to 
ruled, father to son, husband to wife, elder brother 
to younger brother and friend to friend. The ruler 
shows benevolence to the ruled and the ruled show 
respect to the ruler. Likewise with the other four re-
lationships. This way a strict hierarchy of society was 
made that exists to this day.

The Long March
From October 1934 to October 1935, the Red Army (later People’s 
Liberation Army) fled from the Nationalist troops of Chiang Kai-shek 
through much of China’s most difficult terrain. More than 100,000 sol-
diers set out from Jiangxi and went westwards, then north, travelling 
perhaps as long as 9,000 kilometres before reaching remote Yan’an in 
Shaanxi Province. By that time, the army was highly depleted, count-
ing only about 10,000 men.

In Yan’an, Mao Zedong gained power and became chairman of 
the Communist Party of China and the Communist movement gained 
strength again.

The Long March became a defining moment in the history of the 
Party. Anyone who had participated enjoyed special status. Today, 
the term ‘long march’ is also used to describe a strenuous task.

Nobody wants to be 
controlled by others. 
Wu Qing
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much longer than the one the Party 
went through. You have to think of 
the legacy. It’s a huge burden! On 
every single person.” Is Confucian-
ism a burden? “Yes!” she answers 
without hesitation. “Because Con-
fucius said: ‘A lord is a lord, a sub-
ject is a subject. A father is a father 
and a son is a son.’ This means that 
every single person should know 
their own place. But what is meant 
by ‘knowing your own place’?”

The point is that there is a big 
difference between knowing your 
place and being equal. It is the lat-
ter that Wu Qing will substitute for 
the first. And she believes that it is 
happening – as shown for example 
by the concept of human rights ap-
pearing in the Constitution. “I be-
lieve there has been progress. Nat-
urally . . . I mean, universally . . . 
there is a great gap between what’s 
written and reality. Like in the Unit-
ed States, where ‘all men are equal’,” 
she says, quoting the first sentence 
of the American Declaration of In-
dependence of 1776. “The African 
Americans didn’t get the vote until 

1965! And even then, the National Guard had to be called out to pre-
vent people from being beaten up!”

Human rights are therefore not a matter of course, concludes Wu 
Qing. It’s a struggle if you want to secure rights for yourself and your 
loved ones. “You have to fight for them,” she says. “Every step of the 
way. But I always fight within the law. I use legal means to fight for 
them! And that’s why it’s hard. But then they can’t do anything to 
stop me.”  

She keeps her three shabby editions of the Chinese Constitution 
close at hand. Together with her mother’s reputation, she believes 

People have to fight. That’s why I say no 
rights are guaranteed. Ever! 
  Wu Qing 

“Overthrow Liu Shaoqi!” Liu Shaoqi was purged by Mao 
Zedong in 1966, put under house arrest in 1967, officially 
deposed as President in 1968 and subsequently arrested. 
He died in prison in 1969. This poster says it all: Liu’s name is 
stroked out with a red cross, a method used to announce that 
someone had been sentenced to death. Poster from 1968. 
Maopost.com.
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they are her security against be-
ing imprisoned, for, as she says, 
nobody can pin anything on 
her when everything she does 
complies with the Constitution. 
Not formally at least. In reality, 
though, there are various meth-
ods of harassment. Something 
she herself has experienced.

“I know that my telephone 
was bugged. That was because 
of ‘89.” When the student dem-
onstrations broke out on Tian-
anmen Square in the spring of 
1989, Wu Qing was again teach-
ing English at Beiwai. Many of 
her students joined the demon-
strations and, because she felt 
responsible for them – and also 
because she shared their views 
– she went too. Also her moth-
er, Bing Xin, supported the stu-
dents. “She is regarded as the 
conscience of China, because she supported the student movement 
twenty years ago in ‘89,” Wu Qing says. “She wrote: ‘The students 
love their country. I love the students.’ After that all her essays were 
banned from publication in China, just as had happened to Ba Jin. It 
lasted a couple of years, but my mother didn’t care. She had also 
written a letter that was read out on Tiananmen Square.”

A bicycle accident on the way back from the square prevented 
Wu Qing from giving the students any further active support. “Af-
ter listening to Zhao Ziyang on the morning of May 19th, I was 
knocked off my bike and smashed my tailbone,” she explains.

 “So I was confined to bed. I received many phone calls telling 
me that the People’s Liberation Army was coming through this area 
or that, and that the students had to go there and block them, but I 
said: ‘I’m sorry, I can’t move any more. Can’t you call my students di-
rectly?’ So although I had been confined to bed, the chairman of the 
university’s Party Committee gave me all the blame. Later, he became 

P. 171 [Foto: Zhao Ziyangs bisættelse 20]
CAPTION: The Cultural Revolution left a deep impression, 

not only on the soul of the people but also on the physical envi-
ronment throughout the country. Today, almost all the physical 
remnants of that era have been removed. Among the most prom-
inent of those remaining are the statues outside Mao Zedong’s 
mausoleum on Tiananmen Square. They illustrate the degree of 
uniformity within the Chinese population under Mao. There was 
only one true way. 

Zhao Ziyang’s apology

People have to 
fight. That’s why I 
say no rights are 
guaranteed. Ever! 
Wu Qing 

Zhao Ziyang’s apology
In the spring of 1989, Zhao Ziyang was General 
Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party. Officially, 
he was the most powerful man in China. In fact, 
however, he stood in the shadow of China’s second 
leader after Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping. Zhao be-
longed to the wing of the Party that was prepared to 
meet some of the student demonstrators’ demands 
for political reforms alongside the economic reforms 
that Deng Xiaoping had initiated with considerable 
success ten years or so earlier. Around mid-May, 
however, Premier Li Peng’s hard-line wing won 
through, allowing him, together with Deng Xiaoping, 
to deploy the People’s Liberation Army against the 
students on June 4th. As a final political gesture, Zhao 
Ziyang visited Tiananmen Square on May 19th, where 
he apologised to the students in an emotional speech 
transmitted on Chinese TV. Shortly afterwards, he 
was removed from power and put under house 
arrest, where he remained until his death in January 
2005, aged eighty-five. 
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a prominent Party member. But after the crackdown, nobody talked 
to him on campus.”

Wu Qing on the other hand received support wherever she went. 
“When people saw me, they would shout: ‘Yinghuo defu’, meaning a 
blessing in disguise. Because of the accident, I was out of action on 
June 4th and the days leading up to it. If it hadn’t happened, I don’t 
know where I’d be now. Two of my students were actually sent to 
prison, two very wonderful students. They came to see me after their 
release. Both of them are businessmen now.”

Although the student demonstrations are a taboo subject in China 
today, Wu Qing is happy to talk about them. “I talk about them 
when I visit universities, I talk to the students,” she says and adds 
that despite the fact that, on the surface, the students lost in 1989, 
they did not demonstrate in vain. The authorities have changed their 
policies slightly since then. “They are more responsive to the needs of 

On 29 January 2005, shortly after his death, Zhao Ziyang was interred in Beijing. He was 85. His death was kept 
secret until the funeral was over. Still, a few hundred of his followers had caught the rumour and showed up 
to show him the last respect outside of Babaoshan, the burial ground used for revolutionary heroes and top 
political leaders. Police had the crowd dispersed quickly. Beijing, 2005.
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the people, because they know what people can do. That’s one side of 
it. The other side is suppression. It has been intensified. This year is 
very special. There are so many anniversaries. They mean a lot to the 
people in power. They are very nervous.”

In light of all the ups and downs in Chinese development, does 
she really believe that the Communist Party is genuinely interested 
in turning China into a country governed by the rule of law? “Not all 

2009 – a year of emotive anniversaries 

2009 – a year of emotive anniversaries 
The 60th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China 
on 1 October was the only anniversary that received much attention 
in 2009. The 90th anniversary of the May 4th Movement and the first 
student demonstrations where Tiananmen Square now lies was com-
memorated, but only superficially with pleas to love the fatherland. 
Otherwise, 2009 was the year of the forgotten anniversaries, among 
others the 50th anniversary of the start of the devastating three-year, 
partially self-inflicted, countrywide famine during the Great Leap 
Forward. Also in 1959, the Tibetan religious leader Dalai Lama fled from 
Lhasa to Dharamsala in India where he still resides in exile. The Cultural 
Revolution, which degenerated into conditions resembling civil war, 
peaked in 1969. In 1979, Deng Xiaoping cracked down on a short-lived 
discussion forum which had sprung up at the so-called Democracy 
Wall in Beijing. This was an open forum, which helped assure Deng’s 
assumption of power in the political vacuum following Mao’s death in 
1976. He closed it down, however, when documents demanding de-
mocracy were posted on the wall. The most prominent of the activists, 
Wei Jingsheng, was sentenced to fifteen years in prison. The wall itself 
was pulled down. Although politically, 4 June 1989 was the most taboo 
of all anniversaries, the outlawing of the semi-religious Falun Gong 
movement in 1999 with subsequent arrests and reports of torture was 
an anniversary that also passed unnoticed. In July 2009, the eruption 
of ethnic disturbances in Xinjiang Province in the north-western corner 
of China provided the year with its own appalling event to commemo-
rate in years to come. One hundred and ninety-seven were killed and 
about sixteen hundred injured when local Uyghurs protested against 
what they saw as flagrant discrimination on the part of Han Chinese, 
who form the ethnic majority in China, accounting for ninety-two per 
cent of the total population. Nine Uyghurs were sentenced to death in 
October that year for their part in the disturbances. 
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Party members are the same. Not all people in the government are 
the same. There are people who support me and there are people who 
find what I am doing very meaningful. That’s why they try to help 
whenever I go to make a complaint. Basically I believe that nothing 
can come overnight. Especially in China. Especially with such a large 
population, such a long history and such a government. Especially 
with the Communist Party.”

P. 174 [Foto: Demokrativejen 
DSC00490]

CAPTION: Democracy as a word is not 
completely taboo in China. It is mentioned in 
the Constitution and democratic elections are 
held at the lowest political level throughout the 
country. Here, a man and his dog cycle down 
Minzhu Lu, or Democracy Road. Baotou, 2007.

Democracy as a word is not completely taboo in China. It is mentioned in the 
Constitution and democratic elections are held at the lowest political level throughout 
the country. Here, a man and his dog cycle down Minzhu Lu, or Democracy Road. 
Baotou, 2007.
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Wu Qing does not wish to give the government too much praise – 
despite the improvements – as she feels that many of the current 
problems are caused by the authorities themselves. Does she see any 
genuine understanding at the very top of the political hierarchy? Is 
President Hu Jintao, after all, not better than his predecessor Jiang 
Zemin? Is he not more open and reform-friendly? “People don’t know 
him, because he wears a mask,” she says, and laughs flatly and indul-
gently. “But what people say doesn’t concern me. What concerns me 
is the extent to which people actually benefit from the policies. I don’t 
trust people if they talk too much. You can be a talker, but I’m a verb. I 
do things. I want to see results!”

She must accept, however, that any results she achieves will not 
be discussed in the media. It’s a while since the Chinese media ap-
proached her for comments and referred to her as “the lady with 
the Constitution”. “I was interviewed by many Chinese newspapers 
in 2000, 2001, 2002 and 2003, and stories were published about my 
work as a people’s deputy. In recent years, there’s been much less in-
terest,” she remarks drily.

Documentary:

• “我雖死去” (“Though I was Gone”). Directed by He Jie, 2007 (66 
min.). 
Youtube: www.youtube.com/watch?v=-sIsAF3O7mk
About an old man’s fight for satisfaction on behalf of his late wife. She is 
regarded as the first victim of the Cultural Revolution in 1966.
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Update: Forced out of local politics

Wu Qing is no longer involved in local politics. She failed to be 
re-elected to the Haidian District People’s Congress in the elections 
held in the autumn of 2011, and is herself in no doubt that she lost 
her seat because of manipulation and intimidation by people within 
the Party.

In an email of June 2012 she writes: “Before the election, I was told 
that people at the top had said that, during the coming election, no 
candidate put forward by constituents themselves would be elected.”

Only one independent candidate could be elected at Beijing For-
eign Studies University, Beiwai, a small, independent constituency 
within Beijing’s north-western Haidian District. As many as twenty  
people stood for election, though. Wu Qing explains in her email 
that, according to the Election Law, preliminary elections should 

Photo: Haidian District People’s Con-
gress

CAPTION: When the elderly woman notices she is 
being photographed, she dismounts from her bicycle. 
“The government is corrupt, and they are also corrupt 
in there,” she says pointing to the building behind her, 
where the Haidian District People’s Congress meets. 
She lost her son during the massacre which ended the 
student demonstrations in Beijing in 1989. Wu Qing 
was a relatively new deputy of the local congress then, 
but lay in hospital and could do little other than worry 
about her students at what was then called the Beijing 
Foreign Languages Institute. Beijing, 2012.

When the elderly woman notices she is being photographed, she dismounts from her bicycle. “The government 
is corrupt, and they are also corrupt in there,” she says pointing to the building behind her, where the Haidian 
District People’s Congress meets. She lost her son during the massacre which ended the student demonstrations 
in Beijing in 1989. Wu Qing was a relatively new deputy of the local congress then, but lay in hospital and could 
do little other than worry about her students at what was then called the Beijing Foreign Languages Institute. 
Beijing, 2012.
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have been held when there were so many candidates in relation to 
the number of places.

“The school leadership violated the Election Law in several ways,” 
she writes.

“One: very few people knew there were twenty candidates. Two: 
no preliminary elections were held. Three: they used the number of 
nomination votes instead of the number of preliminary votes. Four: 
very few people knew there was a secret ballot area. Five: the place 
where votes were called out was far away from those overseeing the 
election.” And she adds: “I had a volunteer legal adviser, a lawyer who 
was with me during that period. We called the Haidian District Elec-
tion Committee and made a complaint. They said they would look 
into it. We also went to the University Election Committee. They said 
they would check. But we never received an answer.”

Wu Qing also hints at intimidation among the voters – many of 
whom are students – in the university constituency: “On the election 
day, there were special police, policemen sent by the neighbourhood 
committee to guard the campus. Many department heads and politi-
cal instructors were either inside or outside the ballot station. Some 

I’ll go on and on until I die.
Wu Qing

Photo: Beiwai
CAPTION: Beijing Foreign Studies University, or Beiwai as it is also known, 

has been Wu Qing’s constituency through all her years as a local politician. Every 
week, she has held meetings with her constituents on specific political issues of lo-
cal interest. After having served as a deputy of the Haidian District People’s Con-
gress for almost three decades, she lost her seat in the autumn of 2011 through – in 
her opinion – Party manipulation. Beijing, 2012.

Beijing Foreign Studies University, or Beiwai as it is also known, was Wu Qing’s 
constituency through all her years as a local politician. Every week, she held meetings 
with her constituents on specific political issues of local interest. After having served as 
a deputy of the Haidian District People’s Congress for almost three decades, she lost 
her seat in the autumn of 2011 through – in her opinion – Party manipulation. Beijing, 
2012.

I’ll go on and 
on until I die.
Wu Qing
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girls cried and said ‘We are useless cowards and did not vote accord-
ing to our own will,’ when they saw me after coming out of the ballot 
station. When I visited the ballot station the night before, there was a 
secret ballot area. But with all those people around and watching, the 
students could not vote according to their will.”

That is how the story comes to a provisional end in her email. 
All that is still in the future, however, when we speak in connection 

with the update of this book. Then, she still has a 
few months left as an independent deputy of the 
People’s Congress in Beijing’s Haidian District. 
We meet in mid summer 2011 at the Friendship 
Hotel in the centre of that very district. She has 
been a deputy of the local People’s Congress since 
1984, elected and re-elected time after time. “If I 

am elected, it will be the eighth term,” she says hopefully. But it wasn’t 
to be. Neither of us can know that then, though, as we speak in the 
hotel bar over a small plate of fruit and some juice. Wu Qing has not 
changed since we last met two years previously. She is still unim-
pressed with the way politics are handled in China.

“China is taking two steps backwards at present. Especially in rela-
tion to Article 35 of the constitution, which states that ‘citizens of the 

China needs a long pe-
riod of enlightenment
on human rights, rule of law, 
freedom, democracy, account-
ability and transparency.
Wu Qing

Photo: Watering the CPC
CAPTION: The Chinese Communist Party is stronger than ever, 

with its current power secured by more than 80 million members. 
Although that may sound a lot, it is still only a fraction of the total 
population. An even smaller fraction is represented by politically 
independent candidates like Wu Qing. The floral decoration shown 
here was planted in celebration of the Party’s 90th anniversary. Bao-
tou, 2011.

The Chinese Communist Party is stronger than ever, with its current power secured by more than 80 million 
members. Although that may sound a lot, it is still only a fraction of the total population. An even smaller fraction 
is represented by politically independent candidates like Wu Qing. The floral decoration shown here was 
planted in celebration of the Party’s 90th anniversary. Baotou, 2011.

China needs a long period of 
enlightenment on human rights, 
rule of law, freedom, democracy, 
accountability and transparency.
Wu Qing
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People’s Republic of China enjoy freedom of speech . . .’.” She interrupts 
herself, commenting drily: “No we don’t,” before continuing to read Ar-
ticle 35 aloud: ‘‘‘. . . freedom of the press, freedom of assembly, free-
dom of association, of procession and demonstration.’ I think where 
Liu Xiaobo and Ai Weiwei are concerned, it’s a question of freedom 
of speech.” Her face has creased into its usual serious, almost accus-
ing, frown. When we spoke initially, she appeared very confident 
in her hopes for Chinese progress towards democracy and bet-
ter conditions for human rights. This time, though, it is not so easy to 
fathom her hopes for the future.

Are you standing for election again?

“I want to.”

Could you be prevented from standing?

“Of course. Every time, they have tried. But they failed.”

So it is unlikely that they will succeed this time either?

“If people put me forward as a candidate, I think they will fail again. 
Like in April, when the students from the department of law invited 
me to give a lecture at Beiwai. They asked me about the title of the lec-
ture. I said the title would be ‘Why I want to be a deputy’. And 
then, of course, the students started to publicize the lecture. 
Before I gave the speech, the school leadership asked a student 
to go and explain . . . ha!”

At this point, she laughs loudly and derisively before 
continuing:

“. . . why this topic had been chosen. And she said: ‘Well, 
Wu Qing gave me that topic.’ Ha, ha, ha!”

She laughs even more derisively. Her expression is strained, and 
she can appear almost cynical when talking about her political work.

Were you allowed to speak?

“Yeah. I did. Because it was a kind of lecture just given to the students 
of the law department. But then students from other departments 
also came.”

So it was a kind of election speech?

“Just a lecture.”

Democracy is a process. It 
depends upon the people.
Wu Qing

We have all kinds of slogans, 
beautiful ones, like those bal-
loons floating in the air. But 
they never come down!
Wu Qing

Democracy is a 
process. It depends 
upon the people.
Wu Qing

We have all kinds of 
slogans, beautiful ones, 
like those balloons 
floating in the air. But 
they never come down!
Wu Qing
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What interests Chinese youngsters and their parents most in everyday life is neither 
democracy nor human rights but how things are going at school. Competition begins 
in nursery class, and all results are hung on the board so that everyone in the class can 
see how they are faring in relation to the others. The photo shows the results of the 
university entrance exams (gaokao) held at Baotou No. 1 Middle School, which have 
been hung up on the street. Among other results, the notice shows that Wang Jing has 
received 647 points and has thus gained the highest score of all pupils at the school. 
Baotou, 2011.
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Her work in the local People’s Congress continued to cause problems 
for Wu Qing. Obstacles were often put in her way.

“They wouldn’t let me speak at the last meeting, at the plenary,” she 
says. “We hold the plenary once a year. It was in January and that was 
the last meeting of the session. I wanted to speak at the plenary, but they 
wouldn’t let me, because I spoke the truth last year. They didn’t like it. 
I criticized the government as well as people in the city for not follow-
ing the constitution, especially during the process of demolishing some 
housing. I based my criticism on facts and got a lot of applause from 
other members. So at the last meeting people said: ‘Wu Qing, we want 
to hear what you have to say.’ But they wouldn’t let me speak.”

Who are ‘they’?

‘“They’ are the Director and Party Secretary of the Haidian District 
People’s Congress.”

A Congress which all the others who wanted to hear you speak are 
members of.

“They are deputies.”

Don’t they have a say?

“No.”

You are a deputy yourself, an elected deputy, and even though there are 
so many fellow deputies that want to hear you speak, you cannot . . .

“Yeah, they said that only two people from my group would be 
allowed to speak. But then those two people said: ‘We would 
like to give this opportunity to Wu Qing.’ But no. That’s China.”

“They silenced me. But then I wanted them to put it in writ-
ing. I said: ‘If you don’t let me speak, I want you to write it in black 
and white and give me the reason.’ And they did. They wrote: ‘Be-
cause there are already two people from your group who are to speak, 
there would be too many.’ That was the reason given. Ha, ha! I have 
the paper as proof, because I wanted evidence. There shouldn’t be any 
limitations. If deputies want to speak, they should be allowed to. There 
shouldn’t be any limit on numbers.”

Wu Qing believes that the Chinese Communist Party has given it-
self a paradoxical historical role. “Human rights, freedom and democ-
racy . . . actually, these are the things the Communist Party fought for 

Photo: Students’ Marks
CAPTION: What interests Chinese youngsters and their 

parents most in everyday life is neither democracy nor hu-
man rights but how things are going at school. Competition 
begins in nursery class, and all results are hung on the board 
so that everyone in the class can see how they are faring in 
relation to the others. The photo shows the results of the uni-
versity entrance exams (gaokao) held at Baotou No. 1 Middle 
School, which have been hung up on the street. Among oth-
er things, the notice shows that Wang Jing has received 647 
points and has thus gained the highest score of all pupils at 
the school. Baotou, 2011.

With absolute power, you 
produce absolute corruption.
Wu Qing

With absolute 
power, you produce 
absolute corruption.
Wu Qing
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before ’49. The problems lie within, firstly, the rule of law and, sec-
ondly, no oversight leading to absolute . . . dictatorship.” She pauses 
slightly before using the D-word. “And then of course you have no 
way of expressing your own views. There is no oversight, no supervi-
sion. And that’s why corruption is a big, big problem. So then the 
conflict between the people and the local government is very, very 
serious.”

But we have heard Premier Wen Jiabao on several occasions lately 
speaking about people’s right to complain and that the government 
should listen. Should we believe him?

“A lot of people say it’s all just show. You don’t see any difference. 
Sometimes they are tightening up, not loosening. Having views is 
not the same as having policies. Implementation of policies is more 
important than just having views.”

“But it all depends upon how many people are concerned about 
that. Because of mainstream policies encouraging people to make mon-
ey, buy housing, buy good cars, send their children to good schools, 
people don’t care about what’s going on around them if it doesn’t con-

Photo: Beggar on the street, Beijing
CAPTION: China is full of contrasts, but not everyone wants to 

see the entire spectrum. “People are encouraged to just care about 
themselves,” believes Wu Qing. “They don’t care about anything 
around them, if it doesn’t concern them.” Beijing, 2011.

China is full of contrasts, but not everyone wants to see the entire spectrum. “People are encouraged to just care 
about themselves,” believes Wu Qing. “They don’t care about anything around them, if it doesn’t concern them.” 
Beijing, 2011.
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cern them directly. People become . . . well, at least from the outside . . . 
people are encouraged to only care about themselves.”

“I think some government people are good. They want to be. And 
I feel the world is becoming more and more open, there is more de-
mocracy. Because people want to become part of everything. That’s the 
future. People should have more say.”

That was what Wu Qing said in the summer of 2011. Al-
though critical, she still held a glimmer of hope. Later that 
year, she lost her seat as a deputy of the Haidian District Peo-
ple’s Congress and, on top of that, she believes she was a victim 
of election fraud. Nevertheless, she still sees light at the end 
of the tunnel. In her email of June 2012, she writes: “I served 
seven terms, going through seven elections. Yet this was the 
only time that I had a team of young students and teachers 
who approached me and wanted to help me run. They printed post-
ers, put them up on campus and arranged time for me to meet with 
students in their dormitories, cafeteria and classrooms. Though I 
lost the election, I have great hope for the future. Young students 
got involved!”

Nor does Wu Qing have any intention of sitting back quietly just 
because she is no longer a deputy of the local People’s Congress.

“I am still teaching at the training centre for rural women and 
girls, trying to make them stronger and more confident. I also get 
invitations to go to university campuses to talk to young students. 
People still call me for advice when they come across problems and 
issues. I am still pretty busy!”

Documentaries:

• “请投我一票” (“Please Vote for Me”). Directed by Chen Weijun, 
2007 (47 min.).  
On Youtube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MpSCbddmmro
For pupils all over China it is considered an honour to be appointed as 
a class monitor. However, in Evergreen Primary School in Wuhan, the 
pupils of class 1 in grade 3 are about to try something new: they will 
democratically elect their class monitor. Three candidates have been 
chosen by their class teacher, Mrs. Zhang. Immediately, the parents of 
the three candidates take over as spin-doctors and the class-monitor 

They don’t like me! Because I 
speak the truth and touch the 
core of the problem. It’s hard.
Wu Qing

They don’t like me! 
Because I speak the 
truth and touch 
the core of the 
problem. It’s hard.
Wu Qing
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campaign becomes a merciless fight. All three candidates want to quit, 
but they are forced to fight to the bitter end.

• “The Revolutionary”. Directed by Irv Drasnin, 2012 (92 min.).
American citizen Sidney Rittenberg born in 1921 has lived through 
the formative years of the People’s Republic of China. As a GI, he was 
sent to China at the end of Word War II, just before Japan’s occupa-
tion came to an end. Being a communist and having learned Manda-
rin Chinese, he got to know influential revolutionaries in the Chinese 
Communist Party during the last years of the civil war, and this led 
him to the Party’s base in Yan’an where he met the Party leader and 
later founder of the People’s Republic, Mao Zedong, and other promi-
nent leaders. Rittenberg decided to act as a bridge between the USA 
and the new China and chose to stay. He became the first US member 
of the Party and cooperated closely with the central leadership. Fully 
engaged in the Chinese revolution, he also spent two periods in solitary 
confinement for a total of 16 years. He did not leave China until 1980. 
Rittenberg tells about the Chinese revolution as he saw it and lived it 
with all the central leaders, why he joined it, his regrets and his prides. 
The documentary comprises four interviews conducted over five years.
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Chapter 2 

The Tightrope Walker

Wang Kan has no immediate objections to the Chinese gov-
ernment monitoring his work as a human rights activist. He 

takes things to the limit, stops when told to do so, and begins again 
when the authorities have loosened their hold again. It’s a bit like 
crossing a very busy road: you don’t simply rush out in front of the 
cars or you’ll never make it to the other side.

He is just one of the ever-growing number of Chinese human 
rights activists who have thrown themselves into the struggle to en-
sure workers’ rights. For Chinese workers do in fact have rights, stat-
utory rights, and they are getting more and more of them. On paper, 
Chinese workers are probably the best protected in the world. As so 

Wang Kan expects that working to ensure the rights of migrant workers will be a significant part of his future 
career. The possibilities for change are present just now, he thinks.
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often is the case in China, however, it is enforcing the legislation that 
is the real problem. It is here the battle must be fought.

Wang Kan, a 33-year-old who has recently become a father and 
is putting the finishing touches to his PhD thesis on labour laws 
and working conditions, works systematically and purposefully. It is 
therefore not surprising that he has helped establish two grass-roots 
organisations: one in Beijing, the other in Shanghai. It is also a de-
liberate choice that lies behind his decision to concentrate his future 
career on securing the rights of his less fortunate countrymen. “We 
are at a turning point at present,” he explains. “That’s what persuaded 
me to take an interest in this area. I don’t earn money from it, but it is 
interesting work and I enjoy it. Then again, I have a part-time job at 
another university and that pays very well,” he adds laughing.

It was, nevertheless, quite coincidental that he took this direc-
tion. It was while he was living in England, studying at the Univer-
sity of Leeds, that he first became interested in the plight of migrant 
workers far away in his home country. His tutor was a specialist in 

A local policeman once said to me: “I don’t understand why 
the government want to monitor you but it’s my job so I have 
to keep an eye on you.” Another policeman helped us by 
telling us how we should approach a particular case in or-
der to win it. In reality, they’re really very friendly.
  Wang Kan

P. 34[Foto: Wang Kan 28]
CAPTION: Wang Kan expects that working to ensure the rights 

of migrant workers will be a significant part of his future career. The 
possibilities for change are present just now, he thinks.

Long hours, hard work and low wages are common for most of China’s migrant workers. Simply getting your 
wages paid out can be a major challenge. Beijing, 2007.
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Chinese migration, among other things, and it was she who got him 
interested. First, though, he finished his degree and then worked for 
a while for the British aid organisation Oxfam in a programme for 
workers, gaining first-hand experience in grass-roots work. In 2004, 
he returned to Beijing and decided to continue 
working with his new-found interest. “I feel there 
are previously unseen opportunities for migrant 
workers at present,” he says. “There have never 
been such good possibilities before. It is now that 
they have the opportunity to change society.”

Here lies an opportunity to make a difference 
at a time when future conditions are being defined 
for China’s labour force in general and for migrant 
workers in particular. Nevertheless, Wang Kan 
is quick to point out that his interest in Chinese 
migrant workers is not for humanitarian reasons. 
The work does, however, provide plenty of material for his PhD the-
sis. Although he says this with an ironic smile, there is a grain of 

Migrant workers
Without migrant workers, China’s rapid economic growth over the last thirty years would 
not have been possible. However, although there is an obvious need for them in the towns 
and cities, they are generally looked down on by the middle class as being a necessary 
evil. They usually come from the country – often more than a thousand kilometres from 
the towns and cities where they work, in most cases as unskilled labour. It is they who are 
physically building the new China. They often work 12 hours a day for a monthly wage of 
somewhere between 1,000 and 1,500 yuan (about 100 to 150 euros). Besides hard work, 
they must also cope with being separated from their families, who, if they are lucky, they 
get to visit once a year for the Chinese New Year. 

The Chinese authorities published the latest population census in 2011. It showed that 
the present population of China numbers almost 1.35 billion, of which more than 220 million 
are migrant workers. Many of them lead a miserable life. The majority of them live at the 
workplace itself in temporary barracks where they share a room with several others. There 
is room for nothing but bunks. They are often exposed to a hazardous work environment, 
and, as a rule, even have to fight a hard battle to have their wages, low as they may be, paid 
out. Scores of millions of Chinese migrant workers must live with the fact that they are due 
many months’ wages without any assurance of ever being paid. Some employers have no 
money. Others hold back wages for months on end in order to prevent their workers from 
leaving.

A local policeman once said to 
me: “I don’t understand why the 
government wants to monitor you 
but it’s my job so I have to keep an 
eye on you.” Another policeman 
helped us by telling us how we 
should approach a particular 
case in order to win it. In reality, 
they’re really very friendly.
Wang Kan
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truth in what he says. If nothing else, the background for much of 
his work lies in something which is indistinguishable from idealism. 
He belongs to an apparently growing number of people who are not 
content to simply question conditions in the society which is chang-
ing before their eyes but who also try to do something to influence 
the direction of such changes.

For Wang Kan, it’s primarily a ques-
tion of strengthening the self-confidence 
of Chinese migrant workers. Fundamen-
tally, this is the first thing that is needed 
if this large, though weak, section of soci-
ety is to become capable of helping itself. 
Giving migrant workers self-confidence 
could appear to be a rather ambitious ob-
jective, for precisely these people are often 
held in contempt by better-off members of 
Chinese society. In reality, they have been 

treated as immigrants in their own country ever since they appeared 
as a social group in the 1980s in the wake of Deng Xiaoping’s new 
“open door” policy.

Wang Kan sees the challenge from a practical viewpoint: “Basi-
cally, I do not think that migrant workers are weaker people,” he says. 
To help them realise this themselves, he strives to give them more 
information and to get them better organised. For that purpose, his 
organisation provides group instruction and role play for them.

The organisation Wang Kan works for most is called Zai Xingdong 
– or in English: On Action. In his hand, he holds a small practical ex-
ample of how On Action tries to communicate with migrant workers 
on their own level: a pack of playing cards in which facts about the 
new Labour Contract Law, which came into force in January 2008, 
have been written on each card. As card games are a common pas-
time among migrant workers, the organisation sees this as being a 
way of gaining their attention for a moment or two. The pack’s jok-
ers feature On Action’s logo, Internet address and telephone number.

Wang Kan is a member of the supervisory board of On Action, 
which is one of the two grass-roots organisations he has co-founded. 
The organisation was established in 2006 and focuses on providing 
workers with information and knowledge on their rights. Not only by 
playing cards. “My teaching mainly concerns knowledge of labour 

Migrant workers
Without migrant workers, China’s rapid economic growth over the last thirty years 
would not have been possible. However, although there is an obvious need for 
them in the towns and cities, they are generally looked down on by the middle 
class as being a necessary evil. They usually come from the country – often more 
than a thousand kilometres from the towns and cities where they work, in most 
cases as unskilled labour. It is they who are physically building the new China. They 
often work 12 hours a day for a monthly wage of somewhere between 1,000 and 
1,500 yuan (about 100 to 150 euros). Besides hard work, they must also cope with 
being separated from their families, who, if they’re lucky, they get to visit once a 
year for the Chinese New Year. 

I believe that all people are equal. Not only in Europe, but also in China. 
The problem lies in how you see yourself. I believe that many workers 
see themselves as being in an unfavourable position. This erodes their 
self-confidence, and, with less self-confidence, they do not have the 
strength or desire to pursue their dreams. I believe that this is wrong. 
  Wang Kan

P. 36 [Foto: Migrantarbejder 
11] This photo is with the box

CAPTION: Long hours, hard 
work and low wages are com-
mon for most of China’s migrant 
workers. Simply getting your 
wages paid out can be a major 
challenge. Beijing, 2007.

BOX, CONTINUED
The Chinese authorities published the latest population census in 2011. It showed that the 

present population of China numbers almost 1.35 billion, of which more than 220 million are 
migrant workers. Many of them lead a miserable life. The majority of them live at the work-
place itself in temporary barracks where they share a room with several others. There is room 
for nothing but bunks. They are often exposed to a hazardous work environment, and, as a 
rule, even have to fight a hard battle to have their wages, low as they may be, paid out. Scores 
of millions of Chinese migrant workers must live with the fact that they are due many months’ 
wages without any assurance of ever being paid. Some employers have no money. Others 
hold back wages for months on end in order to prevent their workers from leaving. 

[PLAYING CARDS] Option-
al – not used in the Danish ver-
sion.

(Word file, p. 58 – no image 
file.)

I believe that all people are equal. Not 
only in Europe, but also in China. The 
problem lies in how you see yourself. I 
believe that many workers see themselves 
as being in an unfavourable position. This 
erodes their self-confidence, and, with 
less self-confidence, they do not have 
the strength or desire to pursue their 
dreams. I believe that this is wrong. 
Wang Kan
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market legislation,” he says. “Other 
activists – professors and the like – 
provide information on other sub-
jects. The meetings usually take the 
form of discussion. We talk about 
real-life examples and I ask them to 
perform role play.”

The purpose of such role play is 
to familiarise migrant workers with 
court cases. Wang Kan explains: 
“One of them acts as the plaintiff, 
a worker who has been wronged. 
Another acts as judge, while I am 
the defendant’s lawyer. We discuss 
which information we require in or-
der to prove that the worker’s rights 
have been infringed, which infor-
mation the defendant requires and 
how employers can prevent their 
workers from taking them to court. 
It is very practical role play.”

In addition, Wang Kan also trains 
select groups of migrant workers 
who can then pass on information 
on their statutory rights to other 
migrant workers. He trains worker 
activists, in other words. As all the worker activists that On Action 
trains are also in full-time jobs, they have plenty to see to. “They don’t 
have much education, but are usually skilled workers,” says Wang Kan 
about them. “And as a rule, they are pleased to help others. I think that 
this is the most important thing.” Gaining pleasure from what they do 
is necessary as, like Wang Kan himself, none of them are paid for their 
activist work.

Grass-roots work is in its infancy in China and faces challenging 
conditions. Organising a grass-roots movement is a difficult task as it 
involves a controlled surrender of power on the part of the authori-
ties, who do not hesitate in cracking down on any organisation that 
whips up public feeling. Wang Kan explains that there are therefore 
three types of grass-roots organisation, of which only one is a true 

There is, for example, a building-site worker . . . to be completely hon-
est, he’s not very bright. But helping others makes him very happy. You 
can see it in his body language. If he himself is unable to help the col-
league, he refers him to us in On Action. This is the worker activist.
  Wang Kan

P. 39 [Foto: Migrantarbejder 
10]

CAPTION: Chinese migrant 
workers have more basic needs 
than extended lunch breaks and 
better canteen facilities. It was 
not until early 2008 that their 
right to be given a contract by 
their employer was made law. 
Lunch break during extension 
work on the Beijing Hotel, Bei-
jing 2007.

truth in what he says. If nothing else, the background for much of 
his work lies in something which is indistinguishable from idealism. 
He belongs to an apparently growing number of people who are not 
content to simply question conditions in the society which is chang-
ing before their eyes but who also try to do something to influence 
the direction of such changes.

For Wang Kan, it’s primarily a ques-
tion of strengthening the self-confidence 
of Chinese migrant workers. Fundamen-
tally, this is the first thing that is needed 
if this large, though weak, section of soci-
ety is to become capable of helping itself. 
Giving migrant workers self-confidence 
could appear to be a rather ambitious ob-
jective, for precisely these people are often 
held in contempt by better-off members of 
Chinese society. In reality, they have been 

treated as immigrants in their own country ever since they appeared 
as a social group in the 1980s in the wake of Deng Xiaoping’s new 
“open door” policy.

Wang Kan sees the challenge from a practical viewpoint: “Basi-
cally, I do not think that migrant workers are weaker people,” he says. 
To help them realise this themselves, he strives to give them more 
information and to get them better organised. For that purpose, his 
organisation provides group instruction and role play for them.

The organisation Wang Kan works for most is called Zai Xingdong 
– or in English: On Action. In his hand, he holds a small practical ex-
ample of how On Action tries to communicate with migrant workers 
on their own level: a pack of playing cards in which facts about the 
new Labour Contract Law, which came into force in January 2008, 
have been written on each card. As card games are a common pas-
time among migrant workers, the organisation sees this as being a 
way of gaining their attention for a moment or two. The pack’s jok-
ers feature On Action’s logo, Internet address and telephone number.

Wang Kan is a member of the supervisory board of On Action, 
which is one of the two grass-roots organisations he has co-founded. 
The organisation was established in 2006 and focuses on providing 
workers with information and knowledge on their rights. Not only by 
playing cards. “My teaching mainly concerns knowledge of labour 

Migrant workers
Without migrant workers, China’s rapid economic growth over the last thirty years 
would not have been possible. However, although there is an obvious need for 
them in the towns and cities, they are generally looked down on by the middle 
class as being a necessary evil. They usually come from the country – often more 
than a thousand kilometres from the towns and cities where they work, in most 
cases as unskilled labour. It is they who are physically building the new China. They 
often work 12 hours a day for a monthly wage of somewhere between 1,000 and 
1,500 yuan (about 100 to 150 euros). Besides hard work, they must also cope with 
being separated from their families, who, if they’re lucky, they get to visit once a 
year for the Chinese New Year. 

I believe that all people are equal. Not only in Europe, but also in China. 
The problem lies in how you see yourself. I believe that many workers 
see themselves as being in an unfavourable position. This erodes their 
self-confidence, and, with less self-confidence, they do not have the 
strength or desire to pursue their dreams. I believe that this is wrong. 
  Wang Kan

P. 36 [Foto: Migrantarbejder 
11] This photo is with the box

CAPTION: Long hours, hard 
work and low wages are com-
mon for most of China’s migrant 
workers. Simply getting your 
wages paid out can be a major 
challenge. Beijing, 2007.

BOX, CONTINUED
The Chinese authorities published the latest population census in 2011. It showed that the 

present population of China numbers almost 1.35 billion, of which more than 220 million are 
migrant workers. Many of them lead a miserable life. The majority of them live at the work-
place itself in temporary barracks where they share a room with several others. There is room 
for nothing but bunks. They are often exposed to a hazardous work environment, and, as a 
rule, even have to fight a hard battle to have their wages, low as they may be, paid out. Scores 
of millions of Chinese migrant workers must live with the fact that they are due many months’ 
wages without any assurance of ever being paid. Some employers have no money. Others 
hold back wages for months on end in order to prevent their workers from leaving. 

[PLAYING CARDS] Option-
al – not used in the Danish ver-
sion.

(Word file, p. 58 – no image 
file.)

Chinese migrant workers have more basic needs than extended 
lunch breaks and better canteen facilities. It was not until early 
2008 that their right to be given a contract by their employer 
was made law. Lunch break during extension work on the 
Beijing Hotel, Beijing 2007.
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non-governmental organisation (NGO) in the Western sense: that is 
to say an organisation which is not in any way at all associated with 
or subject to an official authority.

“The first is called a Government-Organized Non-Governmental 
Organisation. We call them GONGOs,” says Wang Kan laughing, for 
he is well aware that the name alone is comical. Nevertheless, GON-
GOs are an official reality and will continue to be so. As an exam-
ple, Wang Kan names China’s only lawful trade union, the All China 

Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU), 
which acts as the authorities’ messenger 
in the workplace.

“The second type is like Sun Heng’s or-
ganisation,” he continues, referring to a mi-
grant worker of about his age who made a 
name for himself six or seven years ago by 
forming a troupe of migrant workers who 
played and sang for and about migrant 

workers. They even released a CD, opening a school for the children of 
migrant workers with the proceeds. “Although that type of organisa-
tion works as a charity, it is registered as a company,” adds Wang Kan. 
“As a result, in legal terms they are companies, not grass-roots organi-
sations.” The same is true of his own organisation On Action. In this 
way, the organisations try to ensure that they can work independently.

The third type act as true NGOs in the Western sense. They are 
still rare in China, but openings for such organisations are gradu-
ally appearing. Wang Kan explains that he actually helped create the 
first of this type in Shanghai in 2007, known as Huaguang. “There 
are very, very few of this kind,” he says. “But again . . . it shows that 
experiments are happening in Shanghai at the moment. They are en-
couraging people to register grass-roots organisations. Most of the 
NGOs we normally hear about are registered as companies.”

So far, Huaguang’s main task has been to run a telephone help line 
for workers. At the request of workers, the organisation inspects the 
working conditions of Chinese companies which supply internation-
al Western companies with well-known brands. Nowadays, interna-
tional companies must protect their ethical reputation, and to do so 
they guarantee their customers that the products they buy have been 
manufactured with due regard for corporate social responsibility. The 
problem is that companies can have great difficulty in controlling their 

There is, for example, a building-site 
worker . . . to be completely honest, 
he’s not very bright. But helping others 
makes him very happy. You can see it in 
his body language. If he himself is unable 
to help the colleague, he refers him to us 
in On Action. This is the worker activist.
Wang Kan
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production in China as the work is 
often contracted out to a number of 
sub-suppliers. How can they be sure 
that the working conditions are in 
order there? Wang Kan explains 
that the idea with Huaguang is that 
workers themselves can call the or-
ganisation’s free-phone hotline and 
complain if they are forced to work 
under conditions which fail to live 
up to the standards Western compa-
nies guarantee their customers back 
home. Huaguang then forwards the 
information to the companies con-
cerned. Huaguang representatives 
also visit Chinese manufacturing 
companies to tell the workers about 
their rights. This work is completely official, assures Wang Kan, for it 
is the international companies that send them.

Wang Kan spends only limited time on Huaguang, however. 
Shanghai is too far away. It is On Action that takes up most of the 
time he spends on grass-roots work, and here the biggest problems 
are financial. As On Action is not officially a 
grass-roots organisation, it is not allowed to 
apply for funds from outside sources. As previ-
ously explained, the organisation is registered 
as a company. In reality, it is a company with-
out any source of income. How can such an 
organisation exist? It must be easy to end up 
in a grey area? “Yes, how do we survive?” asks 
Wang Kan rhetorically. “Most organisations survive on project fund-
ing, from the Danish Institute for Human Rights among others. But 
this means you must have a large number of project partners.”

Wang Kan has many stories to tell, among others from cases 
which he and others have helped bring through the courts. Bring-
ing a case to court also forms the core of his teaching when he meets 
with migrant workers. It is a useful thing to learn as most migrant 
workers simply cannot afford to hire a lawyer if, for example, they 
wish to take legal proceedings against an employer who withholds 

P. 40 [Foto: Migrantarbejder 
1]

CAPTION: In February 
2006, 32-year-old Tan Fusheng 
from Sichuan Province found 
work in Sanya in the most south-
ern part of China far from home 
and for a monthly wage of 2,000 
yuan – about 200 euros. He had 
let his sickness insurance scheme 
lapse to provide money for his 
daughter’s schooling back home. 
Sanya, 2006.

We try to teach workers to act for themselves. We try 
to strengthen their self-confidence so that they them-
selves can fight for their rights and interests. Once 
they can do that, society will be on the right track.
  Wang Kan

In February 2006, 32-year-old Tan Fusheng from Sichuan 
Province found work in Sanya in the most southern part of 
China far from home and for a monthly wage of 2,000 yuan 
– about 200 euros. He had let his sickness insurance scheme 
lapse to provide money for his daughter’s schooling back 
home. Sanya, 2006.

We try to teach workers to act for 
themselves. We try to strengthen 
their self-confidence so that they 
themselves can fight for their rights 
and interests. Once they can do that, 
society will be on the right track.
Wang Kan
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their pay. “We have a law which actually states that you do not have 
to be a lawyer to bring a case to court,” explains Wang Kan. “The phi-
losophy is that all citizens have the right to represent other citizens 
in court – except where criminal cases or international disputes are 
concerned. It’s called a citizen’s proxy.”

Besides which, lawyers are generally not very interested in hav-
ing too many of the kind of cases migrant workers want to bring 
before the court. As often as not, it’s a matter of a worker who has 
not received his pay, and such cases involve too little money for most 
lawyers. If a migrant worker in Beijing has received no pay for six 
months, the amount in question is perhaps no more than 8,000 yuan. 
This corresponds to roughly 850 euros, a large sum for a migrant 
worker. For lawyers, though, it is not a tempting amount, especially 
for those who are used to handling major business disputes for inter-
national companies. On top of this, procedures for addressing em-
ployee grievances can be long drawn out. “You might be able to get a 
lawyer to take on one of these cases a year as long as he does not have 
other more inviting cases he would rather have. Business disputes, 

There have always been many hands in China. The mechanisation of many manual tasks has therefore quite 
simply not happened. Chinese workers are used to gritting their teeth and bearing it. Beijing, 2008.
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for example, which involve large amounts of money,” says Wang Kan. 
“The amounts in our cases are small. It is therefore important that we 
train workers to represent one another.”

When cases involve industrial disputes, workers do at least have 
two good cards they can play, he emphasises with an optimistic smile: 
firstly, as mentioned, they have the right to argue cases for each other 
rather than hiring expensive and often unwilling layers, and secondly 
– and perhaps more importantly – reverse burden of proof applies in 
these cases, and in these cases alone. In other words: A bright worker 
can represent his colleagues, and he doesn’t even have to prove that 
the accused, the employer, has broken the law. The burden of proof 
lies with the employer, explains Wang Kan.

Despite these two advantages, you might be concerned that work-
ers are usually left to their own bleak destinies in industrial courts 
when lawyers are generally reluctant to help. Wang Kan smiles broad-
ly, however, when asked whether they are at all able to win the cases 
they bring before the courts. “What is interesting is that they actually 
win,” he says happily. “One reason is that the offences involved in 
such cases are usually very simple. Cases concerning industrial ac-
cidents or withheld pay are pretty straightforward. Cases concerning 
occupational illness on the other hand are more complex.”

The rule on reverse burden of proof is of course a great help. Wang 
Kan learnt about it when he handled a case for fifteen workers who 
had only been paid part of their wages despite each of them having 
an employment contract. Wang Kan had to seek professional advice 
on how he could lift the burden of proof; how could he prove that 
the workers had not received their pay? The answer was that in fact 
it was the employer who was required to prove that he had paid their 
wages, and he couldn’t. The fifteen workers won their case.

For many workers, the biggest problem has been gaining permis-
sion to bring a case before the industrial courts in the first place. 
Unless they could prove they were actually employed by the person 
against whom they wished to take legal action, their case could not 
be accepted as an industrial dispute. A great number of workers have 
run into this problem because they do not have an employment con-
tract. Before the Labour Contract Law came into force on 1 January 
2008, less than half of all migrant workers in China had a contract. 
The exact figure differs in the various surveys, but is always low. Until 
quite recently, therefore, it has almost been the norm that workers do 
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not have a contract describing their employment. What options do 
they then have if they wish to take their employer to court? “Firstly, 
workers can witness on each other’s behalf,” says Wang Kan. “They 
can also provide their workplace access card as evidence, for exam-
ple, or their work uniform. But it is not so easy.”

The still relatively new Labour Contract Law has removed any le-
gal doubt that an employee has the right to a contract and has made 

clear that it will be expensive for employ-
ers who do not ensure that each of their 
employees is given one. Although it is too 
early to draw conclusions on the effect of 
the new legislation, it is, if nothing else, a 
step in the right direction towards the le-
gal protection of Chinese people’s rights. 
It received much media attention when it 
came into force. Now, its value depends on 
whether it is upheld.

There are also other changes which benefit workers. In the past, it 
was generally expensive to bring a case before the court. Wang Kan 
points out, however, that it is now free to bring a case to arbitration 
in Guangdong Province in Southern China. In 2004, workers had to 
pay 500 yuan (about 50 euros) before the case could be heard. For 
many, this is more than two weeks’ wages. If a worker wanted to take 
his case to court, it cost 50 yuan – more than a day’s pay. It now costs 
10 yuan.

“A new principle, known as ‘de facto employment’, has also been 
introduced,” says Wang Kan. “Even if a worker demonstrated in some 
other way that he had an employment relationship with an employer, 
he could in 2004 be blamed by the judge for not having an employ-
ment contract. If workers did not have a contract, they had not lived 
up to their own responsibility to ask for one. Now, however, the prin-
ciple of ‘de facto employment’ is used. It has thus been accepted that 
workers are in a weaker position than employers and cannot force 
their employer to give them a contract.”

It is, though, still a struggle for Chinese workers to win justice 
in the courts, and “barefoot” lawyers and grass-roots organisations 
must therefore use any means at their disposal – both the creative 
and the growing number of statutes adopted to assure their welfare. 
If, however, they use hidden microphones or cameras, they have to 

Workers who wanted to take a case to court in 2004 were met by in-
difference. If they wanted their case to go to arbitration, it cost 500 
yuan in Guangdong Province. Imagine a worker paying 500 yuan! 
That’s a lot of money. But if you didn’t pay, your case was not heard.
  Wang Kan

P. 43 [Foto: Migrantarbejder 
8]

CAPTION: There have al-
ways been many hands in Chi-
na. The mechanisation of many 
manual tasks has therefore quite 
simply not happened. Chinese 
workers are used to gritting their 
teeth and bearing it. Beijing, 
2008.

Workers who wanted to take a case to 
court in 2004 were met by indifference. 
If they wanted their case to go to arbi-
tration, it cost 500 yuan in Guangdong 
Province. Imagine a worker paying 500 
yuan! That’s a lot of money. But if you 
didn’t pay, your case was not heard.
Wang Kan
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ally themselves with a lawyer in order for the recordings to be admis-
sible in court. Wang Kan mentions an example of workers who won a 
case that way when, during negotiations which 
the workers taped using a hidden microphone, 
the employer admitted that he had not paid the 
workers – and was promptly convicted in court.

The principle of reverse burden of proof has 
an unfortunate side effect, which may have seri-
ous consequences for employers if they do not have their documen-
tation in order: the fact that workers may exploit the rule and lie 
in court. Wang Kan relates an example in which a worker had been 
sacked after receiving three warnings for arriving late and for dam-
aging material belonging to the workplace. Three warnings is com-
pletely by the book in China, but in this case they were given orally. 
The worker took the employer to court for unfair dismissal and was 
encouraged by his lawyer to lie about the warnings. The employer 
now had to prove that he had in fact given the three warnings. This 
he couldn’t do and therefore lost the case. In this case, a weakness in 
the system harmed the stronger party.

“Ultimately, it’s always a question of how you deal with the gov-
ernment,” says Wang Kan with a roguish smile.

The question is always how 
you can organise workers 
without making the govern-
ment hate you, or how you 
can balance the situation.
  Wang Kan

Zhang Zhiguo (left) previously worked as a stoker in a power station but was sacked. 
He then began driving a taxi but had an accident and doesn’t dare drive any more. At 
the age of 52, he has accepted his lot as a bicycle repairman on the streets of the city. 
Dandong, 2007.

The question is always how you can 
organise workers without making 
the government hate you, or how 
you can balance the situation.
Wang Kan
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In his work with migrant workers, it is not teaching that takes up 
most of Wang Kan’s time. He works mostly with strategic planning. 
He must decide what On Action is to focus on in a year’s time, who 
the organisation should represent and if and how it should involve 
the media. And not least: how the work can be continued without 
incurring the wrath of the authorities. During the brief time On Action 
has been in existence, its leaders have succeeded in making such an 
impact on the Chinese Ministry of Internal Affairs that its name and 
office in Beijing have now been officially approved. This was achieved 
in the spring of 2008. The key to the difficult art of keeping the 
authorities happy is transparency, emphasises Wang Kan. “That’s the 
most important thing,” he says. “You shouldn’t do anything in secret. 
In On Action, we update all information online daily with photos and 
reports documenting what we have done. So if the government wants 
to monitor us, they can simply visit our website!”

For as a fundamental rule, the Chinese authorities are willing to 
accept change if it does not lead to trouble and disturbance. Work-
ing with these issues is a constant balancing act as they are a possible 

source of social unrest and are therefore 
a potential threat to the authorities. It is, 
however, necessary that someone dares 
speak openly, for otherwise nothing will 
happen. Or as Wang Kan puts it: “The 
trick is always . . . how should I put it? . . . 

if there is nothing going on, the government doesn’t want to change. 
If there is something going on, the government wants to change. And 
then, if there are too many things going on, the government will shut 
you down!” he laughs.

There are different ways of reacting to this. Something Wang Kan 
knows well. On the one hand, you can choose to keep your activities 
hidden from the authorities. “And then finally organise a huge dem-
onstration. But I don’t think the government likes that type of ac-
tion,” he asserts, adding: “It’s a question of always keeping the work-
ers’ best interests in mind. If you were a worker, what kind of organi-
sation would serve you best? There are two kinds: The explosive kind 
and the kind that is like a needle being pushed deep into society. As 
a worker, you must always ask yourself which approach you will use.”

Wang Kan is fully convinced of the benefit of this open strategy. It’s 
all about seeing opportunities within the limitations. He gives an ex-

P. 44 [Foto: Cykelsmed 32]
CAPTION: Zhang Zhiguo (left) previously worked as a stok-

er in a power station but was sacked. He then began driving a 
taxi but had an accident and doesn’t dare drive any more. At the 
age of 52, he has accepted his lot as a bicycle repairman on the 
streets of the city. Dandong, 2007.

P. 45 [Foto: OL, Fuglereden 
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CAPTION: Shi Wanjin, in 
the red helmet, came to the capi-
tal from Sanhe in Hebei Prov-
ince close to Beijing. He helped 
build the Beijing National Sta-
dium, known as the “bird’s nest”, 
for the Olympic Games in 2008, 
receiving a daily wage of 80 yuan 
– about 8 euros. Beijing, 2006.

The strategy is the same for many of us. We say to the gov-
ernment: “There is something going on, and we know 
what’s going on, and we are ready to tell you.”
  Wang Kan

The strategy is the same for many of us. 
We say to the government: “There is 
something going on, and we know what’s 
going on, and we are ready to tell you.”
Wang Kan
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ample: 1,300 women workers had suffered serious cadmium poison-
ing during their work. They wanted compensation, but the woman 
who represented them was unsuccessful in her efforts to bring the 
case to court. She therefore approached a journalist she knew, who 
worked for the national television station CCTV, and succeeded in 
talking him into making a documentary about the poisoning. Al-
though the programme was singled out and stopped in the usual cen-
sorship process, it was not hidden away. As it was deemed to provide 
evidence of a very serious problem which had to be addressed if con-
frontation was to be avoided, it was classified as “internal documenta-
tion”. Initially, therefore, it was not aired on television, but was instead 
used for information purposes higher up in the political system. In the 
end, the State Council and the Central Committee of the Communist 
Party ordered the local authorities in the area where the 1,300 women 
lived to ensure that they received compensation. And they did. “They 
even received more than the law allows for,” adds Wang Kan. Once the 
direct conflict with the women workers had been solved, the docu-
mentary could be shown – now with the positive message that the 

Shi Wanjin (right) came to the capital from Sanhe in Hebei Province close to Beijing. He helped build the Beijing 
National Stadium, known as the “bird’s nest”, for the Olympic Games in 2008, receiving a daily wage of 80 yuan – 
about 8 euros. Beijing, 2006.
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authorities had taken action to help 
the workers.

“The government was forced to 
act, albeit in a different way,” declares 
Wang Kan. He also emphasises that 
the case is a good example of how 
the government can be forced to act 
in response to pressure from below. 
For, as he says, once the documen-
tary was finished and had reached 
the very top of the political system, 
the message could not be ignored. 
He puts on a serious voice: “We have 
1,300 workers here who are very un-
happy. They are a problem for you.”

The example is a special case, ad-
mits Wang Kan. Not all disputes can 
be made into television documenta-
ries. So how does he feel about hav-
ing to accept a government which, 
although it wants to improve labour 
market conditions, is capable of re-
acting harshly if changes don’t hap-

pen in the precise way and at the precise speed that suits itself? “I don’t 
have a problem with that personally,” he says without hesitation. He 
accepts that those are the rules of the game and is happy to play along. 
His experience tells him that as long as you play the game openly, the 
authorities are willing to give you the necessary space. He sees imple-
mentation of the Labour Contract Law as a test of strength for society’s 
weakest: “If you are strong, you don’t need legislation; if you are weak, 
you gain no benefit from it no matter how good it is because, in your 
case, it doesn’t work.” Wang Kan laughs as he says this and adds: “I 
think most grass-roots organisations see it this way.”

Wang Kan chooses to consider the challenges positively. If you 
ask him whether China would benefit from trade unions – mean-
ing independent trade unions – he answers that China already has a 
trade union: ACFTU, an organisation he himself just a few moments 
earlier had called a GONGO – an NGO of the most contradictory 
type, a Government-Organized Non-Governmental Organisation. 

P. 46 [Foto: Migrantarbejder 
6]

CAPTION: A safety helmet 
and the only clothes he owns. A 
Chinese migrant worker ready 
for the job. Beijing, 2006.

A safety helmet and the only clothes he owns. A Chinese 
migrant worker ready for the job. Beijing, 2006.

Holmgaard BOOK.indb   46 11/07/14   13.26



The Tightrope Walker

47

But surely such an organisation doesn’t look after the workers’ inter-
ests? Wang Kan answers that it varies from case to case. Sometimes 
ACFTU works in the interests of the workers, other times in the in-
terests of the authorities. “And sometimes, even in the interests of 
the employers,” he adds, smiling at his 
own heavy irony.

The truth is probably that ACFTU 
now serves workers to a greater extent 
than before, if only because it is now 
allowed to do so because this is in the 
interests of the present government. 
Although ACFTU still isn’t an independent NGO, the authorities 
now have, in response to growing demands from below, a greater in-
centive than previously to grant the wishes of various worker groups. 
Pressure is growing in the labour market and, to realize the govern-
ment’s vision of the “harmonious society”, the authorities must enter 
into dialogue and demonstrate their good will. The authorities realise 
that it is necessary to listen and to try and help ensure better condi-
tions for workers in order to release some of the pressure. The main 
thing is that this occurs at the authorities’ pace, and when and where 
they decide. That’s how NGOs must work, something which Wang 
Kan is basically willing to accept.

In Shenzhen, they have apparently decided. Wang Kan certainly 
sees the city, situated on the Hong Kong border, as a front runner 
– not only with respect to economic reforms, but also to social con-
ditions. “Shenzhen is our development model,” he says, referring to 
the draft of a new directive for the area: “Economic Development 
and the Establishment of Harmonious Working Conditions in Shen-
zhen”. The basic idea of the directive is to ensure that, in the event of 
labour market disputes, the local branch of the trade union, ACFTU, 
will represent the workers and negotiate with employers on their be-
half – in other words, just as we would expect in the West. Previously, 
things haven’t worked this way in China, but now workers have been 
assured this right . . . in Shenzhen . . . perhaps. For it is still only a 
draft directive, emphasises Wang Kan.

He believes, though, that they have seen the light down in Shen-
zhen. He believes that the local authorities have recognised that by 
trying to keep the lid on problems, all you actually succeed in doing 
is creating a bomb, capable of exploding at any time at all, which may 

Although it is probably not possible to solve all the prob-
lems, we can solve some of them, giving people a glim-
mer of hope and making them happier. I think that is what 
the local government in Shenzhen is trying to do.
  Wang Kan

Although it is probably not possible to solve 
all the problems, we can solve some of them, 
giving people a glimmer of hope and making 
them happier. I think that is what the local 
government in Shenzhen is trying to do.
Wang Kan
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end up injuring you. Several wildcat actions have been held – ac-
tions, in other words, where workers are organised outside ACFTU 
– which is precisely what the authorities wish to avoid, for it means 
they have lost control. Forces are now working to ensure that local 
branches of ACFTU treat workers in such a way that they feel they 
are actually being represented. Here, Wang Kan stresses that ACF-
TU is not a horizontal organisation. The local branches of China’s 
only lawful trade union are controlled by the local authorities. The 
authorities in Shenzhen will thus be able to dictate that their local 
ACFTU branch is a little more supportive of workers, he emphasises.

Wang Kan therefore thinks that now is a good time to be a grass-
roots worker. “Generally speaking, we’re on the right track,” he says. 
“Much labour market legislation has recently been passed: we have 
the Labour Contract Law, the Labour Dispute Resolution Law and 
the Employment Promotion Law, all of which attempt to treat peo-
ple equally in the labour market. And with regard to the situation of 
grass-roots organisations, we must remember that they were not tol-
erated just a few years ago. Now, however, the government is trying 
to give them room to develop.” In support of this, he mentions that 

[Foto: Jens Vej-
mand 85560023]

CAPTION: Stone breakers 
are still found in China. As long 
as they can lift a hammer, there’ll 
be work for them. Chongqing, 
2006.

Stone breakers are still found in China. As long as they can lift a hammer, there’ll be work for them. Chongqing, 
2006.
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the People’s Daily, the most distinguished mouthpiece of the Com-
munist Party, cited President Hu Jintao in 2008 as seeking more “so-
cial work”, as grass-roots work is known in China. “Basically, he said 
that China needs more grass-roots workers and grass-roots organi-
sations in order to reach its goals on social development. I find this 
very important as we have not seen anything like it previously.”

Wang Kan feels that grass-roots organisations should act here and 
now as China is presently officially striving to become a society based 
on the rule of law. The greater the number of specific laws specifying 
specific rights, the greater the number of ordinary citizens who, law-
fully, can demand their rights – and get them.

BOX, BUT DIFFERENT FROM THE YELLOW ONES
PS. Finished with studying – and with On Action

Website:

• www.zxd.org.cn
Homepage of On Action (Mandarin and English).

Documentary:

• “归途列车” (“Last Train Home”). Directed by Fan Lixin, 2009 (85 
min.).
A documentary about a married couple, both migrant workers, living 
far away from their daughter and son who are taken care of by their 
grandmother. It’s a hard life and the separation leads to a scene be-
tween father and daughter.

Audio CD:

• “天下打工是一家”, (“Workers are in the Same Family”), by Young 
Migrant Workers’ Art Group, (打工青年艺术团), 2004. (Booklet in-
cluded with Chinese lyrics and English translations).
14 songs about the life of modern Chinese migrant workers sung by 
themselves. Around 2002, Sun Heng, a young music teacher turned 
migrant worker, started making songs about being a migrant worker. 
In 2004, his art group recorded this CD and the proceeds, 75.000 yuan, 
were spend on building a school for children of migrant workers just 
outside of Beijing. The CD features Sun Heng’s Chinese version of the 
American protest song ‘We Shall Overcome’.
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PS. Finished with studying – and with On Action
About nine months after the first interview on which this chapter is based, 
Wang Kan is busy preparing to defend his PhD thesis and is looking for 
a job. He has already been to three job interviews, and is preparing for 
a fourth with ACFTU, the official Chinese trade union. Wouldn’t he have 
to give up many of his principles to work for a trade union which is under 
the control of the Communist Party and therefore not independent? 
“My perhaps future boss says that I will have certain tasks to do,” answers 
Wang Kan. “The rest of the time, I can do what I like – only I won’t be paid 
for doing it. And working within the system, I can carry out questionnaire 
surveys. To do so requires contacts, and I’ll make those through the work.”

It is already almost six months since he left On Action. He explains 
that the organisation was plagued by internal disagreement. There were 
also problems concerning its official approval. The department within 
the Chinese Ministry of Internal Affairs that had originally approved 
On Action disappeared during reorganisation leaving On Action back 
at square one. Wang Kan now concentrates his efforts on Huaguang in 
Shanghai, and travels there once a month to participate in supervisory 
board meetings.

Wang Kan’s commitment to grass-roots work has previously caused 
friction with his parents-in-law, who thought it was too uncertain a future 
for their daughter’s future family. “It’s no longer such a problem,” he 
ascertains, smiling. “They’ve now moved back to their own place”. His 
wife works for the authorities.

Holmgaard BOOK.indb   50 11/07/14   13.26



51

Update: On the other side’s side

Meeting Wang Kan again gives a slightly different impression of 
this humorous, intelligent young man who has dedicated his career 
to improving conditions for Chinese workers. Or has he? For he has 
a new job now. He has begun working for the authorities.

“I am a research associate at the China Institute of Industrial Re-
lations,” he explains. “I am an assistant professor. Actually, the insti-
tute is affiliated to the All China Federation of Trade Unions. My field 
is labour relations and collective action.”

Here it should be remembered that the All China Federation of 
Trade Unions (ACFTU), as explained above, is a state-organised 
trade union and not a trade union in the true Western sense. It is not 
independent. Is that really where Wang Kan is now working? What 
happened to Wang Kan the idealist?

He appears unchanged, nevertheless. He is just as critical and still 
sees everything from a humorous 
point of view. Furthermore, he has 
always been entirely honest about 
his new job. The last time I met 
Wang Kan in Beijing, he told me 
that he was busy looking for a job 
and that he had been invited for an 
interview at ACFTU. Now, however, 
he works for the China Institute of 
Industrial Relations (CIIR). What 
does he do there? “My institute is 
actually a think tank. We provide 
research results on labour issues, 
and also do teaching,” he says, add-
ing that the results of his research 
are presented to ACFTU, which in 
turn can present them to the gov-
ernment.

So this allows the government to be 
kept informed through various chan-
nels about what is happening at all 
levels. And you are now part of this?

Photo: 2012 
Baotou
CAPTION: “No admittance without 
Safety Helmet.” It is not so much unskilled 
workers that Wang Kan works for any 
longer. He now concentrates to a greater 
extent on manufacturing workers. 
Unskilled workers have less opportunity 
to apply pressure on the authorities, he 
believes. Baotou, 2012.

They don’t want to  
hear bad things.
Wang Kan

“No admittance without safety helmet.” It is not so much 
unskilled workers that Wang Kan works for any longer. He now 
concentrates to a greater extent on manufacturing workers. 
Unskilled workers have less opportunity to apply pressure on 
the authorities, he believes. Baotou, 2012.
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“Yeah,” says Wan Kan, adding honestly and unostentatiously: “But 
I think the people in the government only hear what they want to 
hear. They want to hear good things. They want to hear that workers 
are always happy.”

But surely they need to know something about what is actually hap-
pening in the country? They need to know about the problems in order 
to solve them?

“At our institute at least, it’s not our job to say bad things. So usually 
we say that workers are very happy. We report that we did a survey 
which showed that 95 per cent of workers in China are very happy, 
and that, compared to urban workers, migrant workers are the hap-

piest group in society.” Is he being ironical? He smiles. Surely 
he doesn’t mean what he says? Wang Kan knows how workers 
feel, especially manufacturing workers. He knows their con-
ditions, he has previously worked for their interests, and now 
he says that he writes reports about how wonderful everything 

is and that he only does it to make his employers happy. His job 
cannot be very satisfying for him. I ask him to elaborate. “As you 
know, I didn’t work for the government before, right? Now, I work 
for the government. I think I’m learning a lot. The government is a 
bureaucracy. You only feed them with the information they want to 
hear. They want to hear that workers don’t want to strike and that, 
if they do strike, it’s because some international enemy forces are 
encouraging them to do so.” His answer really leaves me no clearer. 
So I ask again.

But is it satisfying for you? Don’t you find it frustrating? It sounds to 
me as if the information you pass upwards to the government won’t 
change anything at all?

“My information doesn’t reach the government,” he answers curtly.

Really?

“My institute says: ‘This is useless. It is against our wisdom. And our 
leaders don’t want to hear it.’ ”

So how do you feel about that?

“Well, I think for me it is a bit frustrating. But if I want to become an 
academic, it is very good. Because I know what every actor in society 

Many people say, if work-
ers have power, they do not 
need the law. If workers do 
not have power, no mat-
ter how good the law is, 
they’ve still got nothing.
Wang Kan

They don’t want to 
hear bad things.
Wang Kan
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thinks. So maybe in the future, I will change my job to a real univer-
sity. Today, I cannot give my reports to the government because the 
government doesn’t want to listen. If I change the report, though, I 
can write academic articles and can get them published. So in that 
way, I can influence society.”

If Wang Kan has a long-term strat-
egy of gaining experience from both 
sides of the table, it perhaps makes sense 
after all. On the other hand, is it really 
true that the government doesn’t want 
to hear about the problems that exist in 
society? That can’t be right. Wang Kan 
explains:

“Take us, for example. We belong to the trade union. If I told them 
that all workers wanted independent trade unions, what would that 
mean? It would mean that our union is meaningless to workers. The 
government would then either cut our funding or force us to become 
more responsive to worker demands.”

Yes, but it would be fine if that happened, wouldn’t it?

“The trade union would hate it, right? Today, you take money and 
you do nothing. Take another example. If I go to Jiangsu Province 
and notice that the area has many problems, the provincial govern-

Many people say, if workers have power, 
they do not need the law. If workers do 
not have power, no matter how good 
the law is, they’ve still got nothing.
Wang Kan

Manufacturing workers can put more weight behind the demands they make, Wang 
Kan believes. He thinks they can help change conditions decisively. It will take time, 
though. Changan Automotive Group, Chongqing, 2006.
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ment in Jiangsu will not be very happy. So your relations with them 
will become complicated. The relations of the All China Federation 
of Trade Unions, our central union umbrella, with the Jiangsu pro-
vincial government will become complicated. Perhaps the top leader 
would like to hear something critical, but further down the hierar-
chy, nobody wants to hear it . . . and that goes not only for local gov-
ernments but also for various central departments. They have their 
own interests, so they don’t want to hear criticism.”

OK. So this is how the former NGO activist, the academic with a 
PhD degree, experiences his work for the authorities. We continue by 
talking about what the situation is like. And during our talk, we dis-
tinguish between unskilled workers and manufacturing workers. It is 
manufacturing workers with whom Wang Kan has most experience. 
They are better educated and have a greater desire to do something 
about their own conditions.

“To work in a big manufacturing company, you have to be a high 
school graduate,” explains Wang Kan. “Many two-year college grad-
uates work in factories.” Although he finds it positive that migrant 
workers in China now have better conditions, on paper at least, thanks 

Photo: Car pro-
duction

CAPTION: Manufacturing 
workers can put more weight 
behind the demands they make, 
Wang Kan believes. He thinks 
they can help change condi-
tions decisively. It will take time, 
though. Changan Automotive 
Group, Chongqing, 2006.

Karl Marx might be 
disappointed.
Wang Kan

The demand for independent trade unions is growing. So far, however, the authorities 
have succeeded in paying the workers to drop their demands. The question is, how 
long can the workers be bought off in this way? Beijing, 2006.
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to the Labour Contract Law, he also thinks that they should have a 
stronger fighting spirit and more courage to make their presence felt. 
“I think Karl Marx would agree with the manufacturing work-
ers: you have to fight for the law. The migrant workers are 
divided. Some, the peasants who come from rural areas, now 
experience better conditions. However, their situation has 
improved not through their own efforts but through the government 
or the law. Karl Marx might be disappointed. Other migrant workers, 
the manufacturing workers – and there are perhaps 50 million of these 
– fight for their rights. The government usually fears these workers. 
They are very militant workers. Usually these militant workers work 
in the manufacturing companies concentrated in Guangdong Prov-
ince, Zhejiang Province and around Shanghai.”

What are their goals?

“Higher salaries and ‘We want our own organisations. We want our 
own independent trade union.’ ” This is where it becomes interesting, 
for independent organisations are precisely what the government 
does not want. Independent trade unions were, for example, one of 
the demands of the workers who joined the student demonstrations 
in the spring of 1989 on Tiananmen Square in Beijing. There are two 
major differences between 1989 and today, however: the population 
now has a much higher level of education than it did then, and peo-
ple are much more aware of their rights.

Wang Kan elaborates: “It’s a very common wish among workers. 
It’s very, very common. Because usually they are very young, 20–25 
years old, and have just finished school, usually college, two-year 
college schools. And at school they were taught about those kinds 
of things. Previously workers thought unions were a joke. But now, 
when they raise their demands . . . usually they write down their de-
mands . . . when they raise their demands, then reform of the trade 
unions or the introduction of independent trade unions is usually on 
that list.”

But the fact is, though, that they won’t get their independent trade un-
ions, right?

“Yeah. The government will always say that if you quit then we can 
give you more money.”

Karl Marx might be 
disappointed.
Wang Kan
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But do you think they will reach their goal anytime soon? Is there any 
sign that this will be possible?

“No. No, there is no sign that it will be possible.”

But the demand is growing?

“The demand is growing. And the government is worried.”

Throughout the country?

“Yes, throughout the country. Because whenever there is a 
strike, the strike organisers post that demand online or on 
their Instant Messenger, you know, chatting something . . . 
their QQ messenger, so others will read it and copy it.”

But aren’t those media controlled by the government as well? 
Surely they will censor . . .

“Yeah, yeah, they try to censor it. But they are not very successful.” 
Wang Kan laughs. As mentioned, it is among manufacturing work-
ers that Wang Kan expects something could happen with respect to 
workers’ rights. Unskilled workers know too little about their possi-
bilities, while those who work in offices can be too easily replaced, he 
believes. “If I stop the manufacturing line, the production line, nobody 
can work, right? Where office workers are concerned, OK, you can go 
on strike, and someone else will take over the photocopy machine.”

Do people like Liu Xiaobo and Ai Weiwei make it easier for workers 
to improve their rights?

“Ai Weiwei and Liu Xiaobo are important to some people, intellectu-
als and perhaps lawyers, but not to grass-roots people.”

Do you think their way of doing things promotes human rights or just 
the opposite?

“I don’t think it has a lot of impact. I don’t really know what they are 
doing. I think they are more influential outside China than inside 
China.”

So their work doesn’t really help anyone in China?

“Maybe their followers, but really, no. No. Like if you ask Ai Weiwei 
how many people he can organise, you will see all those artists and 

Workers
CAPTION: The demand for independent 
trade unions is growing. So far, however, 
the authorities have succeeded in paying 
the workers to drop their demands. The 
question is, how long can the workers can 
be bought off in this way? Beijing, 2006.

Workers do not trust law-
yers. They do not trust in-
tellectuals. Ai Weiwei and 
Liu Xiaobo belong to an 
elite class of our society.
Wang Kan

Workers do not trust 
lawyers. They do not 
trust intellectuals. Ai 
Weiwei and Liu Xiaobo 
belong to an elite 
class of our society.
Wang Kan
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foreigners go to his office, right? And we know artists cannot 
change society, right? Even during the French Revolution, 
no artists could actually change society. But if you go to an 
independent labour organisation, that labour leader . . . who 
probably doesn’t understand what postmodern art is . . . can 
organise many people, grass-roots people. He cannot com-
municate with international people, though, he cannot talk 
to foreigners. He doesn’t understand English.”

Was it not important that Ai Weiwei travelled to Wenquan and col-
lected the names of all the schoolchildren who died in the earthquake 
in 2008? It was then that he became political in his work and the au-
thorities stopped him. Don’t you think that this work is important?

“Well, it is, of course, very important. But its social impact is not very 
high. Because Ai Weiwei and Liu Xiaobo have no support groups, 
they do not have a base. But labour groups, and rural resistance 
groups . . . there are also a lot of peasant activists, you know . . . all 
have their bases. For labour groups, their base is workers. For peas-
ant groups, their base is their home areas, their villages.”

“Last year, the number of strikes in China increased a lot, and the 
government realised that labour relations are a key challenge to the 
stability of the regime. I think the problem is that we all talk about 
Liu Xiaobo and Ai Weiwei . . . but ordinary Chinese people don’t 
know them! Workers don’t know them. At our institute, we teach 

A young man dressed 
completely in red with a red 
bag over his shoulder, red 
dyed hair and red nail varnish 
is so unsettling to the police 
that they take photographs of 
him and note his details before 
allowing him to proceed 
through the area around 
Tiananmen Square. Beijing, 
2012.
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two kinds of people: undergraduate students and trade union offi-
cials from all over the country. And you know, the undergraduates 
haven’t heard of Liu Xiaobo. Nobody knows Ai Weiwei, and nobody 
cares about him. The trade union officials have heard the two names, 
but only because of government documents or internal meetings, 
and they don’t care either.”

How do you know? Do you talk to them about it?

“Yes, they ask questions in class. I ask 
if there are any questions and they ask: 
‘Who is Liu Xiaobo?’ and ‘Who is Ai 
Weiwei?’ ”

They have heard the names?

“Yes, they have heard the names.”

Also the undergraduates?

“The undergraduates? No. I ask them: ‘Have you heard about Ai Wei-
wei?’ and they answer: ‘Oh, is that the pop singer?’ Sometimes I show 
the students their photos. Nobody recognizes them.”

Why do you do that? Why do you ask those questions?

“Well, I have a theory. I want to test whether it’s true or not: The gov-
ernment only arrests people who do not have any grass-roots support. 
Look at labour activists. Nobody knows their names. We don’t know 
who they are. They are not very high profile. News agencies pay no at-
tention to them. But one NGO in Shenzhen has over 10,000 members, 
and when we visited the NGO last month, we learned that every strike 
in the area could be related to that NGO. And that NGO also . . . like, 
in 2008 when the Chinese government wanted to issue a Labour Con-
tract Law, the NGO submitted ten per cent of all comments to the draft, 
and that actually changed the government’s perspective. So that NGO, I 
mean the NGO leader, is frequently . . . well, not arrested but, you know, 
put somewhere, right? But they don’t harm him in any way. They simply 
try to persuade him to work for the government. These NGO people 
are not like Ai Weiwei or the others. They only focus on labour rights, 
and the government can’t stop them. The government doesn’t want to 
take violent action because it fears that if they arrest this NGO leader, 
all his followers, the workers, will be pissed off and cause a problem.”

[Photo: Red 
Man]
CAPTION: A young man dressed 
completely in red with a red bag over 
his shoulder, red dyed hair and red nail 
varnish is so unsettling to the police 
that they take photographs of him and 
note his details before allowing him 
to proceed through the area around 
Tiananmen Square. Beijing, 2012.

Many people, especially 
many migrant workers, 
have realized that they have 
rights,  and then they take ac-
tion to express their rights 
. . . or their discontent!
Wang Kan

Many people, especially many migrant 
workers, have realized that they have 
rights,  and then they take action to 
express their rights . . . or their discontent!
Wang Kan
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But they do take him away for several days, and that’s not a problem?

“Usually it’s more like a sightseeing trip. For a week or so. ‘Do you want 
to do some sightseeing? And while you’re away we can pay money for 
your organisation.’ And also sometimes . . . here’s a good example: The 
guy has a driver’s licence. Every year, you have to go to the Traffic Police 
Bureau to renew your licence. So he went there to renew his licence, but 
was told they couldn’t handle it that day. ‘Could you leave your licence 
here? You can pick it up tomorrow or we can mail it to you.’ So he left his 
licence and drove his car home. Just as he started, though, a traffic po-
liceman appeared and asked to see his licence. And he said: ‘My licence 
is with the bureau.’ ‘Do you have any proof?’ ‘Here is the receipt.’ But the 
policeman tore it up and threw it away. 15 days in jail!”

So that’s how they do it?

“The funny thing is that it’s not like Liu Xiaobo or Ai Weiwei. If they 
end up in jail, it’s really jail time, right? But this guy spent like three 
days in jail. And then a local government official came, and said: 
‘Well, you know, there’s a prob-
lem but we want to help you.’ ”

But isn’t that much the same as 
they do with Ai Weiwei? They 
arrest him and charge him with 
tax evasion, while the real prob-
lem is that he is producing a lot 
of provocative art and protesting 
against the government.

“This guy . . . the government 
wants to buy him. The govern-
ment wants to show that when 
there is a problem, they can solve 
it for you. He is just one example. 
There are many such examples. 
The government is trying to buy 
out the labour organisations.”

If they buy him, then he doesn’t 
really represent the workers any-
more.

Hukou, the Chinese household registration 
system (#1, the right to vote)
Everyone in China has a hukou, a certificate showing 
where the person was born. This is where the person 
belongs. And this is where the person receives the 
rights for which he or she is eligible as a Chinese 
citizen, for example free schooling and the right to 
vote. The hukou also means that the person does 
not have the same rights elsewhere in the country. 
The system was introduced in 1958, primarily to pre-
vent uncontrolled urbanisation. Today, it has been 
relaxed a great deal in response to the migration 
that is necessary in present-day China as peasants 
move to the cities in search of work. The right to vote 
and the right to stand for election, however, remain 
bound to the individual Chinese citizen’s hukou, a 
fact that causes problems if people wish to stand for 
election or vote where they live and work. For it is 
still extremely difficult to have your hukou altered – 
especially from the country to the city. 
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“Right, right. And he totally understands that. So he and others like 
him want to be independent candidates to the People’s Congresses, 
the local ones. They can do that, but I think it’s very difficult for la-
bour activists because they don’t have a local hukou. So they cannot 
stand for election. Usually, migrant workers would support such can-
didates, but migrant workers do not have a local hukou. So they can’t 
vote in the local elections.”

Generally speaking, do you see improvements over the past two years 
in labour relations or have there been setbacks? What’s the situation 
from your point of view?

“I think it depends. If we look at workers, then I think consider-
able progress has been made. There are now many strikes and many 
independent labour leaders. They are emerging. So from a worker’s 
perspective, yes, I think there has been much progress. Because in-
dividuals have realised they have rights, and their actions force the 
government to take counteraction.”

But they don’t have a right to strike, do they?

BOX:
Hukou, the Chinese household registration system (#1, the right to vote)
Everyone in China has a hukou, a certificate showing where the person was born. This 
is where the person belongs. And this is where the person receives the rights for which 
he or she is eligible as a Chinese citizen, for example free schooling and the right to 
vote. The hukou also means that the person does not have the same rights elsewhere 
in the country. The system was introduced in 1958, primarily to prevent uncontrolled 
urbanisation. Today, it has been relaxed a great deal in response to the migration that 
is necessary in present-day China as peasants move to the cities in search of work. 
The right to vote and the right to stand for election, however, remain bound to the 
individual Chinese citizen’s hukou, a fact that causes problems if people wish to stand 
for election or vote where they live and work. For it is still extremely difficult to have 
your hukou altered – especially from the country to the city. 

Photo: Mobile 
Phone

CAPTION: Those who need 
to know such things are well 
aware that the police can listen 
in on any conversation if there 
is a powered up mobile phone 
in the room (there is no need 
for there to be a conventional 
telephone connection). In some 
circles, it has therefore become 
common practice for people to 
remove the battery from their 
mobile phones if they are to dis-
cuss sensitive political issues. 
Beijing, 2012.

Those who need to know such things are well aware that the police can listen in on any conversation if there is a 
powered up mobile phone in the room (there is no need for there to be a conventional telephone connection). 
In some circles, it has therefore become common practice for people to remove the battery from their mobile 
phones if they are to discuss sensitive political issues. Beijing, 2012.
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“It’s a grey area. The law doesn’t say strikes are illegal, but it doesn’t 
say strikes are legal, either. So in practice, it’s always a balance. If 
workers can mobilize many people when they strike, the government 
can’t stop them.”

Talking of the law, what are your experiences with the Labour Con-
tract Law which came into effect on 1 January 2008? When we last 
met in Beijing, it was too early to talk of experiences. You must have 
some now?

“There are two viewpoints: The government believes it works, and 
many other people believe it is good for human rights, for labour 
rights. The second viewpoint is that the law is bad. Because it in-
creases costs, labour costs, so workers lose their jobs. I don’t think 
the government knows how to evaluate this law. Basically, I think 
the government believes that the best way to measure the law’s ef-
fectiveness is in terms of stability. But the law also creates instabil-
ity in many cases, because workers know about the law but haven’t 
read it. So the funny thing is that although workers all realize they 
have labour rights, they don’t know what legal rights they have if 
you ask them. So usually, they go on strike when they are not hap-
py. And when they go on strike, they threaten local stability. Gener-
ally speaking, the companies are very, very hostile to the workers, 
but the government usually intervenes and tells them to negotiate 
with the workers, because the government fears that one strike could 
proliferate to other regions. So when the workers go on strike be-
cause they have misinterpreted the law, and the companies know that 
their workers’ demands are not supported 100 per cent by the law, 
the companies want to be strong. They do not want to make com-
promises with the workers. But the government always comes and 
tells them to compromise. So now, if you ask the workers ‘If you go 
on strike, who do you expect to talk to?’ they will answer ‘We’ll talk 
with the government. We don’t want to talk with the company.’ So 
from this perspective, I think perhaps the law is very good. Because 
individuals know their rights and they know how to achieve them. 
We usually say, they know they have interests. And then they confuse 
interests with rights. So they know they have interests and then they 
know how they can realize their interests, not rights.”

Wang Kan feels that the work of NGOs has become much more 
divided. Several schools of thought have evolved concerning work-

Because of the law, peo-
ple know they have rights.
Wang Kan

Because of the 
law, people know 
they have rights.
Wang Kan
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ers’ rights. “Compared to two years ago, the labour movement has 
progressed a lot. Two years ago, all those labour leaders and labour 
NGOs believed that the government was important and that we had 
to deal with the government, either positively or negatively,” he says. 
Now, however, Wang Kan sees different attitudes among the vari-
ous NGOs. Firstly, there are the inexperienced, who still have to find 
their own legs. Apart from those, there are three types of approach 
taken by NGOs:

“Many labour leaders want to be incorporated into the govern-
ment system. So many of them want to be independent candidates for 
the National People’s Congress,” says Wang Kan. This is the first type.

Then there is the illegal approach with underground organisa-
tions: “They used to be legal, they used to be high profile. Because of 
recent problems, however, the government has suppressed them so 
much that they have gone underground. They say we need revolu-
tion. Usually those groups are Marxist groups. Previously, they were 
not, but now they have become Marxist groups. They say that Marx 
was right! They say: ‘We have to have violent revolution and we don’t 
want to talk to the government.’ And they even misinterpret the law. 
They know what the law says, right? But they misinterpret the law. So 

In 2006, the then President Hu Jintao launched his “eight honours and eight shames” – eight moral concepts on 
how people should behave. “Love the country, do it no harm” and “Be diligent; not indolent,” are a couple of 
them. Beijing, 2007. 
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they send wrong messages to workers.” They do so on purpose, and 
they do so in order to create dissension and an atmosphere of revolt. 
Finally, there is the third and most tiresome approach:

“Because the government suppresses some NGOs so much, and 
because labour organisation is basically just a job that the people in-
volved want to keep, and because they receive a lot of money from 
international organisations, some people just do whatever the law 
says and whatever the donors say. This is very bad, because they stay 
away from the workers. They become some kind of very, very exclu-
sive organisation.”

Wang Kan is generally positive, however. There are still possibili-
ties for applying pressure and gaining concessions from the authori-
ties; possibilities for further progress. “From a human rights perspec-
tive, I think this is very positive, because organisers and labour activ-
ists have realised that the relationship with the government is not a 
simple one. It’s quite dynamic. And they know they can develop the 
relationship if they counteract or interact with the government very 
frequently. Sometimes they get arrested, even nowadays many labour 
activists get arrested, but the government can’t hold them for long. 
And when they are released, they resume their work and develop 
new strategies.”

[Foto: Otte bud 
DSC04735]
CAPTION: In 2006, the then President 
Hu Jintao launched his “eight honours 
and eight shames” – eight moral concepts 
on how people should behave. “Love the 
country, do it no harm” and “Be diligent; 
not indolent,” are a couple of them. 
Beijing, 2007. 
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Chapter 3

Public Interest Litigation

He lights yet another cigarette. The lighter and a crumpled pack-
et of Zhongnanhai are on the table, always within reach, along-

side an ashtray. He is cheerful but restless; a lawyer and advocate of 
human rights; thin and frail, with the appearance of someone who 
has worked too hard for too long. Nevertheless, energy beams from 
his dark eyes, surrounded by a myriad of fine lines and wrinkles. 
Despite his forty-eight years of age, he sometimes acts more like an 
over-zealous teenager, especially when he becomes animated talking 
about the cases he has fought against the authorities. And animated 
is something he often becomes. His eyes disappear behind their fine-
ly wrinkled lids while the rest of his face lights up in a broad smile. 

He Hairen likes taking public authorities to court, where he usually loses.
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He then begins to laugh awkwardly in small rapid wheezes as if he 
is shyly trying to suppress his sudden excitement for fear that it may 
appear improper.

There is, however, nothing improper about He Hairen. He appears 
to be friendliness incarnate and, although his main occupation is, time 
and again, taking the authorities to court in an attempt to gain new 

rights for ordinary Chinese people, and, 
although he himself claims to be impa-
tient, he is nevertheless in reality a very 
patient man. In any event, he is willing 
to give the authorities a certain amount 
of time to gradually implement improve-
ments. “I believe that China will contin-
ue to move towards democracy and the 

rule of law, and from there towards the protection of human rights,” 
he says. “But I am also aware that some things can’t be pushed. So long 
as the authorities are aware that we are working with these things, it’s 
fine.” He wheezes enthusiastically with a broad, disarming smile.

The case against the Chinese National Library the year before last 
received a fair amount of public attention. He Hairen explains that 
the rules of the library’s department for foreign books limit lending 
to three groups: people who possess a masters’ degree or higher; pub-
lic officials above a certain salary level; and university lecturers and 
other university employees of similar or higher status. Nobody else is 
entitled to borrow books from the department. “And this is the Na-
tional Library! It’s ridiculous,” snorts He Hairen and even manages 
to look indignant for once. “I am certain that everyone is welcome to 
visit any library in Denmark,” he adds. “Here, you can’t even get past 
the door! Status discrimination! So we took them to court and told 
them that this was something they couldn’t do!” He becomes ani-
mated again, sits up and gasps for air with a huge smile on his face.

A practical problem had to be solved before He Hairen could file 
the case. He had to find an aggrieved party, but no one was willing 
to file a complaint against the National Library. Neither he nor his 
office colleagues were affected by the library’s “status discrimination” 
because they all belonged to the privileged groups who were allowed 
to borrow books from the department concerned. He decided to ask 
the wife of one of his colleagues to help. As she was not entitled to 
borrow books from the department, she was perfect to play the part 

[Foto: He Hairen 
1]
He Hairen likes taking public authorities 
to court, where he usually loses.

Finding someone to file the case was difficult. Most people 
thought it too risky. So what did we do? We filed the case our-
selves. Two things are noteworthy: the first is that we ourselves 
filed the case, the second is that we usually lose our cases.
He Hairen

Finding someone to file the case was 
difficult. Most people thought it too risky. 
So what did we do? We filed the case 
ourselves. Two things are noteworthy: the 
first is that we ourselves file the cases, the 
second is that we usually lose our cases.
He Hairen
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of “victim”. She therefore went to the National Library’s department 
of foreign books to borrow a book and was promptly turned away. 
She then hired He Hairen as her lawyer.

He Hairen emphasises that it is seldom the actual case that is im-
portant to himself and his colleagues for they usually lose most of the 
cases they fight. What is important is spreading information about 
all the injustices the cases represent; and here, the Chinese press is a 
useful helper. The newspapers wrote about the National Library and 
the off-limits department with foreign books, and journalists visited 
the library itself to get an explanation. According to the official ex-
planation, a special situation existed because a completely new li-
brary was being built beside the old one. The library claimed that 
its practice would be changed in the near future. “And I am sure it 
will be changed,” says He Hairen and looks as if he means it. He has, 
however, not followed up on the case despite the fact that the new 
National Library came into use several months ago. “They’ve now 
changed the rules a bit, I think.”

The case of the National Library is one of those which Chinese 
lawyers call “public interest litigation”. In the West, we’d probably 

[Foto: Foto: 
Statsbiblioteket 061108 
DSC_0027]
Some departments at the Chinese 
National Library in Beijing are reserved 
for people with specific qualifications. 
Ordinary Chinese people therefore 
do not have access to read certain 
periodicals. Beijing, 2008.

Some departments at the Chinese National Library in Beijing are reserved for people with specific qualifications. 
Ordinary Chinese people therefore do not have access to read certain periodicals. Beijing, 2008.
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call them “matters of principle”. He Hairen is a qualified lawyer. He 
worked in private practice until 2005, when he moved to the Law In-
stitute of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in Beijing, where 
he specialises in public interest litigation. He works in a special office 
dedicated to public interest litigation: The Beijing Dongfang Public 
Interest and Legal Aid Firm, which, in reality, is a law firm within the 
academy. The office was established shortly before he joined it and 
he is obviously delighted with the methods used, despite the fact that 
they seldom win in the courts. It is in the long term that he counts his 
successes. The initial objective is public attention and debate.

“Whether you win or lose is not so 
important,” says Bai Qingtao, who has 
been following the conversation. He is He 
Hairen’s student assistant. “Attempting to 
influence things is more important,” he 
adds. “And it makes good sense if we can 
tell people about their rights via the me-
dia.”

The Beijing Dongfang Public Interest 
and Legal Aid Firm employs twelve full-
time lawyers. The office also makes use of 
volunteers, who help collect information 

and do other practical jobs. One of these is Wang Sixin, who is fea-
tured in Chapter 4. Such volunteers are usually members of staff at 
prominent universities in the capital, including Peking University, 
Qinghua University and the People’s University of China, and can be 
called in depending on the expertise required in specific cases.

He Hairen explains: “What does our office do? The name itself 
suggests that it works in the public interest and fights cases of public 
interest. To a certain extent, you can also say that we work with cases 
concerning human rights, but we can’t call it that so we say ‘public in-
terest litigation’.” The lawyers who work in the office have never been 
harassed by the authorities, he adds, as the office is a completely of-
ficial organ under both the Law Institute and Beijing’s legislative au-
thority. “We have a supervisory board, whose chairman is head of the 
Law Institute. Many committee members are famous professors and 
our lawyers are also well-known experts so the authorities don’t dare 
interfere.” He explains that, as the staff consists of academics and law-
yers, the office works with human rights in both theory and practice.

That’s how to get influence: By getting the media to actively exert pressure and 
make their influence felt by publishing these matters and making them an is-
sue of society. If a single lawyer takes legal action in a single case, nothing much 
happens. If, on the other hand, the story is published, the case can develop 
into demands from all parts of society. And that can bring about change.
Bai Qingtao

That’s how to get influence: By getting 
the media to actively exert pressure and 
make their influence felt by publishing 
these matters and making them an issue 
of society. If a single lawyer takes legal 
action in a single case, nothing much 
happens. If, on the other hand, the 
story is published, the case can develop 
into demands from all parts of society. 
And that can bring about change.
Bai Qingtao
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He also points out that although many things concerning human 
rights have changed for the better in China, the country’s modernisa-
tion and economic development have created new problems. A great-
er difference between rich and poor, for example. Inequality is now 

Fewer people are poor in China, but there are now greater differences between those 
who have much and those who have little. “We must allow some people to become 
rich before others,” said Deng Xiaoping in 1978 when he introduced his “socialism with 
Chinese characteristics”. Beijing, 2008.
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more pronounced in the Chinese population than it was before. He 
calls this a “system problem” and system problems are one of the mat-
ters of principle he tries to help solve. However, system problems can-
not be brought before the court, for the courts are not empowered to 
reassess the country’s laws, he says. Instead, he and his colleagues ap-
proach either the Standing Committee of the National People’s Con-
gress, as the Chinese parliament is called, or the government itself. In 

addition, they participate in seminars and meetings, nation-
ally and internationally, publish books and constantly try to 
get as much media coverage as possible of each case. Gaining 
the attention of society is the key to success in his office.

In their decisions Judges do not usually note whether 
rules are problematic and should be changed, says He Hairen. 
But rules may be subsequently changed, nevertheless. He cites 
an example: “A phenomenon previously existed in China that 
meant if a peasant and a city dweller were injured in for exam-
ple a traffic accident, the peasant would receive perhaps 20,000 

yuan in compensation while the city dweller would receive 50,000. 
That is completely unfair. Both have been injured but the peasant gets 
only 20,000. It was also a practice that stemmed from the Supreme Peo-
ple’s Court. It was a decision based on the system back in the 1990s as 
far as I recall. It was unfair, it was wrong, but the lower courts couldn’t 
do anything about it.”

As the practice could not be fought in court, He Hairen and his 
colleagues were forced to approach the National People’s Congress 
directly, where they argued that the practice should be stopped and 
that equal treatment of all Chinese citizens should be adopted. Al-
though they never received an answer, the practice was changed 
shortly afterwards and He Hairen has noted it as a success.

He had a similar case in 2005 concerning the children of migrant 
workers in Beijing and their right to go to school in the town or city 
where their parents work. Migrant workers are country people who 
move to the towns and cities to find work (see also Wang Kan’s story 
in the preceding chapter). Previously, they could not take their chil-
dren with them because the schools refused to accept children from 
the country. A migrant worker in Beijing, Yi Benyao, decided to 
establish his own school to provide the children with a place where 
they could be taught.

[Foto: Sociale 
forskelle 6]
Fewer people are poor in China, but 
there are now greater differences 
between those who have much and those 
who have little. “We must allow some 
people to become rich before others,” 
said Deng Xiaoping in 1978 when he 
introduced his “socialism with Chinese 
characteristics”. Beijing, 2008.

This is often the way with the government in Chi-
na: you criticise it and receive no concessions but 
things are often quietly changed nevertheless.
He Hairen

This is often the way 
with the government 
in China: you criticise 
it and receive no 
concessions but things 
are often quietly 
changed nevertheless.
He Hairen
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To be lawful, a school must be approved by the authorities. Yi 
Benyao therefore submitted an application in which he pointed out 
that there was nowhere else these children could receive qualified 
teaching. The application was refused, however. He Hairen therefore 
filed a case in court, and lost. The media had taken an interest 
in the case, though, and the authorities gradually changed their 
mind. Yi Benyao received permission and could open his school. 
Another success.

He Hairen admits that his way of doing things is not a miracle 
cure with the potential to solve all problems. Torture for exam-
ple is too big a mouthful. “The police will not admit they use it. 
It is impossible to prove,” he says. “You might think that doctors 
would sign a statement if you took the client to hospital and had 
him examined. But they won’t. They are under pressure from the po-
lice. In some cases, the hospital even issues a statement that nothing 
is wrong, which means that I can do nothing at all. If I ask the other 
prisoners, they don’t dare say anything.” Even video surveillance of 

Children are not always assured the right to free education. Parents compete continuously to ensure their 
children receive the best education, and schools earn money from it. Sanya, 2006.

We need only 
represent a single 
child. Legally, that 
is enough. And if 
we win that one 
case, it also applies 
to all the others.
He Hairen
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cells and interview rooms would not help because the police could 
simply tamper with the equipment. “Torture happens, but I believe 
that it is used less and less. Previously, it was very common,” he says. 
“It has been used extensively,” interjects Bai Qingtao, adding: “But 
the problem can’t be solved by just one or two cases.”

Each client in a matter of public interest generally represents a 
great number of people. A case on a child’s right to education af-
fected 300,000 children in Hebei Province and their right to free 
schooling. This is a statutory right, but, in practice, the parents of 
these children had to pay money they could ill afford to ensure the 
most basic teaching for their children. “It is a very poor area, and the 
free public school is too far away,” explains He Hairen. “In reality, 
they therefore have no choice other than the special private schools 
which are found in the country and are of no particular merit. They 
charge about 200 yuan a year per child, but you have to bear in mind 
that the parents maybe don’t earn more than 1,000 yuan a year! So 
school fees can amount to a fifth of their annual income!”

This case was chosen from the numerous letters received by the 
office each day from ordinary people seeking legal assistance pre-

[Foto: Sanyas Folkeskole nr. 
9, 30]
Children are not always assured the 
right to free education. Parents compete 
continuously to ensure their children 
receive the best education, and schools 
earn money from it. Sanya, 2006.

We need only represent a 
single child. Legally, that 
is enough. And if we win 
that one case, it also ap-
plies to all the others.
He Hairen

The price of a train ticket in China includes a mandatory two-percent travel insurance fee. Passengers knew 
nothing of this until He Hairen filed a case. The result of secrecy surrounding this insurance meant that hardly 
any passenger has ever claimed and received any compensation. This is still the case. High-speed train between 
Nanjing and Beijing, 2007.
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cisely because it was a matter of public interest. “The right to an edu-
cation is a basic right,” notes He Hairen.

Initially, letters were written to the teachers and leaders of the 
school, he explains. “Subsequently we contacted them by phone 
and invited the leaders to an explanatory meeting in Beijing.” Finally, 
He Hairen and a colleague visited all the schools in the province to 
talk to the school leaders and teachers and to the children’s parents 
and the children themselves. After this, they decided they had a case. 
300,000 children who, contrary to their statutory right, had to pay 
to go to school, was, in reality, a case for which the authorities were 
responsible. Here, however, they clearly did not live up to that re-
sponsibility. Although the children’s parents were poor, He Hairen 
had no difficulty finding someone who was willing to let their child 
act as plaintiff. A couple let their twelve-year-old daughter act the 
aggrieved party and a case was filed against the authorities in Hebei.

The courts rejected the case, though, on the grounds that it was 
not a matter they could decide. He Hairen therefore sent it to the 
State Council. That was a long time ago, and there has been no re-
sponse whatsoever. He Hairen is nevertheless optimistic as the case 
received good coverage in the media. Naturally, though, this in itself 
will not guarantee success – at least not in the short run.

Take, for example, another case which started four years ago. It also 
involved many people: several hundred million in fact. Every day, mil-
lions of Chinese people take the train. Each of them buys a ticket and 
two per cent of the price goes to a travel insurance scheme about which 
none of the passengers receive any information. Nor are they given the 
opportunity of accepting or refusing this insurance. And, should an 
accident happen, almost no compensation is paid at all because very 
few people know that they are automatically insured via their ticket. In 
other words: next to nothing is paid in compensation while scores of 
billions of yuan are earned by selling insurance to all China’s unwitting 
rail travellers. “It is an unfair system,” asserts He Hairen.

The practice of charging all passengers an insurance premium 
of two per cent stems from an official circular issued way back in 
1951. However, as the circular is incompatible with the subsequently 
adopted Insurance Law, and as, from a legal point of view, the law 
prevails over the circular, He Hairen and his colleagues were con-
vinced that the practice could be stopped. Initially, they tried to con-
vince Beijing’s railway authority that the public has a right to be in-
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formed of the charge so that passengers are aware of it at least. They 
also argued that passengers should be given the opportunity of de-

ciding whether they want the insurance or not. 
The arguments fell on deaf ears, though, and 
the authority refused to change its ways.

That left the courts. He Hairen’s assistant, 
Huang Jingrong, bought a train ticket. The ag-
grieved passenger then authorised He Hairen 
to take legal action. The case was lost. It was 
therefore appealed to a higher court, with the 
same result. The argument was that the railway 
authority had done nothing wrong as they had 

acted in accordance with the circular from 1951. Two cases in two 
courts lost in the space of two years. “But during those two years, a 
great number of people got to know about the case,” says He Hairen 
with ecstatic delight. All the media were there. The national tele-
vision station, CCTV, Beijing’s local television station, BTV, and a 

[Foto: Harmoni-
sk tog DSC_1227]
Children are not always assured the 
right to free education. Parents compete 
continuously to ensure their children 
receive the best education, and schools 
earn money from it. Sanya, 2006.

The courts in China are different to 
those in the West. They do not have 
the same power. Sometimes we are 
well aware that they do not have 
the necessary influence. But if we 
do not fight the cases in court, what 
else can we do? We can’t take to the 
streets and demonstrate, you know!
He Hairen

The Chinese parliament, the National People’s Congress, is often the last resort for He Hairen and his staff in 
cases which have been rejected by the courts. Although such appeals are sometimes successful, the results are 
often implemented without publicity. Beijing, 2007.
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number of other electronic media sent direct transmissions from the 
case, he says, wheezing joyfully. They also interviewed passengers 
at Beijing’s central station, asking people in the ticket queue if they 
were aware that two per cent of the price went to insurance. Nobody 
was.

“From a legal action viewpoint, we could do no more. The 
next step was the National People’s Congress. A report was 
drawn up and submitted along with a request that the prob-
lem be solved. As yet, no answer has been received. As far as 
I know, the subject was discussed at a meeting of the State 
Council, who want the system reformed,” says He Hairen. 
“But we still know nothing about how they will do it.” He 
feels he did his duty in the case and that it achieved the ex-
pected success. Again, he emphasises that the media gave 
the case intensive coverage and that many people were thus 
made aware of the actual situation.

He Hairen is not surprised that justice is not always 
achieved in the courts as he knows full well that many of the 
cases he helps bring before them place the judges in a difficult situa-
tion. He Hairen and his colleagues take legal action against the author-
ities, public offices, departments and ministries. “Judges do not dare 
decide in our favour. It is difficult for them with the present system.”

That attitude may appear a little lame from a Western viewpoint 
– especially for Western human rights activists – but things work dif-
ferently in China, explains He Hairen. Open confrontation outside 
official channels gets you nowhere, and even though you lose a matter 
of public interest in court, you may actually win in the long run be-
cause you have started a public debate. On the other hand, He Hairen 
is willing to accept that the train ticket case is no simple matter for the 
authorities to solve. The Ministry of Railways certainly doesn’t want to 
lose the unknown billions of yuan they raise via the insurance charge, 
and who can otherwise be given the money, he asks rhetorically. This 
has to be decided by the State Council. “You must remember that Chi-
na is addressing many major problems at the moment, and this case is 
probably not of sufficient importance to the State Council. They prob-
ably don’t think such paltry amounts of money really matter,” he says, 
again gasping for breath in amusement.

In any event, he feels that he couldn’t have done more than he 
did and still believes there is a good chance that something will 

The courts in China are dif-
ferent to those in the West. 
They do not have the same 
power. Sometimes we are 
well aware that they do not 
have the necessary influence. 
But if we do not fight the 
cases in court, what else can 
we do? We can’t take to the 
streets and demonstrate!
He Hairen

[Foto: NPC 2007 
120]
The Chinese parliament, the National 
People’s Congress, is often the last 
resort for He Hairen and his staff in 
cases which have been rejected by 
the courts. Although such appeals are 
sometimes successful, the results are often 
implemented without publicity. Beijing, 
2007.

The time is ripe to draw 
attention to several 
issues. Especially the 
question of judicial 
independence and of 
the authorities’ failure 
to comply with the 
law. These are things 
that must be solved 
through the law.
He Hairen
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happen – eventually. For him, 
it’s not a question of winning or 
losing in court. It’s a question 
of leaving an impression. It’s a 
question of influencing people. 
“You have to keep following the 
case after the court has reached 
a decision to see whether any 
changes are made,” says his stu-
dent assistant.

“That’s what it’s like working 
in China,” says He Hairen, add-
ing that it is here he feels many 
Western human rights activists 
take the wrong path in trying to 
influence the Chinese govern-
ment. He emphasises that if they 
really want to achieve results, 
they must firstly become more 
patient and secondly must ac-
cept that they will never be cred-
ited with a success. “With regard 
to Western criticism of China, it 
would be good if they could find 

another way,” he says. “You can’t simply say: ‘Human rights are a ma-
jor problem. You have no democracy. Taiwan this . . . and Tibet that 
. . .’ We all know there are problems in these areas. You just can’t put 
it so bluntly. You have to say it in some other way.” He straightens up 
and laughs disarmingly as many Chinese people do when they want 
to take the sting out of what they have just said.

Nevertheless, he can’t resist the opportunity to make an addition-
al scathing remark about Western praise for Hu Jia, Gao Zhisheng 
and others, who by Chinese standards are pretty radical in their criti-
cism. “Plenty of people are doing the same as us,” he says. “Plenty. We 
have fought hundreds of cases for migrant workers. We solve con-
crete problems. But Hu Jia is different. He takes on one or two cases 
a year and becomes famous in the west. If you were to compare . . .” 
He Hairen reflects a moment, looking for a suitable example. “Bei-
jing’s Women’s Centre has scores of volunteer workers . . . and Hu Jia 

The time is ripe to draw attention to sev-
eral issues. Especially the question of judicial 
independence and of the authorities’ fail-
ure to comply with the law. These are things 
that must be solved through the law.
He Hairen

The case of Hu Jia
Up until December 2003, AIDS was politically far too sen-
sitive to be discussed publicly in China. A crack has since 
appeared, but not a complete opening. In the West, Hu 
Jia is known particularly for his work with Chinese AIDS 
sufferers. He has received many Western awards for his 
work, among others the European Parliament’s Sakharov 
Award in December 2008. He was detained at the end 
of December 2007 and in April 2008 – five months after 
becoming a father and just a few months before his 35th 
birthday – he was sentenced to three and a half years’ 
imprisonment for “inciting subversion of state power”. 
During his trial, reference was made among other things 
to interviews he had given to foreign media and to his 
own writings published on the Internet. Hu Jia has also 
advocated democracy, reassessment of the trials in the 
wake of the massacre in Beijing in 1989, and protection of 
the environment and the Tibetan antelope. He is married 
to Zeng Jinyan, who took over his blog activities during 
a period of internment prior to his final imprisonment. 
She also appeared in a video-recorded thank-you speech 
on behalf of her husband when the Sakharov Award was 
announced. Hu Jia himself was not able to accept the 
award in Strasbourg as he had been imprisoned. He was 
released in June 2011. The couple divorced in 2012.
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takes a single case and everyone says he’s great. We don’t always see 
it that way. It’s the same with Gao Zhisheng. One or two cases, and 
he’s famous. There are plenty of grass-roots organisations that 
are unknown . . . for children, people with AIDS, the environ-
ment and so on. They all work for nothing and have nothing to 
do with the authorities. They do things themselves.”

One thing is that you must carefully consider your meth-
od in China; another is that it has become important to be spe-
cific in your criticism, He Hairen believes. “Formerly, we could 
merely talk theoretically about what was good and what was 
bad,” he says. “Now, we have specific cases and can tell the authori-
ties and the whole of society why something is a problem and where 
the problems lie. This is important. If you simply say that what they’re 
doing is wrong, you’ll get nowhere. You have to tell them why it’s 
wrong. You need to collect lots of material to work with. The material 
we work with has been prepared and analysed by ourselves. We point 
out a hole, and this helps the legislators.”

BOX:
The case of Hu Jia
Up until December 2003, AIDS was politically far too sensitive to be discussed 
publicly in China. A crack has since appeared, but not a complete opening. In 
the West, Hu Jia is known particularly for his work with Chinese AIDS sufferers. 
He has received many Western awards for his work, among others the European 
Parliament’s Sakharov Award in December 2008. He was detained at the end 
of December 2007 and in April 2008 – five months after becoming a father 
and just a few months before his 35th birthday – he was sentenced to three 
and a half years’ imprisonment for “inciting subversion of state power”. During 
his trial, reference was made among other things to interviews he had given to 
foreign media and to his own writings published on the Internet. Hu Jia has also 
advocated democracy, reassessment of the trials in the wake of the massacre in 
Beijing in 1989, and protection of the environment and the Tibetan antelope. 
He is married to Zheng Jinyan, who took over his blog activities during a period 
of internment prior to his final imprisonment. She also appeared in a video-
recorded thank-you speech on behalf of her husband when the Sakharov Award 
was announced. Hu Jia himself was not able to accept the award in Strasbourg as 
he had been imprisoned. He was released in June 2011.

BOX:
The case of Gao Zhisheng
In 2001, 35-year-old Gao Zhisheng was proclaimed by the Chinese authorities to be one of the 
ten best lawyers in China. In 2005, they closed down his legal practice in Beijing without expla-
nation. Shortly afterwards, Gao Zhisheng withdrew his membership of the Chinese Communist 
Party. Over the years, he had become known for spending more and more of his time working 
free of charge for people who had come into conflict with the system. In 2004, he began taking 
cases for people who practiced Falun Gong, a semi-religious movement which has been banned 
in China since 1999. Gao Zhisheng proved that the authorities used torture and wrote open 
letters to President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen Jiabao to have it stopped. It was shortly after 
this that his practice was closed down. He continued to collect information on the authorities’ 
treatment of Falun Gong practitioners and, with this background, accused the authorities of the 
systematic use of torture. In December 2006, he received a three-year jail sentence suspended 
for five years for “inciting the subversion of state power”. He was secretly interned for several 
periods leading up to the Olympic Games. He disappeared without trace in February 2009 
and did not reappear again until March 2010. A month later, he disappeared again and was 
not seen again until March 2012, when his brother and father-in-law were allowed to pay him a 
half-hour visit at a remote prison in Xinjiang Province, where he is interned. His wife and his then 
15-year-old daughter fled to the USA in 2009. 

The case of Gao Zhisheng
In 2001, 35-year-old Gao Zhisheng was proclaimed by the Chinese authori-
ties to be one of the ten best lawyers in China. In 2005, they closed down 
his legal practice in Beijing without explanation. Shortly afterwards, Gao 
Zhisheng withdrew his membership of the Chinese Communist Party. Over 
the years, he had become known for spending more and more of his time 
working free of charge for people who had come into conflict with the sys-
tem. In 2004, he began taking cases for people who practiced Falun Gong, a 
semi-religious movement which has been banned in China since 1999. Gao 
Zhisheng proved that the authorities used torture and wrote open letters 
to President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen Jiabao to have it stopped. It was 
shortly after this that his practice was closed down. He continued to collect 
information on the authorities’ treatment of Falun Gong practitioners and, 
with this background, accused the authorities of the systematic use of torture. 
In December 2006, he received a three-year jail sentence suspended for five 
years for “inciting the subversion of state power”. He was secretly interned 
for several periods leading up to the Olympic Games. He disappeared with-
out trace in February 2009 and did not reappear again until March 2010. A 
month later, he disappeared again and was not seen again until March 2012, 
when his brother and father-in-law were allowed to pay him a half-hour visit 
at a remote prison in Xinjiang Province, where he is interned. Again, since 
January 2013, no one has seen or heard from Gao Zhisheng. His wife and his 
then 15-year-old daughter fled to the USA in 2009. 

People have become 
much more aware of 
their rights. But our 
society is still not 
geared to them.
He Hairen

Holmgaard BOOK.indb   77 11/07/14   13.26



Walking a tightrope

78

You could call He Hairen’s meth-
od “help to self-help”. He himself 
calls it “experimenting”, which is 
precisely how he sees Chinese poli-
tics have been practised for decades. 
He reminds us that Deng Xiaoping 
himself introduced the special eco-
nomic zones as an experiment in 
the early 1980s as part of his revolt 
against Mao Zedong’s ideas and, 
with his open door policy, paved the 
way for a market economy based on 
the slogan “socialism with Chinese 
characteristics”. The phrase “Chi-
nese characteristics” was important 
for the population to accept the new 
direction, he emphasises.

His work requires that there is 
room to experiment. “This has not 
always been the case. There have 
been significant changes,” he says.

He encourages me to simply go 
outside and ask, and acts out a quick 
interview with a random passer-by: 
“Are human rights a good thing?” 

“They are a very good thing.” “Democracy?” “Great!” “Rule of law?” 
“Definitely!” “No one thinks these things are bad,” he concludes. 
“Previously, they would have objected: ‘It’s a fad from the West. It’s 
capitalistic.’ Now, they dare admit that human rights are a good thing, 
a very good thing. Now we talk about how we can implement them.”

“Formerly, we would have said: ‘It’s capitalistic, so we can’t.’ Now 
we say we’ll do it, but how? Should we adopt the American mod-
el? Germany’s? Britain’s? Denmark’s? Japan’s? On that subject, there 
is no consensus. So as long as we cannot reach agreement, let’s just 
leave things as they are and let them develop gradually from there. At 
the moment, things are moving slowly. But when we reach a certain 
point, things will start moving rapidly.” He Hairen again draws a com-
parison with Deng Xiaoping’s open door policy. “You have to give 
China a little room to manoeuvre, and a little time. Many people 

People have become much more aware of their rights. 
But our society is still not geared to them.
He Hairen

[Foto: Unge 2]
Young people in China are generally 
proud of their nationality, and they have 
more and more to be proud of. Although 
they have views on Western concepts like 
democracy and human rights, they are 
unwilling to be simply forced to adopt 
them. Beijing, 2008.

Young people in China are generally proud of their nationality, 
and they have more and more to be proud of. Although they 
have views on Western concepts like democracy and human 
rights, they are unwilling to be simply forced to adopt them. 
Beijing, 2008.
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in the West are very impatient and want China to change completely, 
preferably by tomorrow. It’s not that simple, though. Nevertheless, 
we too are impatient. At least I am. I also hope that we can solve these 
problems in my own lifetime and don’t leave them to my daughter’s 
generation or later.”

Nevertheless, He Hairen still maintains that one must proceed 
with caution. China’s development is, after all, an experiment. It all 
went wrong in 1989 with the student demonstrations on Tiananmen 
Square. At the time, two important reforms were in the pipeline: re-
form of the Criminal Procedure Law and reform of legislation control-
ling the press. “The first was adopted and remains in force to this day. 
The latter could not be adopted because of the demonstrations and now 
it is not possible. It was a very important piece of legislation,” he says. 
His student assistant adds: “Today, progress is made via new rules which 
the authorities introduce. Things move slowly forwards in accordance 
with the rules.” But it would have been better if the Press Law had been 
adopted, claims He Hairen. “If the law had been passed, the media would 
have been assured greater freedom by law. Today, their freedom 
blows in the political wind.”

The Chinese media do however now play an active role 
when it comes to political lobbying upwards in the system 
despite the fact that they are under the control of the au-
thorities. The case of the train tickets was not politically sen-
sitive. It therefore received considerable coverage in the press as it 
was a case they were more than willing to report. Should the media 
disappoint, though, modern technology has provided new oppor-
tunities, not least the Internet, emphasises He Hairen. “We can post 
everything on the Internet.” And, he is quick to add: “Nobody tries 
to stop us.”

He Hairen brings up the student protests to demonstrate why de-
velopment can’t be forced at too fast a pace. “Many people in China 
are still very poor. They live from hand to mouth and all they want 
is to live in peace. It’s much the same when the authorities talk about 
stability; not quite, but almost: ‘We don’t want trouble. We can talk 
things over, but we won’t tolerate trouble.’ It’s best that revolution 
doesn’t break out, or civil war or any type of major conflict. It’s no 
good for anyone, and the Chinese people are really afraid of the pos-
sibility. We are very afraid of unrest. Think of all the years that China 
has experienced war: the warlords and the many years of civil war 

Unrest puts people under a lot of pressure, for now, fi-
nally, people have enough to eat.
He Hairen

Unrest puts people 
under a lot of pressure, 
for now, finally, people 
have enough to eat.
He Hairen
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between the Nationalist Party and the Communist Party. The Cul-
tural Revolution was also a time with major domestic unrest – and 
it lasted for ten years. Everyone was scared. On the other hand, the 

authorities mean something else by ‘sta-
bility’, of course, namely that we do not 
implement reforms before we have a new 
system ready.”

Naturally, this is a problematic argu-
ment, He Hairen admits, but he maintains 
nevertheless that it makes some sense. 
“This is not just the government’s view,” 
he says. “You will hear the same if you talk 
to ordinary Chinese people. If you travel 

outside Beijing and ask people in Shandong or Gansu, where I come 
from, they will tell you they are thankful. They have enough food, 
they have clothes and they have somewhere to live. It’s not certain 
that this will be good enough for the next generation, though, as they 
have not suffered all the hardships. The next generation will per-
haps ask: ‘What is there to be thankful for?’ ” Once again, He Hairen 
laughs wheezily.

It is therefore not that he doesn’t care about the result of the cases 
he fights; it is just that, for him, it is not particularly important to be 

[Foto: Unge 1]
A huge gulf exists between the things 
experienced by the Chinese young of 
today and the things their parents and 
grandparents experienced. He Hairen 
believes that this may lead to the new 
generation thinking more of themselves 
than previous generations have done. 
KFC in Shanghai, 2007.

A huge gulf exists between the things experienced by modern Chinese youth and the 
things their parents and grandparents experienced. He Hairen believes that this may 
lead to the new generation thinking more of themselves than previous generations 
have done. KFC in Shanghai, 2007.

The courts in China do not have as 
much power as the administrative 
authorities, and there is very little chance 
of them passing judgements against 
the authorities. It’s also a question of 
saving face, however. The authorities 
cannot admit to making a mistake.
Bai Qingtao
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able to point to a case and say: “I won that one!” As he comments, 
this is also an acknowledgement that the courts do not have the same 
influence as in the West. Why don’t they, though, when the Chinese 
government continually talks about creating a state based on the 
rule of law? “China has reached a turning point,” he says. He is in no 
doubt that the entire system will be changed. “Especially the courts, 
for they are still controlled by the Party leadership. The courts are 
not independent. Unless this system is changed, things will be dif-
ficult, very difficult. But although things are difficult at present, we 
must still do something. We can’t just sit and wait until things solve 
themselves, can we?”

He maintains that it is not unimportant that human rights are now 
part of the Chinese constitution, even though these rights are not 
clearly defined. “Many people in the West do not understand this. But 
it is important for Chinese officials. When human rights are men-

The courts in China do not have as much power as the adminis-
trative authorities, and there is very little chance of them passing 
judgements against the authorities. It’s also a question of saving 
face, however. The authorities cannot admit to making a mistake.
Bai Qingtao

“New style of family planning spreads throughout the country: everyone strives to become a modern farming 
family.” Today, few doubt that China’s one-child policy has benefited the country’s general welfare. Nor, on the 
other hand, is there any doubt that the human costs have been, and often still are, extreme. Yuncheng, 2006
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tioned in the constitution, they can be referred to; you can talk openly 
on the subject and discuss it. That is very important,” he says. “Politi-
cal changes must be made over the next thirty years of Chinese devel-
opment. Corruption must be eradicated. During all these years, it has 
not been possible to eradicate corruption. Partly because the neces-
sary political reforms have not been implemented and partly because 
there is too much centralised power which is neither monitored, con-

trolled nor limited. We must implement democratic reforms 
– not that I would praise democracy unconditionally, but it 
is at least transparent. You can monitor what the authorities 
do. In China, we have many cases of corruption, and they are 
getting bigger and bigger. Why can’t we solve the problem? 
Because we do not have a monitoring system. It is not possible 
to monitor what goes on and we have no right to do so. If we 
had such a right, the authorities would not dare continue – 
they could not continue! I therefore believe that democracy is 
a possible direction. It will be an important question over the 
next thirty years.”

Democracy just isn’t that simple, He Hairen is quick to 
add. China is not ready. “Naturally, no one will vote for you if you 
support the one-child policy. That is a problem. ‘Never mind every-
one else, I too want more children.’ ” He laughs and hastens to add: 
“I approve of the one-child policy. I am simply against the inhuman 
way it is upheld. If we had not adopted the one-child policy, the Chi-
nese population would not be only 1.3 billion people. I think it would 
have been 1.5 or 1.6 billion.”

“If that were the case, the Chinese economy would not have ex-
perienced such high growth rates and many more people would live 
beneath the poverty line,” adds Bai Qingtao, He Hairen’s student as-
sistant. “This is also a human rights problem. It is for people every-
where in the world.”

He Hairen continues: “The problem is finding someone with a 
vision capable of combining Chinese society with democracy; a vi-
sion which not only reflects the basic values of democracy but also 
encompasses China’s actual situation. This is something we have 
to experiment with. Eighty per cent of the Chinese population are 
peasants. So couldn’t it be expected that the peasants would assume 
power? Furthermore, over ninety per cent of the population are Han 
Chinese, so how would ethnic minorities make themselves heard? 

[Foto: Etbarns-
politikken 12]
“New style of family planning spreads 
throughout the country: everyone strives 
to become a modern farming family.” 
Today, few doubt that China’s one-
child policy has benefited the country’s 
general welfare. Nor, on the other hand, 
is there any doubt that the human costs 
have been, and often still are, extreme. 
Yuncheng, 2006

We must find a 
democratic model with 
Chinese characteristics. 
That is the vision, and 
we must experiment 
along the way to 
ensure that the vision 
is allowed to ripen.
He Hairen
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There are many problems. If we all voted, what chance would the 55 
ethnic minorities have? This is something that worries me.”

“We must invent a model. The American model, for example, 
would not solve our problems. So what can we do? You say we must 
implement changes. All right, but how? No one can agree. Then let’s 
find somewhere where we can feel our way forwards. This is some-
thing many people in the West cannot understand,” he says, and imi-
tates Western advice: “Just do this and that, that’s all that’s needed . . . 
vote, hold elections . . . and all the problems will be solved.”

And then he laughs. He has really got into his stride: “I could 
invite ten experts, ten foreign and ten Chinese, and a few more be-
sides, and every single one of them would suggest a different solu-
tion. Nobody knows how best to tackle the situation. You can do this 
or you can’t do that. No one knows! So we’ve got to learn from Chi-
nese experience, first finding somewhere to experiment and seeing if 
it works. Just like when the economic zones were established: ‘Let’s 
try.’ ” From the side, Bai Qingtao quotes one of Deng Xiaoping’s old 
maxims: “Cross the river by feeling the stones.”

“The Chinese government faces many problems of which we have 
no experience,” continues He Hairen. “China’s age-old traditions 
cannot be used; neither can Western values and traditions; and no 
one knows how to combine them. It is very difficult. So I understand 
to a certain degree that the authorities will wait a little and see. I un-
derstand it well.”

In the meantime, He Hairen and his colleagues continue their 
work. He opens a folder and shows a list of new cases his office has 
taken up. Among these is an appeal to the National People’s Congress 
to assure people of their constitutional right to erect satellite dishes 
in order to watch foreign TV programmes. Another appeal to the 
National People’s Congress concerns stopping the illegal practice of 
blocking certain Internet websites.

Websites: 

• www.dfpilaw.org
Homepage of Dongfang Public Interest Legal Aid Firm (Mandarin 
Chinese only).

We must find a democratic model with Chinese character-
istics. That is the vision, and we must experiment along the 
way to ensure that the vision is allowed to ripen.
He Hairen
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• www.hujiajinyan.wordpress.com
Anonymous supporters of Hu Jia and Zeng Jinyan’s activities set up this 
blog running from 31 August 2005 until 15 June 2009 (English).

• www.freegao
Blog opened in August 2011 and run by anonymous supporters of Gao 
Zhisheng. News of his whereabouts are posted here (English).

Documentary:

• “E-germinal, dans l’enfer des usines chinoises” (“Living Hell in 
Chinese Factories”). Directed by Anne Poiret, 2013 (54 min.).
During 2010, 14 workers at Foxconn in Shenzhen committed suicide be-
cause of the working conditions and pressure. Taiwanese-owned Fox-
conn is a major contract manufacturing company supplying Apple and 
a long range of other electronic and information technology companies. 
Foxconn employs more than a million people in Mainland China. This 
French documentary follows some of the workers seeking compensation 
after industrial injury and families seeking compensation after their 
loved ones have committed suicide. One example is 26-year-old Zhang 
Tingzhen who has suffered a serious brain damage due to heavy expo-
sure to solvents. Foxconn makes sure that his compensation is measured 
according to where he signed his contract, the poorer district of Huizhou 
in Guangdong Province, and not according to where he worked, in eco-
nomically blooming Shenzhen. This way, Zhang Tingzhen’s compensa-
tion ends up being considerably smaller. (See also p. 70.)
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Update: You have to be realistic

When I last met He Hairen, just over two years previously, he had 
the use of a large office – perhaps fifty square metres in size – in the 
main building of the China Academy of Social Sciences in the cen-
tre of Beijing. Now, he and his firm, Beijing Dongfang Public Inter-
est and Legal Aid Firm (or simply Dongfangsuo in everyday usage) 
have been moved to a 10–15 square metre office hidden away in the 
academy’s outermost building. I meet him in a room his law firm 
has rented in the slightly less central Chaoyang District. Is he being 
pushed out by the powers that be? What is happening?

“It’s nothing to do with politics,” he assures me. “The premises 
where the Law Institute was housed are being renovated. Our office 
was very large. It’s also a question of leadership. The leaders who es-
tablished Dongfangsuo aren’t here any more. The new leaders believe 
that the main task of the Law Institute is to perform research and 
not to conduct public interest litigation. When we established Dong-
fangsuo, we had a very large office because we had a practical section 
and a theoretical section. The present leadership thinks differently. 
This doesn’t mean that they will close us down, but they will perhaps 
make things more difficult for me.” He Hairen breaks into his charac-
teristic, wheezing laugh to lessen the sting in his words.

Photo: Dong-
fangsuo
He Hairen’s law firm at the Law Institute 
of the Academy of Social Sciences has 
apparently been subjected to major 
cutbacks. Nevertheless, He Hairen 
remains optimistic and does not feel any 
need to worry as his law firm still has its 
name on the plaque at the main entrance. 
Here he is working in his old office. 
Beijing, 2008.

He Hairen’s law firm at the Law Institute of the Academy of Social Sciences has 
apparently been subjected to major cutbacks. Nevertheless, He Hairen remains 
optimistic and does not feel any need to worry as his law firm still has its name on the 
plaque at the main entrance. Here he is working in his old office. Beijing, 2008.
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It is not because they want to control you or limit the work you do?

“No one has said so. But they have moved me to a tiny office.”

That cannot be comfortable? You had a staff of twelve . . . or how 
many was it?

“Yes.”

So the new office must be far too small!

This time, He Hairen’s answer consists solely of a broad smile and a 
bashful wheeze.

Is it not almost the same as trying to get rid of you?

“Some people find what we do too controversial.”

Because you often file cases against the authorities!

“Yes. Last week we attended a seminar, a good seminar. We had drawn 
up four reports for the State Council on the new policies for Beijing, 
Shanghai and Chongqing banning certain citizens from buying homes 
or cars, and on the new rules for rented accommodation in the major 

Photo: Traffic
Several cities, including Beijing, have set 
limits on the growth in the number of 
cars. He Hairen emphasises, though, that 
if limits are set on the number of people 
who may own a car, the limits must be just 
and non-discriminatory. Beijing, 2009.

Several cities, including Beijing, have set limits on the growth in the number of cars. He Hairen emphasises, 
though, that if limits are set on the number of people who may own a car, the limits must be just and non-
discriminatory. Beijing, 2009.
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cities. We reminded them that the policies are against the law. Citizens’ 
rights, as stipulated in the constitution, have been circumvented.”

“That is why we hold seminars, write reports and publicise stories 
in the media. Our practice is different to others because we concen-
trate on the system, on the policies. We point out their faults, and 
that is why some authorities feel that we are against them. We 
don’t care what objectives the authorities have. What we focus 
on is whether their work infringes citizens’ rights. If it does, 
then it is no good, whatever its objective is. Take, for exam-
ple, the need to limit the number of cars in Beijing. I myself 
think there are far too many cars everywhere, but that’s not 
to say that their numbers should be limited at the expense of 
citizens’ rights. Have the authorities the right to limit citizens’ 
rights? No, they do not.”

But surely the Communist Party can decide anything it wants 
to? They have also introduced a one-child policy. It must be even easi-
er to limit people’s right to own a car?

“China now has a justice system. A number of laws have been 
passed, and the Chinese Communist Party must act in accordance with 
them. If they don’t, then I will voice my concerns. If they say there is 
something in the constitution that they do not intend to comply with, 
then I will say that I intend to!” He Hairen’s shy laugh once again re-

We no longer have an em-
peror. We no longer have 
Confucius. We have neither 
God nor Heaven. So what do 
we have? We have the law!
He Hairen

Hukou, the Chinese household registration system (#2, the right 
to buy)
In China, there is a word called waidiren. It can be translated as “peo-
ple who come from the outside” or simply “outsiders”. Waidiren are 
Chinese citizens who live somewhere other than where they were born 
and have their hukou, i.e. their local citizenship. Certain social rights, for 
example free schooling for children, are linked to a person’s hukou, a 
fact which helps tie people to the area in which they were born. 

This rule has always limited the rights of the hundreds of millions 
of migrant workers who have moved from the country to the cities 
in search of work. In March 2011, new rules were introduced which 
deprive such waidiren of their right to purchase cars or homes in the 
cities. Children of waidiren are also forced to return to their parents’ 
original place of residence – where they have their hukou – to partici-
pate in the university entrance exams, gaokao. 

We no longer have 
an emperor. We no 
longer have Confucius. 
We have neither 
God nor Heaven. So 
what do we have? 
We have the law!
He Hairen
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moves the sting from his otherwise 
very forthright words. He then be-
comes serious again, adding: “This 
is a very important aspect: the fact 
that although they do not adhere to 
it, you yourself can still use it. In fu-
ture, we must protect the authority 
of the law, not of the Party. We need 
some form of authority, but such au-
thority must not be a party or a gov-
ernment. On the contrary, it must 
be the law. The law is passed by the 
people. Without laws, China would 
end in chaos if any democratic elec-
tions were held in future.”

 Is being allowed to buy a car a 
right?

“Yes, it is.”

Is being allowed to buy a home also 
a right?

“Yes.”

How many homes should you have 
a right to own?

“Discrimination is being practiced, 
as it is perfectly all right for some to buy but not for others. Wai-
diren cannot buy cars. People who were born in Beijing can buy two 
flats. Waidiren cannot buy any. Nor are they allowed to club together 
and rent a flat. Many waidiren are poor, and therefore choose to live 
together, but now the authorities say that several people are not al-
lowed to rent the same flat.”

“It’s not because they want to live in a large flat. Everyone wants 
that. But they have no money. So what can they do? If the law is up-
held to the letter, it will mean that some people must leave Beijing. 
But Beijing is the capital city. Everyone must have the right to come 
here. You cannot say that the capital city, Beijing, only belongs to 
those who were born here.”

Hukou, the Chinese household registration system (#2, the right to buy)
In China, there is a word called waidiren. It can be translated as “people who come from 
the outside” or simply “outsiders”. Waidiren are Chinese citizens who live somewhere 
other than where they were born and have their hukou, i.e. their local citizenship. 
Certain social rights, for example free schooling for children, are linked to a person’s 
hukou, a fact which helps tie people to the area in which they were born. 

This rule has always limited the rights of the hundreds of millions of migrant workers 
who have moved from the country to the cities in search of work. In March 2011, new 
rules were introduced which deprive such waidiren of their right to purchase cars or 
homes in the cities. Children of waidiren are also forced to return to their parents origi-
nal place of residence – where they have their hukou – to participate in the university 
entrance exams, gaokao. 

Photo: Waidiren
Outsiders – especially people who move 
from the country to the cities in search of 
work – are generally looked down upon 
in China. They should, nevertheless, enjoy 
the same rights as the people who live in 
the cities, points out He Hairen. Beijing, 
2008.

Outsiders – especially people who move from the country to 
the cities in search of work – are generally looked down upon 
in China. They should, nevertheless, enjoy the same rights as 
the people who live in the cities, points out He Hairen. Beijing, 
2008.
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The subject of our talk shifts to migrant workers’ children. When 
preparing to take the university entrance exams, gaokao, they must 
attend high school in the area from which their parents come. They 
must return home, in other words. “Take, for example, a pupil who 
has completed his primary and high school education. Then 
what? He has to sit the university entrance exams. But he can’t 
do this in Beijing, because he does not have a Beijing hukou. 
If he is from Shandong, he must sit the exam in Shandong. 
But he can’t do that either. Why not? Because the syllabus in 
Shandong is different to that in Beijing.”

Do you believe this to be a type of discrimination?

“Of course. Beijing has Peking University, Qinghua and many other 
good universities. Qinghua accepts perhaps fifty law students from 
Beijing, but only two from Shandong. If you have a Beijing hukou, you 
have a great advantage. Many young people in Beijing have the opportu-

People must be 
treated equally, 
protected equally and 
restrained equally.
He Hairen

There is fierce competition to be accepted for the best universities. Several of these universities are located 
in Beijing, and school leavers who have a Beijing hukou are most likely to be accepted. The photo shows the 
traditionally decorated entrance to the most prestigious of them all, Peking University, at which people gather to 
be photographed. Most of them will never study there, though. Beijing, 2012.
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nity of attending one of the best universities in the country, while young 
people from outside must work very hard to be accepted.”

But you have not filed a case on this subject?

He Hairen sighs. “It is really difficult to change the system. Gaokao is 
something which is very, very important. Although it is problematic 
in many ways, we must accept that it is perhaps the least bad system 
when China is not yet governed by the rule of law. If we do not uphold 

it, it will become too easy for children of the 
rich and powerful to be accepted by the best 
universities. China has so many problems 
that sometimes it’s best to refrain from try-
ing to do anything about them. I also believe 
that one should be realistic. Another problem 
is that we have no aggrieved party. Nobody 
dares. If you take the relevant authority to 
court, how do you think your child will fare 

in the exam? We also know that we would never win, and I am there-
fore afraid of being accused of filing such a case as an experiment and 
using a child as guinea pig.”

You are still free to do as you please, though? The last time we met, 
you said you were protected by someone higher up in the system. How 
do you see things now that you have been moved outside the law insti-
tute? Have you been affected in any way by all the fuss caused by Liu 
Xiaobo being awarded the Nobel Peace Prize or by the Chinese Jas-
mine Revolution or by the imprisonment of Ai Weiwei?

“We have not noticed any restrictions. I have an office. A small one, 
I admit, but an office nevertheless. If they wanted to get rid of me, 
they wouldn’t give me an office. They would tell me indirectly that 
I should find something elsewhere. We have found these premises 
ourselves because we sometimes need a place to hold meetings with 
many people.”

With respect to Liu Xiaobo, He Hairen cannot understand why 
the Chinese government reacted so strongly to him being awarded 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 2010. Nor can he understand why Liu Xiao-
bo was awarded the prize in the first place. “You do nothing crimi-
nal by simply writing a letter in which you express your political 
opinions,” he explains. “In my view, he is simply a writer, and I don’t 

People must be treated 
equally, protected equally 
and restrained equally.
He Hairen

Photo: University
There is fierce competition to be accepted for the best universities. Several of these universities are located 
in Beijing, and school leavers who have a Beijing hukou are most likely to be accepted. The photo shows 
the traditionally decorated entrance to the most prestigious of them all, Peking University, at which people 
gather to be photographed. Most of them will never study there, though. Beijing, 2012.

In 2021, when the Chinese Communist Party celebrates its cente-
nary,  we know who will come to power. It will be the 1980 gen-
eration. They were born  in the age of reform. They are guided 
by tradition,  but they have also experienced Western culture.
He Hairen

In 2021, when the Chinese Communist 
Party celebrates its centenary,  we 
know who will come to power. It will 
be the 1980 generation. They were 
born  in the age of reform. They are 
guided by tradition,  but they have 
also experienced Western culture.
He Hairen
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think that he has written anything special. Whether there are other 
reasons for convicting him, I don’t know, but writing Charter ‘08 is 
not enough to make you a criminal.”

Or to win the Nobel Peace Prize.

“It is too little. In that case, I should be given the prize too!” This 
time, He Hairen can hardly stop laughing. After getting his breath 
back, he becomes serious again. “I’m just joking. But really, it seems 
much too easy to win that prize. The prize is almost sacred for many 
Chinese. It has to be someone very special who wins the prize. Many 
people in China do not even know who Liu Xiaobo is.”

There is a reason for that. The government has gone out of its way to 
prevent too many people from hearing about Liu Xiaobo.

“I think many people in China are doing good work, but their story 
is not told in the West and they receive no prizes even though they 
have made much greater effort.”

Who should be given the Nobel Peace Prize?

“I think that if anyone is to be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, it 
should be someone who has not only made a contribution to devel-
opments in China but also elsewhere in the world. If someone has 

Although the police still have considerable power, the new Criminal Procedure Law 
passed at the annual assembly of the National People’s Congress in March 2011 is 
intended to shift the balance slightly. Beijing, 2013.
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contributed to developments in China, they deserve to be rewarded, 
but the Nobel Peace Prize is an international award.”

I would like to finish the interview with a few brief, specific questions. 
Do the Chinese courts enjoy more freedom than when we last spoke?

“They have less freedom! According to the constitution, neither 
the judge, prosecution nor government should be able to con-
trol one another. In practice, however, the government stands 
above the judge and the prosecution service. In many parts of 
China, the courts are part of the local government.”

Has it become any easier to be a lawyer in China since we last 
spoke?

“It has become more difficult. Especially in criminal cases, 
where lawyers in reality work against the police. That is something 
the police don’t like. So what do they do? Arrest the lawyer.” He 
Hairen laughs.

But is Chinese society not based on the rule of law? You have laws.

My daughter, who is the 
same age as your son, can 
speak her mind. She is differ-
ent to us. Now we must al-
low them to be different.
He Hairen

Photo: Police
Although the police still have 
considerable power, the new Criminal 
Procedure Law passed at the annual 
assembly of the National People’s 
Congress in March 2011 is intended to 
shift the balance slightly. Beijing, 2013.

My daughter, who 
is the same age as 
your son, can speak 
her mind. She is 
different to us. Now 
we must allow them 
to be different.
He Hairen

The rocketing price of housing has divided the population. Some will never be able to afford to buy a home. 
Migrants from out of town used to club together and share a flat, but the legislation has put a stop to the 
practice. Cheap rented housing is in extremely short supply. Shanghai, 2013.
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“We are on our way to becoming a society based on the rule of law.”

But surely you have come a long way. You should already have 
reached . . .

“I have reached it already. The others haven’t.” He laughs again.

But the government doesn’t allow that kind of thing?

“Of course they don’t.”

So there’s no problem then? You can simply . . . but then again, who’s 
going to accuse the police?

He Hairen says nothing. He hides behind his wheezy laugh. He can’t 
seem to stop.

Have they so much power?

He finally stops laughing and an-
swers seriously: “Yes, they do. The 
police have greater power than the 
judges.”

Photo: Modern Home
The rocketing price of housing has divided the population. Some will never be able 
to afford to buy a home. Migrants from out of town used to club together and share 
a flat, but the legislation has put a stop to the practice. Cheap rented housing is in 
extremely short supply. Shanghai, 2013.

”Zhang Huiling. The fourth national 
election of a moral role model.” Zhang 
Huiling is leader of the plain clothes police 
investigation force working at the local 
police station of Shuangyushu in Beijing’s 
Haidian District. The poster presents him 
as a candidate for the national election of 
”Model Worker of the Year” and presents 
him as hard working, 51 years old, with 2,400 
arrests and break-ups of 300 gangs during 
the past ten years, always at his post even 
though he suffers from asthma, diabetes 
and high blood preasure. Poster seen in the 
Beijing metro, 2013
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Chapter 4 

War of Words

According to Article 35 of the Chinese Constitution, all citizens 
of the People’s Republic of China enjoy freedom of speech. 

Although this assertion is clearly open to discussion, it is, if nothing 
else, an area of noteworthy developments.

Wang Sixin works to promote such developments. He is a profes-
sor at the Communication University of China in Beijing, the top 
institute of media education in China, formerly known as the Beijing 
Broadcasting Institute. Here, he teaches media legislation and human 
rights. He is a quiet, reserved man who speaks very softly and politely; 
nothing like a Western activist at all. The tools he uses are the books 

Wang Sixin has a very pragmatic approach to freedom of speech: it is worth fighting for but not worth going to 
prison for. 
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he writes and his discussions with students at the university. He has a 
legal education and has worked intensely with freedom of speech since 
the turn of the century. The reason for this interest is quite simply that, 

aged 35 in 2002, he was a student of Pro-
fessor Xia Yong, who was one of the first 
in China to study the concept of freedom 
of speech in the West. The explosive 
growth of the Internet strengthened 
Wang Sixin’s interest in the subject, as 
he recognised its potential for breaking 
the authorities’ monopoly on spread-
ing information to the whole country. 

Although the authorities have earmarked considerable resources for 
controlling the Internet, Wang Sixin still believes that it is here people 
have the best opportunity of influencing the decision makers directly.

Before he choose this area of study, many people warned him 
against it. Freedom of speech is still a delicate matter, and many 
people were afraid that Wang Sixin would only cause difficulties for 
himself. He, however, thought it only natural that he should choose a 
subject in which his tutor was an expert and could therefore give him 
competent guidance. Although he says he believes that true freedom 
of speech should be implemented in China, he presently works for, 
and with, the authorities, and publishes his views in periodicals 
reserved for the inner echelons of power where any subject is open 
to discussion. Academic distance is his shield.

The media’s relationship to the Chinese Communist Party has 
always been the same. “The Communist Party has always told us that 
the media are the ‘throat and tongue’ of the Party,” says Wang Si-
xin. “They must speak on behalf of the Party,” adds Zhan Li, one of 
Professor Wang’s students. Three students, Zhan Li, Huo Jiamei and 
Shi Yuan, all women, sit and listen while their tutor is interviewed 
and occasionally interrupt by giving their own views on freedom of 
speech in China today. Later, they are all three given the opportunity 
of answering whether they think censorship is in order.

But back to the Chinese media, whose task it is to speak for the 
Party. “Precisely,” continues Wang Sixin. “This means that the key 
function of the media is to focus on the interests of the nation or of 
the government. It is probably somewhat different in the West, but 
here in China the government and the Communist Party are more or 

[Foto: Wang 
Sixin 8]
Wang Sixin has a very pragmatic 
approach to freedom of speech: it is 
worth fighting for but not worth going to 
prison for. 

Many people told me that human rights is a delicate matter, 
especially freedom of speech. On the other hand, I also be-
lieve it to be an academic issue. In China, it is not so danger-
ous if you study such matters from an academic point of view.
Wang Sixin

Many people told me that human rights 
is a delicate matter, especially freedom of 
speech. On the other hand, I also believe 
it to be an academic issue. In China, it 
is not so dangerous if you study such 
matters from an academic point of view.
Wang Sixin
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less the same thing because the Party dominates the country. But it’s 
a fact that the media have always been encouraged to do everything 
for the nation, the Party and the government.”

This, however, does not mean that nothing is happening on the 
media front in China. On the contrary, the media are in turmoil, partly 
because of the country’s rapid modernisation and partly because of 
the new electronic media’s impact. It is a process which has been 
underway since Deng Xiaoping assumed power in 1978 and launched 
his open door policy. Ever since, there has been ongoing debate – both 
internally and externally – on the role of the media and the conditions 
under which they should be allowed to work. The Internet has been 
a particular challenge for the authorities during the process, and that 
is why Wang Sixin has taken a special interest in it. “That the media 
should have a different role has mainly been discussed on the Internet,” 
he explains. “And as far as I understand, the Chinese Communist Party 
. . . or the Chinese government . . . now too has a slightly different 
view of the media’s role. In recent years, I have heard that the Chinese 
government . . . the Communist Party . . . has worked to alter the role 
of the media so that they also speak for the people, not just for the 
government or Communist Party. The media are to act as a channel 
of communication for the people at 
large and for the government, and 
they are to reflect real problems in 
both town and country.”

It is a complicated process the 
Chinese media are involved in. The 
authorities alternate between slacker 
and tighter control, and most media 
comply. At the same time, though, 
there are always individual members 
of the media or individual journalists 
somewhere in the country or in the 
media landscape who decide to test 
where the invisible, ever-changing 
boundaries are. One of those who 
worked in the journalistic no-man’s-
land, which is constantly monitored 
by the authorities, is the journalist 
Zhao Yan. He stepped over the in-

[Foto: Rummand 
- DSC07505]
On 28 September 2008, the Beijing 
newspaper Xinjing Bao, along with all 
the country’s other media, could report 
on Zhai Zhigang as the first Chinese 
person ever to walk in space – while even 
holding the Chinese national flag in his 
hand. At one and the same time, a sterling 
item of news and a pillar of support for 
the Chinese Communist Party’s self-
perception as protector of a brilliant 
future for the nation. 

On 28 September 2008, the Beijing newspaper Xinjing Bao, 
along with all the country’s other media, could report on Zhai 
Zhigang as the first Chinese person ever to walk in space – 
while even holding the Chinese national flag in his hand. At 
one and the same time, a sterling item of news and a pillar of 
support for the Chinese Communist Party’s self-perception as 
protector of a brilliant future for the nation. 
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visible line and served three years in prison from 2004 to 2007. The 
question is: was it worth the sacrifice?

“I don’t think it’s a matter of whether it’s worth it or not for indi-
vidual journalists,” says Wang Sixin. “For Zhao Yan himself, the three 
years in prison were a great sacrifice, but for society as a whole it was 

a good thing. It was an opportunity to think 
about the true meaning of ‘national security’. 
Since the case of Zhao Yan, many Chinese 
academics have reflected on where the bor-
der lies between national security and the 
freedom of the press. This really is a major 
problem as it is very easy for the authorities 
to stamp documents as secret.”

In any event, the new media put the 
authorities’ attempts at control under in-

creased pressure. Pressure is brought to bear constantly from all direc-
tions, so writers are occasionally able to make their texts available to 
the public – for a while at least, before they are discovered and the 
authorities remove them, close down the website or newspaper, or ar-
rest the author. “There are many examples similar to Zhao Yan’s,” says 
Wang Sixin. “People who write articles in the newspapers and articles 

The case of Zhao Yan
Freelance journalist Zhao Yan was detained on 17 September 2004. He was accused of fraud 
and of leaking state secrets. The state secret was that former President Jiang Zemin intended 
to resign as chairman of the Communist Party’s Military Commission, which he actually did 
shortly after. The story had been published on 7 September in the New York Times, a news-
paper for which Zhao Yan provided information. Although the charge against him of leaking 
state secrets was subsequently dropped (allegedly the first time ever that this has happened), 
he was sentenced to three years imprisonment for fraud on 24 August 2006. At that time he 
had already been detained for almost two years. He was released on 15 September 2007. 
Earlier, Zhao Yan had worked for an agricultural magazine, Zhongguo Gaige (China Reform), 
for which he had written detailed accounts of the problems local peasants encountered with 
corrupt officials. He was sacked in 2004 after he helped thousands of peasants to write a 
complaint to the National Peoples’s Congress.

The Internet was completely new to me in 2000, and I 
thought it a powerful weapon with which the Chinese peo-
ple could make demands. Freedom of speech on the In-
ternet was also an area which had never really been 
studied so I decided to do research in that field.
Wang Sixin

[Foto: Medier 2]
Almost 2,000 newspapers and more 
than 9,000 magazines are published in 
China. Among all these publications, 
articles resembling investigative Western 
journalism occasionally appear. There 
are journalists and editors who are not 
afraid to put pressure on the system from 
below. Beijing, 2006.

The case of Zhao Yan
Freelance journalist Zhao Yan was detained on 17 September 2004. 
He was accused of fraud and of leaking state secrets. The state secret 
was that former President Jiang Zemin intended to resign as chair-
man of the Communist Party’s Military Commission, which he actually 
did shortly after. The story had been published on 7 September in 
the New York Times, a newspaper for which Zhao Yan provided in-
formation. Although the charge against him of leaking state secrets 
was subsequently dropped (allegedly the first time ever that this has 
happened), he was sentenced to three years imprisonment for fraud 
on 24 August 2006. At that time he had already been detained for 
almost two years. He was released on 15 September 2007. Earlier, 
Zhao Yan had worked for an agricultural magazine, Zhongguo Gaige 
(China Reform), for which he had written detailed accounts of the 
problems local peasants encountered with corrupt officials. He was 
sacked in 2004 after he helped thousands of peasants to write a 
complaint to the National Peoples’s Congress.

The Internet was completely new to 
me in 2000, and I thought it a powerful 
weapon with which the Chinese people 
could make demands. Freedom of 
speech on the Internet was also an area 
which had never really been studied so 
I decided to do research in that field.
Wang Sixin
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on the Internet, and who sometimes even send political messages via 
SMS. It could be that someone writes SMSs about local officials, and 
the officials become angry and have the person arrested, imprisoned 
or punished in some other way. Previously – ten or twenty years ago – 
local officials could cut off information and prevent it from spreading 
from a specific area. Nowadays, though, if anyone succeeds in getting 
something onto the Internet, it quickly becomes a controversial topic 
throughout the country. Many people can now take part in the discus-
sions, and the pressure will eventually turn against the local officials.”

Naturally, Wang Sixin does not want any of his students to suffer 
the same bitter experience as Zhao Yan. “They must learn to look after 
themselves,” he emphasises. For although he believes that journalists 
have a basic duty to challenge the system, they should not do so 
indiscriminately or at any cost. He therefore tries to impress upon his 
students the possibilities they have according to current legislation. 
He believes that it is precisely their ignorance of the law that ends 
up costing some journalists a prison sentence which could have been 

BOX, BUT DIFFERENT FROM THE 
YELLOW ONES
Shi Yuan is 24 years old and holds a bachelor’s 
degree in law. She is currently studying media 
legislation at China’s Media University. Professor 
Wang Sixin is her tutor.

Do you think censorship is in order?
We are like children, controlled by our families and 
bound to our parents. If you ask us whether we 
want our freedom, we will answer that of course 
we do. But we cannot break the relationship 
with our parents. We listen to their advice, and 
sometimes we abandon our own dreams so as 
not to disappoint them. The same applies to 
the media. The media are like children and have 
their own parents, the government. Just after the 
earthquake, we talked a lot about the fact that 
there were media which criticised the government 
for not doing enough, and some people said: 
“Hey! You can’t talk about our government like 
that. We must stick together and get through this. 
Criticising each other doesn’t help.”

Almost 2,000 newspapers and more than 9,000 magazines are published in China. Among all these publications, 
articles resembling investigative Western journalism occasionally appear. There are journalists and editors who 
are not afraid to put pressure on the system from below. Beijing, 2006. 
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avoided. “They do not know how to protect themselves. They are not 
good at utilising the law,” he says.

In his opinion, the legal background which he himself has, and 
which all three of his master’s students also have, is the best protection 
there is. Once all his students have learnt the law, he’ll dare to let them 
loose. “Then they can do what they like,” he says. “Those who study law 
early in their career are usually on the safe side. There are many people, 

He Weifang for example, who say 
plenty of things that others think are 
dangerous. He is not a journalist, 
though, he is an expert on law. There 
are many people like him. They are 
on the safe side and I think they live 
a very meaningful life.”

Although He Weifang, a profes-
sor at Peking University, is not in 
prison, he has been forced to accept 
a two-year exchange position at Shi-
he zi University in Xinjiang Prov-
ince in the far west of the country. 

Chinese society is in the midst of 
a modernisation which has gradu-
ally given the population a number 

I do not want to have to visit 
my students in prison in order 
to talk to them. Nor do I want 
them to have to visit me there. 
Wang Sixin

[Plakat: 0362-
001M]
“News of the victory is sent hundreds of 
kilometres and the good news delights 
thousands of families.” Chinese TV has 
developed considerably over the last 
three decades. Despite almost 300 
channels, however, demands are made 
on all of them to be a mouthpiece for the 
Chinese Communist Party. Poster from 
1978. Maopost.com.

Shi Yuan is 24 years old and holds a bachelor’s degree in law. She 
is currently studying media legislation at China’s Media University. 
Professor Wang Sixin is her tutor.

Do you think censorship is in order?

We are like children, controlled by our families and bound to our 
parents. If you ask us whether we want our freedom, we will answer that 
of course we do. But we cannot break the relationship with our parents. 
We listen to their advice, and sometimes we abandon our own dreams 
so as not to disappoint them. The same applies to the media. The media 
are like children and have their own parents, the government. Just after 
the earthquake, we talked a lot about the fact that there were media 
which criticised the government for not doing enough, and some people 
said: “Hey! You can’t talk about our government like that. We must stick 
together and get through this. Criticising each other doesn’t help.”

“News of the victory is sent hundreds of kilometres and the 
good news delights thousands of families.” Chinese TV has 
developed considerably over the last three decades. Despite 
almost 300 channels, however, demands are made on all of 
them to be a mouthpiece for the Chinese Communist Party. 
Poster from 1978. Maopost.com.
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of new rights which would have been unthinkable just a few years 
ago. It is, however, a process the authorities monitor constantly in fear 
of unrest. There is an ever-increasing need for communication 
between the two sides, and communication is precisely what 
has been lacking in the past. Wang Sixin mentions the student 
protests in 1989 as an example of a situation which might have 
been solved differently and less violently had the two sides been 
able to talk to each other.

The student protests are still taboo in China – although two 
decades have passed. School children and students learn nothing 
about the protests unless their teacher – in this case Wang 
Sixin – decides to specialise in human rights and believes that they 
should be told something about what actually happened in Beijing in 
the spring of 1989. However, with the Internet – and a bit of luck – 
they now have the opportunity of seeking information themselves. All 
three of Wang Sixin’s master’s students have seen the award-winning 

I do not want to have 
to visit my students 
in prison in order to 
talk to them. Nor do 
I want them to have 
to visit me there. 
Wang Sixin

He Weifang, an outspoken critic
Among prominent critics of Chinese society, He Weifang is one of the 
more outspoken. Among other things, he has said the following about 
the then President in office Hu Jintao: “Even when making dumplings 
with peasants, he recites words he has learnt by heart and sounds just 
like an editorial in the People’s Daily.” He Weifang, who is a profes-
sor of law at Peking University, advocates political reforms. He also 
complains that laws are politicised and that judges are bureaucratic 
and in many cases incompetent. He agitates to have something done 
about the fact that the entire legal system is under the control of the 
Party. At a closed-door meeting with top political leaders in 2006, he 
said among other things: “I hereby declare that it is my express wish 
that the Communist Party be divided into two parties.” In December 
2008 he was one of the signatories of Charter ‘08, a manifesto which 
demanded among other things the protection of all basic rights, an 
independent judiciary, and democracy. Many of the signatories were 
detained and interrogated after the charter was published. Among 
these was Liu Xiaobo, who was sentenced to eleven years imprison-
ment in December 2009 and awarded the Nobel Peace Prize the 
following year. In March 2009, He Weifang moved to a university in 
the western province of Xinjiang. Although officially the move was a 
two-year exchange visit, critics said he had been exiled.
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American documentary ‘Gate of Heavenly Peace’ on the Internet. It 
was accessible for a very brief period and news was passed by word of 
mouth between the students, many of whom managed to see it before 
the authorities closed down the website.

All three thus have some knowledge of what happened on Tiananmen 
Square during the spring and summer of 1989. It is therefore possible 

to hear what three of China’s millions 
of young students think about their pre-
decessors’ actions on Tiananmen Square 
twenty years ago. What did they feel as 
they watched the documentary?

Zhan Li is the boldest, but still hesi-
tates a moment before answering. “Let 
me think a second,” she says. “I felt many 
emotions.” “It’s all right,” her tutor, Wang 
Sixin, assures her. “Just tell us what you 

thought.” Zhan Li finally concludes that the lack of communication 
between the students and top political leaders was the greatest prob-
lem during the protests. “The situation was out of control,” she says. 
“Nobody found a good way of communicating, neither between the 
government and the students nor between the students themselves. 
Chinese people are very bad at communicating!”

But what significance does 
it have that the Chinese youth 
of today are told nothing about 
the student protests of 1989 and 
must instead look for odd pieces 
of information on the Internet in 
order to learn about them? “Yes, I 
saw it quite by chance as I am not 
very active in seeking that type 
of information. Someone simply 
told me about it and I watched it.” 

But isn’t it something everyone 
in China should know about? Is 
keeping it secret in order? 

Shi Yan interrupts: “Actually, if 
you’re from Beijing, your father 
and mother know something 
about it.” 

Several years ago, I asked one of my students if he knew anything 
about the student movement in 1989. He knew more about it than I 
did! He told me where I could find material, how I could access it on 
the Internet and even how I could obtain it on CD, VCD and DVD.
Wang Sixin

[Foto: TAM DSC_1300]
The student protests on Tiananmen Square shook the Chinese government 
so deeply that they have been taboo ever since. Each year, as the 
anniversary approaches, directives are sent to the media banning mention 
of the events. On 4 June, the anniversary of the massacre, extra security is 
evident on the square. Beijing, 4 June 2007.

Tiananmen Square 1989
The protests began on 15 April as spontaneous 
mass mourning for Hu Yaobang, deposed general 
secretary of the Communist Party, who had just died. 
He had previously shown sympathy for the students 
who demonstrated for democracy throughout the 
country in December 1986. The mourning quickly 
developed into another demonstration for democ-
racy and a protest against corruption, inflation and 
nepotism. The protests also spread to many other 
cities throughout China. Disagreement within the 
Party allowed the demonstrations to continue for 
seven weeks before Premier Li Peng’s hardliners 
prevailed and ordered the army to restore order in 
Beijing on 4 June. No one knows how many people 
lost their lives. Current estimates vary from a few 
hundred to about three thousand.

Several years ago, I asked one of my 
students if he knew anything about the 
student movement in 1989. He knew 
more about it than I did! He told me 
where I could find material, how I could 
access it on the Internet and even how I 
could obtain it on CD, VCD and DVD.
Wang Sixin
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Do they tell you anything, though? 

“My parents have told me about it. But they didn’t know much about 
it. They didn’t know the details.”

“I come from the south so my parents didn’t know much about the 
protests,” says Zhan Li. “I think there were many rumours afterwards. 
There still are, even after twenty years. It was rumoured that tanks had 
killed lots of students, but, after seeing the documentary, I do not think 
that is true. I hope that my generation will be given the opportunity of 

The student protests on Tiananmen Square shook the Chinese government so deeply that they have been taboo 
ever since. Each year, as the anniversary approaches, directives are sent to the media banning mention of the 
events. On 4 June, the anniversary of the massacre, extra security is evident on the square. Beijing, 4 June 2007.
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seeing the documentary. It might give them a more objective view of 
the events.”

Wang Sixin returns to Shi Yuan’s simile, which is often used in 
China, when he describes the relationship between the government 

and the people in terms of the relation-
ship between parents and their children. 
In the case of the student protests of 
1989, it was a question of the relation-
ship between the then Premier, Li Peng, 
and the students – like a father and his 
sons. The relationship was unequal and 
Wang Sixin believes that Li Peng saw no 
reason to treat the students as anything 
other than what they were: children. 

“Why was communication between Premier Li Peng and student 
representatives so poor?” he asks rhetorically. “Because Li Peng saw 
himself as being the great statesman and leader: a very strong and 
powerful father. At the same time, he looked down on the students 
as being inferior. They had disturbed the activities of state, had dis-
turbed their father at work. It was therefore only natural to suppress 

BOX:
Tiananmen Square 1989
The protests began on 15 April as spontaneous mass mourning for Hu Yaobang, deposed 
general secretary of the Communist Party, who had just died. He had previously shown 
sympathy for the students who demonstrated for democracy throughout the country 
in December 1986. The mourning quickly developed into another demonstration for 
democracy and a protest against corruption, inflation and nepotism. The protests also 
spread to many other cities throughout China. Disagreement within the Party allowed 
the demonstrations to continue for seven weeks before Premier Li Peng’s hardliners 
prevailed and ordered the army to restore order in Beijing on 4 June. No one knows 
how many people lost their lives. Current estimates vary from a few hundred to about 
three thousand.

Today, an ever-growing number of 
government officials are learning to use the 
media and to communicate with people 
through the media. Today, you cannot 
become a good government official unless 
you can communicate through the media. 
Some officials study here at the university 
in order to become good spokespeople.
Wang Sixin

Freedom of speech and the media
Many Western analysts were quickly disappointed by President Hu 
Jintao’s attitude to freedom of speech. When he came to power in 
2003, many people expected him to begin loosening media control 
and it was taken as a good sign when the Chinese media in March of 
that year were permitted to report more openly on the respiratory 
disease SARS, which at the time had spread uncontrollably to several 
countries around the world. However, once the epidemic had passed 
in the summer of 2003, the authorities again tightened their grip on 
the media. More or less the same occurred during media coverage of 
rescue work in the wake of the earthquake in Sichuan on 12 May 2008 
which killed almost 70,000 people. Initial coverage in all media ap-
peared free, but after about six weeks the authorities began making 
precise demands on media reporting. The Olympic Games in Beijing 
were approaching and problems were arising in the form of demands 
from the parents of the many schoolchildren killed that someone be 
held responsible for the lack of earthquake protection for school 
buildings.
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them, to condemn them and even to punish them.” In Wang Sixin’s 
opinion, that is the cultural reason why the government saw no rea-
son to enter into negotiations with the students on equal terms.

The poor prospects for communication were largely to blame for the 
catastrophic way the protests ended, he emphasises. “There was no 
Internet in China at the time,” he says. “People therefore had to obtain 
information from official, state-controlled media. The authorities 
tried to control everything.”

Today, the authorities still try to control things, especially as a strong 
need has arisen to control the new media reality in China. Although 
the Chinese Communist Party still has the final word, conditions for 
the media have nevertheless changed. The official media tactics have 

Today, an ever-growing number of government officials are learn-
ing to use the media and to communicate with people through the 
media. Today, you cannot become a good government official un-
less you can communicate through the media. Some officials study 
here at the university in order to become good spokespeople.
Wang Sixin

[Photo: Bo Xilai. This photo replaces photo on page 76]
Bo Xilai had a flair for something that many Chinese politicians take courses to learn: he could deal with the pushy press with 
relaxed superiority. He was a member of the 25-member Central Politburo and aspired to become a member of the Politburo 
Standing Committee – the highest political body, where Chinese policy is to all intents and purposes decided by less than ten 
politicians – right up until March 2012, just before the new government to succeed that of Hu Jintao was to be appointed. It 
was then that his wife was arrested, charged and subsequently found guilty of murder, and he himself stripped of all his posts. 
Both these events are seen as being part of a fierce behind-the-scenes power struggle within the Chinese Communist Party. In 
2013 Bo Xilai was found guilty of corruption and sentenced to life imprisonment. Beijing, 2005.

Bo Xilai had a flair for something that many Chinese politicians take courses to learn: he could deal with the 
pushy press with relaxed superiority. He was a member of the 25-member Central Politburo and aspired to 
become a member of the Politburo Standing Committee – the highest political body, where Chinese policy is 
to all intents and purposes decided by less than ten politicians – right up until March 2012, just before the new 
government to succeed that of Hu Jintao was to be appointed. It was then that his wife was arrested, charged and 
subsequently found guilty of murder, and he was stripped of all his posts. Both these events are seen as being 
part of a fierce behind-the-scenes power struggle within the Chinese Communist Party. In 2013 Bo Xilai was 
found guilty of corruption and sentenced to life imprisonment. Beijing, 2005.
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had to be continuously developed and the authorities now use consid-
erable resources on servicing the media – including foreign media – by 
holding regular press conferences, organising field trips for journalists 
and so on.

Wang Sixin is, however, slightly wary of criticising the central 
authorities’ control. He prefers to say more generally that if there are 
problems with media control or manipulation, it is usually a ques-
tion of local media being controlled by local officials. “The central 
government is trying to be more open and transparent,” he says, 
although he quickly admits that, depending on the subject and the 

actual political situation, media 
control is also practiced by central 
government. Control is exercised 
both as a long-term policy and on 
the basis of individual cases, but, 
when it suits the authorities, the 
media are often allowed to operate 
on the same conditions as in the 
West.  

This chain of events is con-
firmed by Wang Sixin: The media 
receive permission to cover a spe-
cific emergency situation “freely” 
until problems arise which could 
put the government in a bad light 
or until the situation is normal-
ised again. Although there is still 
control, he nevertheless sees it as 
a softening in comparison to how 
the media worked in the old days. 
He believes that, although the me-
dia are usually called to heel again, 
the fact that they are occasionally                                                          
allowed off the leash is a major step 
forward. 

He also emphasises that one 
should not overlook the fact that the 
media in China have become bolder 
and bolder over the last 20 years in 

Freedom of speech and the media
Many Western analysts were quickly disappointed by President Hu Jintao’s attitude to freedom 
of speech. When he came to power in 2003, many people expected him to begin loosening 
media control and it was taken as a good sign when the Chinese media in March of that year were 
permitted to report more openly on the respiratory disease SARS, which at the time had spread 
uncontrollably to several countries around the world. However, once the epidemic had passed 
in the summer of 2003, the authorities again tightened their grip on the media. More or less the 
same occurred during media coverage of rescue work in the wake of the earthquake in Sichuan 
on 12 May 2008 which killed almost 70,000 people. Initial coverage in all media appeared free, 
but after about six weeks the authorities began making precise demands on media reporting. The 
Olympic Games in Beijing were approaching and problems were arising in the form of demands 
from the parents of the many schoolchildren killed that someone be held responsible for the lack 
of earthquake protection for school buildings.

[Foto: Medier 4]
In the days following the earthquake in Sichuan Province in May 2008, the media followed rescue work 
at close hand. They could tell the story of the authorities’ decisiveness and efficiency. The media were 
gagged, however, as soon as parents of the thousands of schoolchildren killed in the disaster began 
protesting. Large outdoor screen in Beijing, 2008.

In the days following the earthquake in Sichuan Province in 
May 2008, the media followed rescue work at close hand. 
They could tell the story of the authorities’ decisiveness and 
efficiency. The media were gagged, however, as soon as parents 
of the thousands of schoolchildren killed in the disaster began 
protesting. Large outdoor screen in Beijing, 2008.
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the fight for rights within their own ranks – partly in step with the 
increased degree of financial independence resulting from lower state 
subsidies. It is not always the case that all media simply obey orders 

People have really embraced modern technology in China. In May 2013, there were 
close to 1.17 billion mobile phone subscribers calling each other back and forth and 
sending each other billions of SMSs. In addition, there were around 600 million Internet 
users and more than 300 million bloggers. Shanghai, 2007.

Holmgaard BOOK.indb   107 11/07/14   13.26



Walking a tightrope

108

from above. “Previously, the media were supported one hundred per 
cent by the authorities,” says Wang Sixin. “The money came from the 
authorities, who also paid the salaries of most of those who worked 
in the media. In recent years, however, the media have had to make 
a business of their profession and earn as much as possible. I believe 
that when the media are put under financial pressure and have to make 
their own money, they also have to publish something completely dif-
ferent to what the authorities usually want.”

In other words: newspapers are not viable without paying readers. 
Readers know what they want, and this is seldom official stories served 
with official rhetoric. “Ten or twenty years ago, there were many 
things the media were not allowed to report,” says Wang Sixin. “In the 
China of today, though, there are many more kinds of stories. These 
include sex and pornography, so the Chinese media are also freer in 
this respect. Scantily dressed, beautiful women on magazine covers, 
articles about films, and yes, the films themselves are becoming more 

“Warm congratulations to the Chinese Communist Party on the successful completion of its 17th Congress.” 
Three young men in Beijing’s metro pass an example of modern propaganda posters. Beijing, 2007.
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and more daring.” He mentions director Li Yu’s film Lost in Beijing 
from 2007. The scenes it contains depicting prostitution, rape, child 
trafficking and kidnapping gave serious problems to the Chinese 
censorship board before its première at the Berlin International 
Film Festival in February of that year. However, it was not only 
scenes of sex and violence that the censors wanted cut out. They 
were also concerned about the film’s ending. In the film’s Chinese 
version, the main character leaves the house with her child without 
taking the money her employer has given her to purchase the boy. 
In the international version, she takes the money before leaving. The 
Chinese censors wanted to see an unsullied heroine before the closing 
credits. The director reached a compromise with the censors, but 
subsequently posted several of the censured scenes on the Internet, 
thus adding more fuel to the conflict. (See also p. 146.)

Huo Jiamei is 23 years old and holds a bachelor’s degree in law. She 
is currently studying media legislation at China’s Media University. 
Professor Wang Sixin is her tutor.

Do you think censorship is in order?

No, I don’t think it is.

But will it not result in chaos if the media are given complete freedom?

Censorship is not in order. We have plenty of experience of that from 
various parts of the world. If a country controls the media to that extent, 
it is not a democracy.

China will probably never become a democracy.

But there is a historical reason for this. We cannot change everything 
overnight. There are many professors like Professor Wang who have 
done a lot for freedom of speech in China. We are students, and, like our 
teachers, we want to ensure small changes for the media so that they can 
become more independent. On the other hand, most Chinese people 
do not have the ability to be independent in the same way as foreigners. 
Sometimes they enjoy the feeling of being controlled, for, as a whole, 
China’s culture and tradition is based on harmony. We Chinese want to 
be a part of this nation and to contribute to the country’s harmony. I do 
not know how we can get people from other countries to understand 
Chinese culture. It is our tradition. It is based on a very long history.
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“It is clear that the authorities attempt to censor all online infor-
mation, SMSs and the media in general, something which is becom-
ing more and more intolerable for the media and the population 
at large,” says Wang Sixin. “It is therefore not difficult to see that a 

conflict exists between journalists, 
the media and the authorities.”

And courage is apparently ris-
ing – at least among some of the 
journalists who work for printed 
media, believes Wang Sixin. “An ev-
er-increasing number of journalists 
are becoming aware of their rights,” 
he says. “The increased complexity 
of the market also gives journalists 

more room to express their various opinions. For if they are sacked, 
they can simply find a new job somewhere else. Financial pressure 
certainly can’t suppress journalists or force them to abandon their 
beliefs!”

[Foto: Kvinder 2]
People have really embraced modern technology in China. In May 2013, there were 
close to 1.17 billion mobile phone subscribers calling each other back and forth and 
sending each other billions of SMSs. In addition, there are now around 600 million 
Internet users and more than 300 million bloggers. Shanghai, 2007.

Many things happen which are completely out of the government’s con-
trol – even in China. I believe that the media were permitted to report 
so freely on SARS and the earthquake because the government had 
the same objectives as the media for a while. But it was also because 
the two situations were completely out of the government’s control.
Wang Sixin

Many things happen which are completely out 
of the government’s control – even in China. 
I believe that the media were permitted to 
report so freely on SARS and the earthquake 
because the government had the same 
objectives as the media for a while. But it 
was also because the two situations were 
completely out of the government’s control.
Wang Sixin

The case of Sun Zhigang
Until 1 August 2003, China had a system known as “custody and re-
patriation”. It was introduced in 1982 to give the authorities a method 
of containing the flood of urbanisation which occurred in the wake of 
Deng Xiaoping’s open door policy. Often, the people detained were 
unemployed or homeless, beggars and others without work permits 
for the city. 27-year-old Sun Zhigang was a qualified fashion designer 
from Wuhan in Central China, who travelled to Guangzhou in the 
south in 2003 looking for work. He was detained by the police in an 
Internet café because he didn’t have his ID with him. He was subjected 
to torture during his detention and died on 20 March 2003. His par-
ents told his story to the progressive newspaper Nanfang Dushibao. 
It subsequently spread to the Internet, where hundreds of thousands 
of sympathisers posted their thoughts. The system of “custody and 
repatriation” was subsequently discussed by top Chinese leaders and 
deemed to be in contravention of the constitution. Severe sentences 
were meted out to several of the people involved in Sun Zhigang’s 
detention. No policemen were sentenced, however. Four editors at 
Nanfang Dushibao were also sentenced. Two were quickly released 
again, while the sentence was reduced for the other two. 
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Today, there is a huge selection of newspapers and magazines in 
China, ranging from pure Party propaganda to quality information to 
the more daring popular press with its scantily dressed young women. 
The pirate DVD market also caters for all tastes – even with critical 
documentaries and, occasionally, even footage of the student protests 
in 1989. Supply is erratic, however, and unpredictably distributed.

Both now and in the future, the Internet is the top ace with respect to 
freedom of speech, and the authorities have invested massive resources 
into taking that card. It is a continuous challenge for them, however, as 
the Internet is in constant motion. Despite their efforts, Wang Sixin be-
lieves that the results are not very sat-
isfactory for the authorities. 

The authorities themselves have 
promoted media development, 
among other things, as mentioned, by 
introducing partial media privatisa-
tion in the 1990s. Not all changes have 
been initiated by the authorities, how-
ever, and not all the changes which 
have occurred are welcomed by the 
authorities, emphasises Wang Sixin. In his opinion, the foremost ex-
ample of this was the temporary media legislation introduced in 2007 
prior to the Olympic Games the following year which formally permit-
ted foreign journalists to interview anyone they wanted to without pri-
or application as long as the person in question consented. Previously, 

BOX, BUT DIFFERENT FROM THE YELLOW ONES
Huo Jiamei is 23 years old and holds a bachelor’s degree in law. She is currently studying media legislation 
at China’s Media University. Professor Wang Sixin is her tutor.

Do you think censorship is in order?

[Foto: KKP DSC04602]
“Warm congratulations to the Chinese Communist Party on the successful completion of its 17th Congress.” Three young men in 
Beijing’s metro pass an example of modern propag  anda posters. Beijing, 2007.

The authorities have blocked a wide range of websites, including Am-
nesty International, Human Rights Watch and even the BBC. They are 
blocked because they publish unpleasant articles about our govern-
ment. The sites were open during the Olympic Games, though. 
Wang Sixin

Leaders in the media
After assuming power in 2003, President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen 
Jiabao focused on utilising the media to portray an image of the 
people’s President and the people’s Premier. Hu Jintao celebrated the 
Chinese new year in 2004 by making dumplings with poor peasants in 
the country, while Wen Jiabao celebrated below ground with miners in 
Shanxi. A few hours after the earthquake in Sichuan in May 2008, Wen 
Jiabao was on a plane heading for the area to lead rescue operations. 
His presence was given massive coverage by all segments of the media. 
In June 2011, he posed for the cameras beneath a bridge in Wenzhou, 
where a high-speed train had been derailed five days before. Forty 
people were killed and 191 injured, and Wen promised that the cause 
of the accident would be found.

The authorities have blocked a wide range of 
websites, including Amnesty International, 
Human Rights Watch and even the BBC. They 
are blocked because they publish unpleasant 
articles about our government. The sites were 
open during the Olympic Games, though. 
Wang Sixin
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Zhan Li is 24 years old and holds a bachelor’s degree in law. She is 
currently studying media legislation at China’s Media University. 
Professor Wang Sixin is her tutor.

Do you think censorship is in order?

No. You just said that China cannot become a democracy, didn’t you? 
And although I think you are very worried about our situation, don’t 
you believe it is worth doing what we can to change the situation? Isn’t 
it worthwhile?

It depends on which changes you want and on how quickly you want 
them to happen.

All I can say is that, deep down, no one likes censorship, for everyone 
wants freedom and justice. I believe this also applies to the media, the 
Chinese media, the mass media and the media which work for the Party. 
I believe it applies to everyone who works there – especially those who 
are studying journalism. Naturally, they initially dream of working in 
journalism for the sake of justice, for what is right. No one starts out by 
dreaming of working for public officials. Naturally, they do not always 
want to obey the government. They have their own dreams, things 
they themselves want to accomplish. Sometimes, there is simply no 
choice. Over the last ten years, though, I have noticed that many of the 
traditional media are trying to achieve something for ordinary people. 
Have you heard about Sun Zhigang? It is a typical case in my opinion.

But there are not many cases like his, are there?

No, but a case like his shows that journalists too have their dreams. And 
you ask us: ‘Do you think censorship is in order?’ No, of course it’s not! 
I don’t think anyone believes it’s in order. But to survive under these 
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conditions, you must obey, and, once in a while, try and accomplish 
something. The story of Sun Zhigang appeared in the newspaper 
Nanfang Dushibao. Although it belongs to the more traditional media, 
it has many good assistant editors who want to give column space to 
minorities . . .

But these assistant editors . . .

. . . and they are subsequently sacked.

. . . if they really put on pressure, they are sacked or sent to jail.

Yes, that’s how it is.

Is it worth that much?

You keep asking that question. You keep asking: “Is it worth that much?”

It’s something you have to consider.

You have to think it over, even though the result is bad. But you can’t 
stop people who are prepared to fight for things.

About forty Chinese journalists are currently in prison, together 
with about thirty others who have written things on the Internet. 
Some say these numbers are small. There are 1.3 billion people in 
China and about seventy have been imprisoned for writing things 
the government doesn’t like.

And we also know that very many people are able to express themselves 
on the Internet. The Internet is not like the traditional media, though, as 
you don’t have the right to hold interviews. That right does not apply. 
So perhaps in reality our right to express ourselves on the Internet is 
limited. It is, though, much greater than before.
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all public employees in China were required to apply for permission to 
accept interview requests from journalists. 

Many Western observers thought that the former conditions 
would be reinstated as soon as the temporary legis-
lation expired after the Olympic Games. Wang Sixin, 
however, always believed that the authorities would 
have difficulty in turning back the clock. And he was 
right. The new legislation was made permanent on 
16 October 2008 – the day before it would otherwise 
have expired. Later that year, the government-con-
trolled newspaper the People’s Daily published an 
editorial calling for more openness. However, critics 
have pointed out that the authorities did very little be-
fore, during and after the Olympic Games to uphold 

this new media legislation. Quite the contrary, they claim.

Leaders in the media
After assuming power in 2003, President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen Jiabao focused 
on utilising the media to portray an image of the people’s President and the people’s 
Premier. Hu Jintao celebrated the Chinese new year in 2004 by making dumplings with 
poor peasants in the country, while Wen Jiabao celebrated below ground with miners 
in Shanxi. A few hours after the earthquake in Sichuan in May 2008, Wen Jiabao was on 
a plane heading for the area to lead rescue operations. His presence was given massive 
coverage by all segments of the media. In June 2011, he posed for the cameras beneath 
a bridge in Wenzhou, where a high-speed train had been derailed five days before. 
Forty people were killed and 191 injured, and Wen promised that the cause of the 
accident would be found.

I don’t think the Chinese government – precisely like many Western 
governments – wants the media to be completely free. I think West-
ern governments also do their best to keep the media on their side. 
Wang Sixin

BOX
The case of Sun Zhigang
Until 1 August 2003, China had a system known as “custody and repatriation”. It 
was introduced in 1982 to give the authorities a method of containing the flood of 
urbanisation which 

BOX, BUT DIFFERENT FROM THE YELLOW ONES
Zhan Li is 24 years old and holds a bachelor’s degree in law. She is currently studying media 
legislation at China’s Media University. Professor Wang Sixin is her tutor.

Website:

• tsquare.tv/ 
Homepage of the documentary “The Gate of Heavenly Peace” (see 
below).

Documentaries:

• “The Gate of Heavenly Peace”. Directed by Richard Gordon and 
Carma Hinton, 1995 (180 min.).
About the student uprising in Beijing 1989. Featuring the later Nobel 
Peace Prize laureate Liu Xiaobo and other prominent student leaders as 
well as a number of other Chinese witnesses to what happened before, 
during and after the crackdown. An in-depth and non-biased account 
of the incident. The Chinese government was offered the chance but 
chose not to contribute to the documentary.

• “So Sorry”. Directed by Ai Weiwei, 2012 (55 min.). 
On Youtube: www.youtube.com/watch?v=N2uF_95ihpY
About how political artist provocateur Ai Weiwei fights to publish the 
names of the more than 5,000 schoolchildren who perished when poor-
ly constructed school buildings collapsed during the Wenchuan earth-
quake in May 2008, and how the authorities make sure that he doesn’t. 
The issue becomes highly sensitive because parents of the perished chil-
dren start asking where the money went that should have made the 
school buildings earthquake-proof.

I don’t think the Chinese gov-
ernment – precisely like many 
Western governments – wants 
the media to be completely 
free. I think Western govern-
ments also do their best to 
keep the media on their side. 
Wang Sixin

Holmgaard BOOK.indb   114 11/07/14   13.26



115

Update: Forwards and backwards 
simultaneously

Wang Sixin has been promoted since I visited him last. He now has 
his own office as he has been appointed Deputy Dean of the Faculty 
of Law at the Media Law & Policy Research Centre of the 
Communication University of China. You would therefore 
think that Wang Sixin now has an excellent opportunity to 
push media development in the right direction. He himself 
thinks so. It has, for example, become easier for him to 
meet with various people and groups. He mentions that he 
has recently been visited by some law students from Aarhus 
University in Denmark.

“It’s easier to do these things now. In the past when I was only a 
professor, I knew my duties,” says Wang Sixin.

“It wasn’t easy then, because there were so many resources that I 
couldn’t use. It was beyond my means to use them. But since being 
appointed to this position, it’s become quite easy to arrange meetings 
like that. I think they’re quite helpful in promoting human rights and 
freedom of expression.”

Values and ways of think-
ing change for every gen-
eration. We can feel that 
things have changed. 
Wang Sixin

Photo: Deputy 
Dean Wang Sixin
Since it was founded in the late 1950s, 
some 60,000 people involved in the 
media have received their education at 
the Communication University of China, 
and a steady flow of new media graduates 
is still being produced. They meet the 
reality of a decaying censorship policy. 
The new media provide opportunities for 
progress. Deputy Dean Wang in his new 
office. Beijing, 2011.

Since it was founded in the late 1950s, some 60,000 people involved in the media have 
received their education at the Communication University of China, and a steady flow 
of new media graduates is still being produced. They meet the reality of a decaying 
censorship policy. The new media provide opportunities for progress. Deputy Dean 
Wang in his new office. Beijing, 2011.

Values and ways of 
thinking change for every 
generation. We can feel 
that things have changed. 
Wang Sixin
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And that’s something there’s need for in China, isn’t it? Especially now, 
after all the stories about Liu Xiaobo, Ai Weiwei and the Jasmine 
Revolution, whose seeds never germinated because of the massive 
police presence. For isn’t it true in reality that human rights have 
suffered setbacks in China in recent years?

“It’s difficult to tell whether things have moved back wards because 
of those events,” counters Wang Sixin. He weighs his words carefully. 
“You would probably be right in saying that setbacks have happened, 
but you can see things from different angles. When you look at spe-
cific cases, you could say that they perhaps don’t live up to interna-
tional requirements on human rights . . .”

Viewed from the outside, that’s how it seems.

“Yes, but the Chinese government does not concern itself only with 
human rights. They are also concerned with the fact that China is a 
vast country and that there are many things to be considered apart 
from human rights. They think: ‘When they give the Nobel Peace 

For the Chinese authorities, it is – in Wang Sixin’s opinion – a question of maintaining a delicate balance that gives 
stability and peace to as many people as possible. It is not only a question of what Liu Xiaobo thinks or what Ai 
Weiwei believes. Internet café in Shanghai, 2006.
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Prize to a dissident, are we supposed to just do everything they say 
when they pressure us? That would put us in an impossible situation.’ 
That’s no good either.”

Wang Sixin continues to put himself in the government’s place: 
“They perhaps also consider how they should handle the situation. 
Should Liu Xiaobo be kept in prison? What would 
the consequences be? Should Liu Xiaobo be released? 
What would the consequences be? Or what about Ai 
Weiwei, who simply wanted to expose the quality of 
the buildings which collapsed during the Sichuan 
earthquake? What are the consequences of that? 
That’s something they consider too. They don’t just 
look at human rights. It’s not only a question of Liu 
Xiaobo or Ai Weiwei. It’s more a question of all aspects of a case. It’s 
not a matter of specific individuals. Take Ai Weiwei, for example. He 
wanted to investigate the quality of the buildings. Among us academics, 
there are two views: Some say: ‘Great, do it. Otherwise the quality will 
never get better. If we don’t do it, we’ll have a bad conscience.’ ”

“Others take the government’s point of view: that it would take 
considerable human and economic resources to investigate cases like 
that. And if it came to light that there were other things behind the 
case, and the government couldn’t deal with them, a chain reaction 
of unrest might occur. That’s what the government is most afraid of. 
So it tries to let things lie, hoping that people will eventually forget. I 
think the government is more concerned with the overall situation. 
There are so many precarious issues in China that the government 
cannot simply focus on whatever Ai Weiwei focuses on.”

But surely that is one of the fundamental problems which should be 
discussed? Ai Weiwei simply wanted to publicise the names of the 
children. Is being against that reasonable?

“No, it is not, but they consider many other things. It’s not because they 
do not think about human rights. There are some things they have 
difficulty talking about, though. It may also be that the government 
overreacts. I just think that the Chinese government has not handled 
the case correctly. Take Liu Xiaobo, for example. When the West has 
acknowledged Liu Xiaobo by giving him the Nobel Peace Prize, he 
should, in my opinion, have been released immediately. That would 
have been good. As far as I can see, there are no benefits to be gained 

Photo: Internet 
Café 2
For the Chinese authorities, it is – in Wang 
Sixin’s opinion – a question of maintaining 
a delicate balance that gives stability and 
peace to as many people as possible. It 
is not only a question of what Liu Xiaobo 
thinks or what Ai Weiwei believes. 
Internet café in Shanghai, 2006.

To be honest, Liu Xiaobo’s case  
is not a big issue in China. In-
tellectuals are  interested in it. 
But ordinary people  are not. 
They have their own problems. 
Wang Sixin

To be honest, Liu Xiaobo’s 
case  is not a big issue in China. 
Intellectuals are  interested in 
it. But ordinary people  are not. 
They have their own problems. 
Wang Sixin
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from keeping him in prison. Incidentally, the Chinese government 
is actually treating him quite well in prison. I think the Chinese gov-
ernment has acted immaturely in this case. If they released Liu Xiaobo, 
it would send a positive signal to the rest of the world.”

Do you believe the government really wants progress in this area?

“I’m in no doubt that the government wants progress. Unfortunately, 
though, there are many public officials who are not familiar with 
the human rights covenant and its rules and requirements. If I were 
in their position, and knew the covenant well, I would have acted 
differently. But there are a great many public officials who are not 
familiar with the covenant. For them, the safest thing to do is to 
arrest Liu Xiaobo and Ai Weiwei. Releasing them is far too risky.”

Liu Xiaobo simply wrote a letter. Why is the government so afraid of that?

“His sentence was very harsh. But it is also because the Chinese gov-
ernment is unfamiliar with Western values. What the rest of the world 
focuses on is that he was sentenced too harshly. China has a long tradi-

 “Face the enemy coura-
geously”

New generations are growing up, and with them come opportunities for thinking and acting in new ways. In 
China, such developments are progressing at a tremendous pace. Beijing, 2012.
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tion of treating dissidents in this way, however. More than 2,000 years 
ago, Emperor Qinshihuang burnt all books about Confucius. And dur-
ing the Qing dynasty, a literary persecution took place. A man wrote a 
poem that indirectly criticised the government, and his entire fam-
ily was killed. There are also cases after 1949. Lin Zhao, for example, a 
student at Peking University who was against Mao’s Great Leap For-

“Face the enemy courageously.” Not so many years have passed since the violence-
glorifying rhetoric of the Mao Zedong era. It was also used in relation to children and 
has influenced several generations. This poster dates from January 1979, a month 
after Deng Xiaoping assumed power and started leading China on the path that it is 
following today. Maopost.com.
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ward campaign. She was executed. 
This shows that the powers that be 
in China have a long historical tra-
dition in relation to dissidents.”

“As the Chinese leadership has 
always been centralised, it is not 
unusual that the Chinese govern-
ment reacts in this way. There are 
two ways they can react. One is for 
them to give benefits to the people, 
give them land, freedom, etc. The 
other is to kill people. ‘If you don’t 
listen, I’ll kill you.’ These are two 
ancient traditions. Since Qinshi-
huang united China, the country 

has always had this tradition, even under Mao. The way the current 
government handles such cases, reflects this tradition.”

“But with respect to Liu Xiaobo, I don’t think it’s only about him. 
He is not alone. He has many friends who are just like him. In 2008, 
it was a major issue; one that the Chinese government had to put 
a stop to. But how? Within the Party, there are many who are very 
conservative. There are many reactionaries. We who are in our forties 
are open to new thoughts and new ideas. Education means a lot. If 
a generation learns about human rights and understands them, the 
issue can be better handled in a decent way.”

Let’s talk about the media. How do 
you view conditions for the media and 
freedom of speech in China at present?

“With respect to freedom of speech, it’s 
fair to say that there is now more con-
trol. I notice it in particular in connec-
tion with Internet searches on Google. 
That is often a problem. I really don’t 

believe that it is because Google has begun to provide a poorer ser-
vice. Although I have no evidence, I still wonder whether someone 
has tampered with Google or blocked sensitive topics. In the past, 
like two to five years ago, Google worked very well. But now, the 
quality of Google’s services is very poor. You can access the site, but 

Photo: New 
young values
New generations are growing up, and 
with them come opportunities for 
thinking and acting in new ways. In China, 
such developments are progressing at a 
tremendous pace. Beijing, 2012.

If Liu Xiaobo had lived during the Cultural Revolution,  he 
wouldn’t have been able to write anything. He would have 
been sent straight to prison. And if he hadn’t changed  his 
attitude, he would have been executed on the spot. So you 
could say that China has made considerable progress. 
Wang Sixin

Google’s official values are controversial in the eyes of the 
Chinese authorities, who therefore do everything they can to 
get Chinese Internet users to stick to Chinese search engines 
such as Baidu. 

If Liu Xiaobo had lived during the Cultural 
Revolution,  he wouldn’t have been able 
to write anything. He would have been 
sent straight to prison. And if he hadn’t 
changed  his attitude, he would have been 
executed on the spot. So you could say that 
China has made considerable progress. 
Wang Sixin
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usually a search gives no result. I do not believe that Google itself 
has done this. Although I have no evidence, I believe that maybe 
the Chinese government, or maybe some Chinese agency, has used 
special facilities to make people feel that this is not a good service 
and in this way push them away from this search engine.”

“Google isn’t irreplaceable. If the authorities make it difficult 
to use Google, people will eventually stop using it. People will be 
forced to use Baidu. The way you think depends to a great extent 
on what you see each day. If you read bad things about the 
government every day, you will naturally react against it. You 
have to bear in mind, though, that good things also happen 
in a vast country like China. If you only see positive things, 
you will acknowledge what the Chinese government is doing. 
When people go against the Party and the government, you 
will, at the very least, not support them. You might even try 
to stop them. That’s how the government thinks. You notice it in the 
mainstream media. They highlight positive reports.”

“Information from Google did not always meet the requirements 
of the Chinese government. The two therefore fell out. Google would 
not cooperate with the Chinese government. As Google is the largest 
Internet search engine, the government could not take the matter 
lightly.”

But although Western search engines are held in check, and although 
there is no access to Western forums like YouTube, Facebook and 
Twitter, which have been replaced with Chinese versions, it is still not 
possible to fully control the Internet. Each day, unwanted information 
appears on the Internet and is not removed until sometime later. How 
can that be?

“Take Sina, for example. This micro-blogging site is controlled by the 
users themselves,” he says. “If I use the service, I can post anything. 

Photo: Google or 
Baidu
Google’s official values are controversial in 
the eyes of the Chinese authorities, who 
therefore do everything they can to get 
Chinese Internet users to stick to Chinese 
search engines such as Baidu. Beijing, 
2012.

Seen from the govern-
ment’s point of view, it’s 
a question of stability. 
Wang Sixin

BOX:
China’s own approach to the Internet
Sina is probably China’s largest Internet Service Provider (ISP). It made its break-
through in the second half of 2009 when YouTube, Facebook, Twitter and several 
Chinese micro-blogging sites (e.g. Fanfuo and Digu) were shut down in the wake of 
violent disturbances in Xinjiang Province. 

Seen from the 
government’s 
point of view, it’s a 
question of stability. 
Wang Sixin

China’s own approach to the Internet
Sina is probably China’s largest Internet Service Provider (ISP). It 
made its breakthrough in the second half of 2009 when YouTube, 
Facebook, Twitter and several Chinese micro-blogging sites (e.g. 
Fanfuo and Digu) were shut down in the wake of violent disturbances 
in Xinjiang Province. 
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There is no prior censorship. It is also impossible for the service 
provider to restrict the material.”

But can’t the authorities blacklist certain words, making it impossible 
to search for them on the Internet?

“Yes, they can. But you can post your message, nevertheless. They 
may find it and deem it sensitive, and they may delete it. But then you 
can post it again, and again, and again. And, remember, it’s not only 
Sina that provides such services. There are others who think this is 
a good business opportunity, so they also provide such services, like 
Sohu.”

How does that help?

“Sina might think a particular piece of information is sensitive and 
should be deleted. But some other ISP might think it’s OK. Maybe 
Sohu, maybe 163, which also provides this kind of blogging service. 
Two or three years ago, for example, we regularly used blogs to pub-

For the Chinese authorities, it is – in Wang Sixin’s opinion – a question of maintaining a delicate balance that gives 
stability and peace to as many people as possible. It is not only a question of what Liu Xiaobo thinks or what Ai 
Weiwei believes. Beijing, 2011.
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lish our thoughts. I had a blog page on Sohu and other websites, but 
my articles were usually banned from appearing in public because a 
lot of them dealt with freedom of speech or freedom of the press. So 
they thought it was dangerous. I then moved the articles to another 
blog site where there was almost no censorship because the owner of 
the website had studied law.”

So it is not the government, but rather the micro-blogging site 
provider, whether it be Sohu, Sina or 163, that censors the content?

“Yes, they do the censorship. Even though there might be some guid-
ance from the government. But how is such guidance to be inter-
preted? Is this particular message dangerous? Some people might 
think it’s dangerous, others might think it’s OK.”

Stability, boy in pram

Documentaries:

• “Ai Weiwei: Never Sorry”. Directed by Alison Klayman, 2012 (91 
min.).
About the political artist provocateur Ai Weiwei during the crucial 
years of his career 2008–2011.

• “High Tech, Low Life”. Directed by Stephen Maing, 2012 (86 min.).
About two Chinese men and their fight for freedom of expression on the 
Internet. They are socalled citizen reporters, one-man news stations, 
and use the internet to spread underreported news and social issues 
stories.

• “Ai Weiwei: The Fake Case”. Directed by Andreas Johnsen, 2013 
(89 min.).
About the political artist provocateur Ai Weiwei’s fight back to normal 
life and work after almost three months of solitary confinement in the 
summer of 2011. Takes over where the documentary “Ai Weiwei: Never 
Sorry” left off.
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Chapter 5

Half the sky

Physically, she’s not very big, but nothing can stop her. Her eyes are 
intense and she talks non-stop on the subject that has consumed 

her since her youth: the fight for equality for China’s more than 600 
million women. Li Ying is forty years old. She is a law graduate and for 
the past seven years has worked at the Women’s Legal Aid Centre of 
the Peking University in Beijing where she now holds the position of 
deputy director.

It takes only a single question to fire her up, and she has no doubt 
about where the problems lie. However, despite her fervour, she also 
possesses a professional patience for she knows that without it she will 

As a young girl, Li Ying couldn’t help noticing how the women around her toiled but were still treated shamefully 
by the men despite Chairman Mao’s emphasis on women’s significant contribution to the building of the new 
China.
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make no progress in her work. If the objective is equality for women, 
demonstrations and protests will not help. Quite the contrary. They 
may damage the cause she is fighting for. Results can only be achieved 
by a long, slow haul, and equality for women is – in China as elsewhere 
– precisely that: a long, slow haul.

Equality for women has been high on the agenda in China ever 
since Mao Zedong’s communists took up the struggle for power, and 
significant progress was made when Mao proclaimed the People’s 
Republic of China in 1949. It was Mao himself who coined the 
phrase that women hold up half the sky and, according to him, they 
should therefore receive due recognition. Li Ying mentions several 
specific improvements which followed in the wake of the communist 
assumption of power – or the “liberation” as the Chinese themselves 
call it. Girls received the right to go to school on equal terms with boys. 
Women were also given the right to join the labour force, and official 
propaganda continually focused on the contribution of women in 
driving the revolution forwards.

[Foto: Li Ying 28]
As a young girl, Li Ying couldn’t help noticing how the women around her toiled but were still treated 
shamefully by the men despite Chairman Mao’s emphasis on women’s significant contribution to the 
building of the new China.

Just a few years ago, a provision in Sichuan stipulated that 
the breasts of female government officials should be equal 
in size. Before employing them, the authorities also checked 
whether they were pregnant. It’s not like that any more. 
Li Ying

Women with bound feet are a rare sight in the China of today. They belong to a dying generation who lived a 
very different life to that of their young, present-day fellow women. Beijing, 2008.
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In addition, many of the heroes of the revolution were women. 
Li Ying mentions Hao Jianxiu, who worked in a weaving mill before 
being asked to join the government. She is now a pensioner. Another 
woman hero was Guo Fengjian of Dazhai People’s Commune, which 
was named a model agricultural 
commune for the whole country 
in the 1960s. She remains active to 
this day in the National People’s 
Congress.

Women’s long march towards 
equality with men thus began as 
an important part of the communist government’s official policy. At 
the same time, though, it was a policy whose progress was dictated 
from above, and it was not until the UN World Conference on Women 
was held in Huairou near Beijing in 1995 that the seeds were sown for 
a grass-roots movement and for groups outside the ranks of the Com-
munist Party. Guo Jianmei, Li Ying’s superior and director of the cen-
tre, had another job at the time, but the conference on women’s rights 
prompted her and two others to quit their jobs, establish the centre and 
concentrate solely on the rights of Chinese women. The centre became 
a reality in December that year.

Li Ying joined the staff in 2002. For her, it was, and is, a dream job, 
which she only found because 
one of her student friends told 
her about it. She says it was 
precisely this type of work she 
was looking for because, as a 
young girl, she had decided to 
help women who were not able 
to help themselves. She grew up 
in the 1970s in Xiangxi, a small, 
poor town in the western part of 
Hunan Province. Although she 
herself came from an intellectual 
and relatively prosperous family, 
she saw women daily who had 
to toil and struggle, bent almost 
double beneath the heavy loads 
they carried on the yokes on their 

BOX:
Foot binding
The list of specific improvements made by the communists to the status of 
Chinese women includes the abolition of the harsh practice of foot binding, a 
tradition in parts of China where the feet of young girls were bound tightly with 
gauze to ensure that, over the years, the four small toes became folded beneath 
the big toe which itself was forced backwards. As a result, the adult woman’s 
feet were small, deformed and pointed with strongly arched insteps. The ideal 
was small feet, the smaller the more beautiful. If a woman had not had her feet 
bound as a child, she had little chance of marrying. Nobody wanted her and she 
could therefore not fulfil her role in society. Nowadays, women with ‘three inch 
golden lilies’ are rare. The last generation has all but died out. 

[Foto: Kvinder 7]
Women with bound feet are a rare sight 
in the China of today. They belong to 
a dying generation who lived a very 
different life to that of their young, 
present-day fellow women. Beijing, 2008.

Foot binding
The list of specific improvements made by the com-
munists to the status of Chinese women includes the 
abolition of the harsh practice of foot binding, a tra-
dition in parts of China where the feet of young girls 
were bound tightly with gauze to ensure that, over 
the years, the four small toes became folded beneath 
the big toe which itself was forced backwards. As a 
result, the adult woman’s feet were small, deformed 
and pointed with strongly arched insteps. The ideal 
was small feet, the smaller the more beautiful. If a 
woman had not had her feet bound as a child, she 
had little chance of marrying. Nobody wanted her 
and she could therefore not fulfil her role in society. 
Nowadays, women with ‘three inch golden lilies’ are 
rare. The last generation has all but died out. 

Just a few years ago, a provision in Sichuan 
stipulated that the breasts of female government 
officials should be equal in size. Before employing 
them, the authorities also checked whether they 
were pregnant. It’s not like that any more. 
Li Ying
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shoulders. What Li Ying noticed 
most was the fact that no matter 
how much these women slaved, they 
were always lowest in the hierarchy 
– so far down that they often weren’t 
even allowed to sit at the table when 
the family ate.

The centre at which Li Ying 
works is an NGO of the official type, 
affiliated to Peking University. So 
there is solid official backing for her 
work. In reality, the toughest oppo-
nent is to be found somewhere else 
entirely, she says, namely among 
China’s traditions. It is the tradition-
al way of thinking that is toughest 
to overcome and she and her col-
leagues therefore spend much time 
organising courses for legislators, 
police, lawyers and judges; courses 
where the special problems of wom-
en are tabled and discussed. For it 
is mainly men who hold these po-
sitions – especially at the top – and 
this may have consequences, for ex-
ample when a judge passes sentence, 
she explains. Male judges who are 

not aware of discrimination against women are more inclined to agree 
with the male party in a conflict. The woman is generally the weaker 
party while the man has his connections and can obtain various cer-
tificates and testimonials if necessary. If the judge is not aware of such 
problems, it can be very difficult for the woman to win.

Li Ying explains that the centre has fought many cases for women 
who have been sacked for becoming pregnant. Previously, employers 
had no difficulty in adding a clause to a woman employee’s contract that 
she was under an obligation not to get married during the first three 
years and not to become pregnant during the first five. This is no longer 
allowed, she says, but employers still have many other possibilities of 
making discriminatory demands on women employees. This is why 

The area in which we lived was very beautiful but also very poor. Often, girls 
were not allowed to go to school. It was too costly. I knew a girl who was 
only allowed to go to school on the condition that she didn’t receive lunch. 
I often invited her home with me so that she could have something to eat. 
Li Ying

[Foto: Kvinder 1]
In the towns and cities, many young 
women lead a modern life with relatively 
great freedom. They certainly enjoy the 
opportunity of going out with friends. 
Dandong, 2006.

In the towns and cities, many young women lead a modern life 
with relatively great freedom. They even have the opportunity 
of going out with friends. Dandong, 2006.
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it is absolutely crucial that everyone 
– high and low – is made aware of 
women’s rights. And this applies not 
least to women themselves.

Young women are not really aware 
of lacking equality in much of modern 
China’s everyday workings, believes 
Li Ying. She fears that what they are 
most aware of is themselves. Many do 
not discover the harsh realities until they finish university and have 
to find a job. Many employers in the labour market prefer men to 
women. This is also true if women decide to stay at university and 
study for a master’s degree or PhD. Here too, men are generally pre-
ferred. It is therefore a sad irony, 
points out Li Ying, that women of-
ten have the best grades when they 
leave university. Nevertheless, it is 
they who experience the greatest 
difficulty in finding a job.

The media are of great help to 
the centre, as they provide an op-
portunity to disseminate informa-
tion on equality. Luckily, they are 
generally interested in the kind of 
story the centre can provide, for, 
besides describing the basic prob-
lem, they often throw in exciting 
examples of how individual women 
struggle against unfair conditions. 
The centre’s relations with the media 
are ambivalent, however, as they, to-
gether with the advertising sector, in 
reality counteract the centre’s basic 
policy. Every day, television, maga-
zines and newspapers are full of pic-
tures of pretty young women whose 
greatest asset is precisely that: being 
pretty, young women. Li Ying makes 
no attempt to hide her indignation 

The area in which we lived was very 
beautiful but also very poor. Often, girls 
were not allowed to go to school. It was too 
costly. I knew a girl who was only allowed to 
go to school on the condition that she didn’t 
receive lunch. I often invited her home with 
me so that she could have something to eat. 
Li Ying

In China, women are stereotyped by the media where even 
serious information is presented in sexy packaging. For example 
the monthly magazine Shixiao Jiankang, which every year in 
October is published with a cover photo of naked women 
celebrities to draw attention to the fight against breast cancer. 
Beijing, 2007.
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at the advertising industry’s stereotypes of her fellow women. “As they 
say: ‘thirty years old, sweet as a flower; forty years old, wilted and dour’. 
It’s unbearable,” she grumbles. Standardisation of sex roles almost nat-
urally produces an image of a man who is strong and has a career and 
a woman who is kind and beautiful and looks after the home. The In-
ternet and the Chinese film industry also fuel this trend, which Li Ying 
feels has become stronger and stronger in recent years.

[Foto: Kvinder 9]
In China, women are stereotyped by the 
media where even serious information is 
presented in sexy packaging. For example 
the monthly magazine Shixiao Jiankang, 
which every year in October is published 
with a cover photo of naked women 
celebrities to draw attention to the fight 
against breast cancer. Beijing, 2007.

Birth planning policy
As it is known as the one-child policy in the West, many people be-
lieve that all Chinese couples may only have one child each. In reality, 
though, this only applies to a third of all Chinese women of child-
bearing age. In China, the policy is known as the birth planning policy. 
Following various half-hearted initiatives in the 1970s, the policy was 
ruthlessly implemented from 1980 onwards – often with forced abor-
tions late in pregnancy. The policy was quickly refined, however, and a 
number of different groups in the population are now allowed more 
than one child. Among these are China’s 55 ethnic minorities. The 
legislation now only applies to the largest ethnic group, Han Chinese, 
which accounts for almost 92 per cent of the population. In addition, 
couples who are both from single-child families are now allowed to 
have two children. 

In its strictest form, the law only applies in towns and cities, while 
couples in the country whose first child is a girl are usually allowed 
to have a second child a few years later. Many people keep trying 
though until they have the much wanted baby boy and, although it is 
forbidden, provoked abortions are performed after the parents have 
been told the sex of their child. Unwanted baby girls are also killed, 
although no data on numbers is available, and it is also conspicuous 
that well over ninety per cent of Chinese babies adopted in the West 
are girls who have been found abandoned on the street. The result is 
a male-biased sex distribution of officially 119 boys to every 100 girls. 
But that is an average, emphasises Li Ying. The bias is much greater 
with second- or third-time births.

Officially, the Chinese authorities estimate that the birth planning 
policy has so far prevented up to 400 million births, which – presum-
ably quite incidentally – also corresponds to other statistics which 
claim that up to 400 million people have been lifted from absolute 
poverty since the open door policy was introduced in 1978.
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Attitudes must be countered with information and 
education, she believes. Efforts must be made even 
with young children. She mentions a specific example: 
Liu Minghui, a woman lecturer employed at China’s 
Women’s University, who was previously involved in 
the work of the centre. She has subsequently established 
a course on sexual equality and the preliminary 
feedback is very positive. The students are more 
interested in the subject than Liu Minghui dared 
hope, says Li Ying. Although the course on sexual 
equality appears to be a one-off example of a 
growing awareness of the problem among young 
people – Li Ying mentions no others despite 
repeated requests – Liu Minghui’s course provides 
if nothing else the opportunity of discussing all 
the everyday things that most people today 
consider only natural and non-problematic but 
which in reality are sexually discriminatory or 
help lock the sexes into standardised roles.

The one-child policy, for example. Introduced 
to brake the rapid growth in population, it has, 
because of Chinese society’s traditional focus on 
boys, produced a heavily biased sex distribution 
among young people. On average, 119 boys are 

“Girls should be treated with care.” 
The sex distribution of Chinese 
children has been pushed seriously 
out of balance by the one-child policy 
because most families traditionally 
prefer boys. The authorities regularly 
run campaigns which emphasize that 
girls are just as valuable as boys. Xi’an, 
2008.
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born for every 100 girls. The natural balance is about 106. The reason for 
this is that it is still important for many families in the country to have 

a son who can look after his parents when they are 
old and weak and have no real chance of moving 
into a care home. Where women are concerned, 
Chinese tradition commands that they leave their 
own families to serve their husband’s families and 
this still happens in many remote country areas.

Li Ying believes the one-child policy is sexually 
discriminatory because of the rule that people in the country are 
allowed to try again if their first born child is a girl. She also questions 
the assertion that precisely this rule has saved the lives of many girls – 
“there are still many girls who have never been born,” as she puts it – but 

admits that the problem is difficult to 
solve. The number of baby girls who 
are killed would undoubtedly rise 
considerably if the one-child policy 
did not in this way give people in the 
country a little leeway. Nevertheless, 
the present rule is a thorn in the 
flesh of Li Ying and her colleagues, 
for it accepts the principle that baby 
girls are less valuable than baby boys 
and thus contributes to maintaining 
a traditional, discriminatory way of 
thinking when the precise opposite 
is needed.

There are also other rules which 
are directly discriminatory in Li 
Ying‘s view. An example is the rules 
for when women and men must 
retire. Women must retire at 50 if 
they are workers and at 55 if they 
have jobs which require higher ed-
ucation. Men must retire at 60 no 
matter their occupation. All in all, 
as Li Ying emphasises, this not only 
involves sexual discrimination but 
also status discrimination, as dif-

BOX:
Birth planning policy
As it is known as the one-child policy in the West, many people believe that all Chinese couples 
may only have one child each. In reality, though, this only applies to a third of all Chinese women 
of child-bearing age. In China, the policy is known as the birth planning policy. Following various 
half-hearted initiatives in the 1970s, the policy was ruthlessly implemented from 1980 onwards 
– often with forced abortions late in pregnancy. The policy was quickly refined, however, and 
a number of different groups in the population are now allowed more than one child. Among 
these are China’s 55 ethnic minorities. The legislation now only applies to the largest ethnic group, 
Han Chinese, which accounts for almost 92 per cent of the population. In addition, couples who 
are both from single-child families are now allowed to have two children. 

In its strictest form, the law only applies in towns and cities, while couples in the country whose 
first child is a girl are usually allowed to have a second child a few years later. Many people keep 
trying though until they have the much wanted baby boy and, although it is forbidden, provoked 
abortions are performed after the parents have been told the sex of their child. Unwanted baby 
girls are also killed, although no data on numbers is available, and it is also conspicuous that well 
over ninety per cent of Chinese babies adopted in the West are girls who have been found 
abandoned on the street. The result is a male-biased sex distribution of officially 119 boys to 
every 100 girls. But that is an average, emphasises Li Ying. The bias is much greater with second 
or third time births.

Officially, the Chinese authorities estimate that the birth planning policy has so far prevented 
up to 400 million births, which – presumably quite incidentally – also corresponds to other 
statistics which claim that up to 400 million people have been lifted from absolute poverty since 
the open door policy was introduced in 1978.

[Fotos: Kvinder 
3 og Kvinder 4] BOTH PHO-
TOS TO BE USED
“Girls should be treated with care.” The 
sex distribution of Chinese children has 
been pushed seriously out of balance 
by the one-child policy because most 
families traditionally prefer boys. The 
authorities regularly run campaigns which 
emphasise that girls are just as valuable as 
boys. Xi’an, 2008.

Although I realise that the 
rule springs from Chinese 
reality, it is also a compro-
mise for Chinese reality. It 
expresses the traditional view 
that boys are worth more. 
Li Ying

[Foto: Etbarns-
politik DSC_0813]
The one-child policy has resulted in fewer 
girls being born and more boys being 
spoilt. The policy also puts enormous 
pressure on the single children no matter 
their sex as they alone are responsible for 
the family‘s future. Baotou, 2009.

The one-child policy has resulted in fewer girls being born 
and more boys being spoilt. The policy also puts enormous 
pressure on the single children no matter their sex as they alone 
are responsible for the family‘s future. Baotou, 2009.

Although I realise that the rule 
springs from Chinese reality, it is 
also a compromise for Chinese 
reality. It expresses the traditional 
view that boys are worth more. 
Li Ying
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ferent retirement ages apply to women depending on their status in 
society.

The trouble with lower retirement ages for women is that it limits 
their possibilities for a career in relation to men. Fifty to fifty-five-
year-olds are usually at their peak, both financially and in terms of 
experience, emphasises Li Ying. In addition, that is precisely the 
time in their lives when they have most freedom to concentrate on their 
work as there are no longer children waiting at home to be looked 
after. But when an employer knows that a woman employee will retire 
at fifty or fifty-five, he begins to hesitate 
in promoting her when she is in her mid 
forties. In reality, the legislation thus 
represents a barrier to women‘s career 
opportunities. It is much more difficult 
for them to reach the very top.

The argument given in favour of ear-
ly retirement for women is often that it 
makes room in the job market for young 
people. It is constantly a major task for the Chinese government to cre-
ate enough jobs for the millions of young people who join the queue for 
work each year – especially in light of the international financial crisis 
whose effects began to make themselves felt in late 2008 and which had 
a dramatic effect in China. Every year, more than six million Chinese 
graduates leave university. On top of that come all the millions of young 
people with shorter educations or none at all. Li Ying, however, has dif-
ficulty understanding why a desire to create jobs should contradict the 
wish that women and men should have the same retirement age. As she 
sees it, these are two separate issues which have nothing to do with one 
another.

With the present retirement rules, all that really happens is that 
women retire, begin drawing their pension and start looking for a 
new job to supplement their pension. There is, however, considerable 
difference in their situation before and after retirement as the jobs 
available to pensioners are usually unchallenging and poorly paid 
without any possibility of promotion. They simply supplement a 
pension. As Li Ying points out, however, the result is, in reality, that 
very few women pensioners make room for young people in the job 
market despite the fact that they have officially taken early retirement. 
By finding a new job, they take up just as much room as always.

Many employers claim that 
when women retire early it 
makes room in the job mar-
ket for young people. But we 
ask: Why is it only women 
who should make room? 
Why not men? Why is it only 
women and not men who 
must make that sacrifice?
Li Ying

Many employers claim that when women 
retire early it makes room in the job 
market for young people. But we ask: Why 
is it only women who should make room? 
Why not men? Why is it only women and 
not men who must make that sacrifice?
Li Ying
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Each year, at the beginning of March to be precise, the centre ex-
erts pressure to have the rules changed. For it is then that the Chinese 
parliament, the National People’s Congress, holds its annual general 
meeting in the Great Hall of the People on Tiananmen Square. On 
7 March 2006 – the day before International Women’s Day, empha-
sises Li Ying – representatives from the centre met with the Judicial 
Committee of the National People’s Congress and submitted a report 
which concluded that the difference in retirement age between men 
and women was discriminatory and thus in conflict with the consti-
tution. That was the first time that demands were made for changes 
to be made on the grounds that current legislation is non-constitu-
tional, says Li Ying. The case therefore enjoyed considerable interest 
from the national media. The Chinese email providers Sina and Sohu 
created special debate sites to which many ordinary Chinese people 
contributed.

Ideally, Li Ying would like to see flexible retirement ages intro-
duced for both men and women, but realises that this dream is still 
far in the future. Li Ying is, however, content to take one step at a time 
and, although the legislation has yet to be altered, she is pleased to note 
that cracks have perhaps begun to appear. Since the meeting with the 
Judicial Committee of the National People’s Congress in 2006, the Chi-

[Foto: Trayton 
75]
Women are forced out of the labour 
market at a young age. Their retirement 
age is lower than men’s and they 
therefore have a shorter time to fulfil their 
career. Shanghai, 2006.

Women are forced out of the labour market at a young age. Their retirement age is 
lower than men’s and they therefore have a shorter time to fulfil their career. Shanghai, 
2006.
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nese Ministry of Trade has apparently changed its own internal rules 
so that both female and male employees in the ministry now retire at 
the same age. Apparently, that is. Li Ying does not know for sure. It is 
just something she heard in a roundabout way via a journalist in Bei-
jing who interviewed her recently. But that’s how it is in China. Such 
concessions given by the authorities are not advertised officially. Nev-
ertheless, it appears that the efforts of the centre and other grass-roots 
organisations have now reached a point in this particular area where 

China’s political system – in brief 
The Chinese parliament, the National People’s Congress (NPC), 
has almost 3,000 delegates from all over the country. Delegates are 
elected in closed elections every four years. Each and every deputy 
is a member of the Chinese Communist Party. The parliament meets 
once a year in early March and, in theory, it is here that the govern-
ment, the State Council, is elected every fourth year. Over the three 
decades which have passed since Deng Xiaoping introduced his 
policy of reform, parliament has assumed increasing importance 
for the ever more detailed legislative work. The Congress therefore 
enjoys growing influence on policy making in contrast to the days of 
Mao Zedong. There is, however, still far to go before it can call itself 
a parliament in the Western meaning of the word. It is still a small 
circle of delegates, the State Council, and in particular an even smaller 
group, the Standing Committee of the State Council, which wields the 
real power. 

Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) is a 
consultative organisation, a kind of upper house of parliament without 
any real powers, which meets concurrently with the annual meeting 
of the National People’s Congress. During the almost two weeks that 
the two conferences last, the two forums take turns at holding ses-
sions in the Great Hall of the People on Tiananmen Square. It consists 
of almost 3,000 delegates from all over the country who represent 
a broad spectrum of society and are not affiliated to the Chinese 
Communist Party. Over the last ten years or so, CPPCC has been 
increasingly used by the Chinese government to gain an impression 
of the type and scope of the issues currently affecting the population. 
CPPCC is thus an ever more important source of ideas on what can be 
done to solve such issues. 
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they can reap the seeds they’ve sown. Renewed pressure is brought to 
bear on the National People’s Congress every year in March.

The centre is able to focus such pressure directly. Guo Jianmei, 
one of the founders of the centre, is a member of the Chinese People’s 
Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), an organisation that 
meets concurrently with the annual meeting of the National People’s 
Congress. CPPCC is a group of delegates who are not affiliated to 
the Chinese Communist Party but who are permitted to provide the 
government with suggestions and input. The other members of the 
centre’s staff, including Li Ying, furnish Guo Jianmei, who also holds 
a law degree, with reports, statistics, facts and specific stories which 
she can use to support her arguments vis-à-vis the government.

Guo Jianmei is thus a good, old-fashioned lobbyist in the Western 
sense, who attempts to influence the authorities on issues of key 
importance to her centre. Among the legislation the centre has had 
an interest in changing, Li Ying mentions laws concerning marriage, 
the protection of women’s rights, ownership rights, social security, 
labour contracts and the right of organisation. Although not all 
these deal directly with women’s rights, Li Ying emphasises that it 
is important for her and the rest of the centre’s staff to make clear 
that they work with women’s issues seen from society’s point of view 

BOX:
China’s political system – in brief 
The Chinese parliament, the National People’s Congress (NPC), has almost 3,000 delegates 
from all over the country. Delegates are elected in closed elections every four years. Each and 
every deputy is a member of the Chinese Communist Party. The parliament meets once a year 
in early March and, in theory, it is here that the government, the State Council, is elected every 
fourth year. Over the three decades which have passed since Deng Xiaoping introduced his 
policy of reform, parliament has assumed increasing importance for the ever more detailed 
legislative work. The Congress therefore enjoys growing influence on policy making in contrast 
to the days of Mao Zedong. There is, however, still far to go before it can call itself a parliament 
in the Western meaning of the word. It is still a small circle of delegates, the State Council, and 
in particular an even smaller group, the Standing Committee of the State Council, which wields 
the real power. 

Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) is a consultative organisation, a 
kind of upper house of parliament without any real powers, which meets concurrently with the 
annual meeting of the National People’s Congress. During the almost two weeks that the two 
conferences last, the two forums take turns at holding sessions in the Great Hall of the People 
on Tiananmen Square. It consists of almost 3,000 delegates from all over the country who 
represent a broad spectrum of society and are not affiliated to the Chinese Communist Party. 
Over the last ten years or so, CPPCC has been increasingly used by the Chinese government 
to gain an impression of the type and scope of the issues currently affecting the population. 
CPPCC is thus an ever more important source of ideas on what can be done to solve such issues. 

[Plakat: 1450-
001M] VERY HIGH RESOLU-
TION AVAILABLE
“Give our women ‘half-of-the-sky’ in our 
new Long March”. Mao Zedong’s old 
slogan about women upholding half the 
sky was reinstated by the authorities in 
their efforts to utilise women’s skills in the 
coming modernisation. Poster from 1978. 
Maopost.com.

“Give our women ‘half-the-sky’ in our new Long March”. Mao Zedong’s old slogan 
about women upholding half the sky was reinstated by the authorities in their efforts to 
utilise women’s skills in the coming modernisation. Poster from 1978. Maopost.com.
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and not from a point of view particular to women. If the problems 
are approached from a women’s point of view, many authorities 
will simply refer the matter to the Women’s Federation, which is a 
coordinating organisation incapable of taking political decisions. 
“That is precisely why so many issues concerning women are so 
difficult to solve.” says Li Ying. “Society confuses sex-specific issues 
with women’s issues. In reality, the issues affect all of society.”

And it is indeed women from all layers of Chinese society who 
ask the centre to help them with free legal aid. Li Ying estimates that, 
over the thirteen years the centre has been in operation, some 70,000 
people have approached it with all kinds of problems. Although the 
centre first and foremost provides a telephone help line, advice is also 
given via emails, chat rooms and personal meetings.

Besides lobbying and providing legal advice, the centre carries out 
research and brings cases of public interest litigation to the courts. 
About 2,000 a year in total. At present, the centre is looking for a 
usable case which can break the ice with respect to women’s right to 
security of land tenure. A problem can exist for years without being 
solved unless a case can be found which is capable of changing the 
way the courts view current practice, and sometimes it takes both 
patience and luck before such 
a case appears. It does not help 
that the women who experience 
difficulties often cannot afford to 
fight a case themselves and are 
often unaware that the centre in 
Beijing is on the lookout for a 
case just like theirs. Their local 
lawyers are usually also unaware.

But Li Ying would really like 
to find such a case. The problem is that in many places women lose 
the right of tenure to their land if they marry someone from a village 
other than their own. Again, this is largely a matter of the traditional 
way of thinking: that the woman marries into another village and there-
fore loses her rights in the village she came from. “The woman moves, 
and the washing-up water is poured out,” Li Ying comments wryly. 
The centre has in fact succeeded in getting the necessary amendment to 
the Property Law through parliament – “Section 65 (2),” she says with 
obvious pride without being asked – but implementation is lagging. 

Women in the People’s Repub-
lic of China enjoy equal rights 
with men in all spheres of life, 
political, economic, cultural 
and social, and family life.
The state protects the rights 
and interests of women, 
applies the principle of 
equal pay for equal work 
for men and women alike 
and trains and selects cad-
res from among women.
Constitution of the People’s 
Republic of China, Article 48. 

Women in the People’s Republic of China enjoy 
equal rights with men in all spheres of life, 
political, economic, cultural and social, and family 
life. The state protects the rights and interests 
of women, applies the principle of equal pay 
for equal work for men and women alike and 
trains and selects cadres from among women.
Constitution of the People’s Republic of China, 
Article 48. 
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She explains that if a village council or village leaders make a decision 
that violates a villager’s interests, the villager can approach the courts 
to have the decision overruled. The same is true if a village’s rules or 
customs violate a villager’s interests. Again, the wording does not spe-
cifically mention women, but Li Ying emphasises that Chinese women 
have a pressing need of precisely this regulation. Although the cen-

tre has fought dozens of cases in twenty 
provinces, the result has always been dis-
appointing. No cases have yet been won.

It was also a case concerning a wom-
an’s right to land tenure that took Li Ying 
on her most dangerous mission to date. 
Together with Guo Jianmei, she trav-

elled to Henan Province to fight the case. On their arrival, the men 
of the village – about 100 in all – gathered outside the house where 
they were staying. They were armed with clubs and intended to prevent 
the two Beijing lawyers from getting to court, where the case was to be 
heard that morning. Outside, the police were kept busy controlling the 
crowd and confiscating cameras – “For our safety, they didn’t want the 
men to photograph us,” Li Ying explains – while the two women stood 
inside considering the situation. If they did not make it to court, they 
could not plead the case for their client.

In the end, they decided to go outside and talk to the armed men. 
As Li Ying entered the crowd, the village leader grabbed her arms. 
“I looked at him with steady eyes, which probably also shone with 
determination, and I asked him: ‘What do you want?’ He let go of 
me immediately and they all withdrew. There we stood, two women, 
weak yet strong willed. They probably all knew that it is wrong to 
withhold the rights of women.”

Even with the support of the central authorities, the fight for 
equality can thus lead to threatening situations. “We want to help the 
weak, but our adversaries are strong,” says Li Ying, and emphasises 
that the struggle requires courage, intelligence and strategic thinking. 
And this does not only apply where angry men armed with clubs are 
concerned: it also applies in relation to the ruling and all-dominant 
Party which, although it wants progress and improvement in the 
area, will under no circumstances whatsoever tolerate that it causes 
any form of unrest. Demonstrating is therefore not an option for the 
centre. But does this not hamper the struggle considerably? Would 

So we decided not to be afraid. Perhaps they would actually become 
even more incensed if we didn’t go outside and talk to them. It was 
the most dangerous case we have had, but we felt it was a just cause. 
Li Ying

So we decided not to be afraid. Perhaps 
they would actually become even more 
incensed if we didn’t go outside and talk 
to them. It was the most dangerous case 
we have had, but we felt it was a just cause. 
Li Ying
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quicker progress not be made by demonstrating? “In that respect, 
China is very different from Western countries. In China, I do not 
believe that demonstrating is the best method,” comments Li Ying. 
“It is essentially not a good method. Conditions are different in China 
and we have to accept this. If you use methods that end up giving a 
bad result . . . that’s really not what we want.”

Progress is being made, however. Li Ying thinks of examples. 
She points out the growth of NGOs in China. “Before 1995, we had 
no idea what an NGO was. And now see how many there are.” The 
UN Conference on Women in Huairou got things started. Another 
example is domestic violence. Again, Li Ying returns to the women’s 
conference. Before that, domestic violence had never been discussed 
in China, she says.

Naturally, domestic violence is also something the centre works 
with on an ongoing basis. It’s a question of the man wanting total 
control, explains Li Ying. If the man doesn’t think his wife is doing 
things properly, he hits her, and, among those who are beaten, many 
believe that he has a right to behave in this way. It is a very complicated 
issue with many causes, and it happens 
in all layers of society. “There are many 
professors and top-ranking government 
officials who hit their wives, and when 
they hit, so do the peasants.” Naturally, 
the victims must be protected, but the 
centre also wants help to be provided 
for the perpetrators. How can you stop them hitting? Information, 
punishment and even psychotherapy are possible means. With regard 
to the latter, Li Ying looks to Taiwan, where psychotherapy is obligatory 
for men who hit their wives. It is required by law, something which Li 
Ying would also like to see on mainland China.

All things considered, Li Ying is reasonably satisfied. There 
are plenty of problems and plenty of injustices, but there is also 
room to work. Equality is at least a subject that can be discussed 
publicly, basic legislation is already in place, and the government 
officially supports efforts to improve the conditions of women. All 
in all: improvements are being made. The task is to apply pressure, 
keep applying pressure and find the best places to apply pressure. 
Neither does Li Ying have any immediate impression that the 
modernisation process has led to demands within society that 

Naturally, we want quick progress, but the pace is different in Chi-
na. It’s a huge country and there are plenty of problems. So just be-
cause we want things to change quickly doesn’t mean they will. 
Li Ying

[Plakat: Hustru-
vold, Plakat 2] VERY HIGH 
RESOLUTION AVAILABLE
“Stop domestic violence, build a happy 
life.” Domestic violence is still a new 
concept in China and there are very few 
places where the women affected can 
seek help. The actors Wang Xuebing and 
Wang Tong appeared in a rare campaign. 
Poster from ca 2006. Own collection. 

Naturally, we want quick progress, but 
the pace is different in China. It’s a 
huge country and there are plenty of 
problems. So just because we want things 
to change quickly doesn’t mean they will. 
Li Ying
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women withdraw from the labour 
market and return home to a life of 
children and cooking.

Although there are no statis-
tics on the issue, it is quite simply 
not possible for a modern Chinese 
family to survive without two in-
comes if they are to be able to af-
ford a flat, car, dog and their child’s 
schooling besides a flat-screen TV, 
computer and all the other techno-
logical gadgets necessary to live a 
life compatible with the 21st centu-
ry. That alone is sufficient to assure 
women a place in the labour force. 
Perhaps the very richest men would 
like their wives to stay at home, she 
muses, and this makes her think of 
another problem: namely that the 
value of working at home is not rec-
ognised. As a result, many women 
are placed in a very vulnerable situ-
ation during a divorce. If a woman 
has supported her husband during 
all the years he studied or climbed 

the career ladder, and he then dumps her as soon as he becomes suc-
cessful, all the work she has done for her husband amounts to noth-
ing. In China, the legislation is still insufficient on that point, ob-
serves Li Ying.

Yes, there are certainly plenty of problems to tackle, but again: it’s 
the long, slow haul that counts. Li Ying focuses on the possibilities 
and, although she thinks 
the government could be 
more active in its efforts 
to increase general pub-
lic awareness of the issue, 
she truly appreciates its 
attitude to equality. That 
is probably why Li Ying 

With regard to legislation 
concerning equality, China 
is well ahead. There are still 
many countries where no 
one dares talk about sexual 
equality. There are still many 
countries which do not have 
legislation on these issues. 
Li Ying

“Stop domestic violence, build up happy life.” Domestic 
violence is still a new concept in China and there are very few 
places where the women affected can seek help. The actors 
Wang Xuebing and Wang Tong appeared in a rare campaign. 
Poster from ca 2006. Own collection. 

With regard to legislation concerning 
equality, China is well ahead. There 
are still many countries where no one 
dares talk about sexual equality. There 
are still many countries which do not 
have legislation on these issues. 
Li Ying
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appears very direct and sincere when she points out that she feels no 
anger, bitterness or disappointment that no-one is informed when the 
authorities accept the arguments put forward by the centre or other 
grass-roots organisations and make changes – as, for example, is ap-
parently happening with the differentiated retirement ages of men and 
women. Li Ying views the situation as a process and notes that every-
one who works with the issue is experiencing success. She has no need 
to count victories on her own or the centre’s behalf. “It’s not important 
that they inform us. The shift in policy already represents progress, 
and, as long as the results are good and changes are made, that’s fine,” 
she says matter-of-factly.

Documentaries:

• ”阴道独白” (”The Vagina Monologues”). Directed by Ai Xiao ming, 
2004 (120 min.).
”The Vagina Monologues”, a feminist play by American writer Eve En-
sler, premiered in 1996. It was written on the basis of meetings with 200 
Western women interviewed about their personal experiences with sex 
and gender, domestic violence, rape, LGBT issues and discrimination. 
In 2003, the play was set up in China by Ai Xiaoming, a feminist profes-
sor at the Sun Yat-sen University in Guangzhou, where she, since 2003, 
has been the leader of the Sex/Gender Education Forum. This is the 
Chinese version of ”The Vagina Monologues” as performed in 2004. The 
play stirred up a lot of reactions and was banned for a period of time.

• ”来自阴道” (”The VaChina Monologues”). Directed by Fan Popo, 
2013 (29 min.). 
On Youtube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z1QE3s9JoGc
This documentary looks into what has happened in the ten years after 
”The Vagina Monologues” was introduced to a Chinese audience. Lots 
of local and extended versions of the play, including the sex and gender 
experiences of Chinese women, have been performed. The documen-
tary features interviews with those who performed in 2003 and those 
who do it now, and a picture emerges of a new and more self-assured 
generation of young women. The play has also reached out of the cities, 
into smaller villages. 
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When Husbands Hit

She married at the age of 23. She gave birth to a boy at the age of 
24. Her husband punched her for the first time six months later.

“Perhaps it wasn’t a punch. It was more just a hard push to the 
shoulder. But that was when it started,” she says today. “I experienced 
it as being hit. He hit me whenever he was worried or incensed. The 
first time, it was because the boy had a fever. We had to take him to 
the doctor, and my husband didn’t think I’d done things well enough.”

Today, she is 39. She still lives with her husband and their now 
15-year-old son. Her husband does not hit her any more, though. Let 
us call her Xiao Wu. She wants to remain anonymous. Xiao Wu took 
matters into her own hands after her husband had hit her for twelve 
years. That was in 2005.

“He didn’t hit me all the time, and he never beat me severely. 
Sometimes six months passed without him hitting me, and sometimes 
a year, but I was always afraid that it could happen again. He simply 
wanted to decide everything: where we lived, where the boy was to 
go to school, and so on. But that wasn’t right. He also hit the boy if he 
didn’t do his homework or if he was caught telling lies.”

[Foto: Bryllupsbilleder 12]
If a woman does not have a boyfriend by her mid twenties, her parents begin to worry 
that she will not be able to find a husband and subsequently provide a grandchild. Great 
demands are made. Among other things, the man must have a good job, for two incomes 
are required to finance a modern Chinese home. Shanghai, 2006.

If a woman does not have a boyfriend by her mid twenties, her parents begin to worry that she will not be able 
to find a husband and subsequently provide a grandchild. Great demands are made. Among other things, the 
man must have a good job, for two incomes are required to finance a modern Chinese home. Shanghai, 2006.
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Xiao Wu originally trained as a nurse. Later she became a business-
woman. However, the personal problems she experienced in her 
marriage to a man who, incidentally, is a psychologist, kindled her own 
interest in psychology. While continuing to work, she began studying 
in her spare time, and it was here that she met another woman 
student, let us call her Zheng Min, a lawyer already involved 
in helping women victims of domestic violence.

Up until then, Xiao Wu had never told anyone about 
the problems with her husband. She felt bad about it, but 
felt even worse about admitting to anyone that there were 
problems in her marriage, and there was no organisation she 
could approach anonymously. If she were to tell anyone, it would be 
her parents, her friends or her colleagues. “I couldn’t say anything 
to my parents. They would only worry. But I didn’t say anything to 
anyone else either. My husband apologised whenever it happened. He 
has a frail temperament and a job with much responsibility. Besides 
which, I did not want to lose face, and I was afraid that I too bore a 
responsibility for the way things were. Since then I have discovered 
that all women victims of domestic violence have these thoughts.”

It was meeting Zheng Min that prompted Xiao Wu to finally 
confront her husband with the problem. At first, she would tell 
Zheng all about an anonymous “girlfriend” who had a problem with 
her husband. This is a typical Chinese way of seeking the advice of 
others, and it avoids the risk of having to admit that it is actually 
oneself the matter is all about. Later – once she felt confident talking 
to Zheng Min about it – she told her the truth. Zheng Min offered 
her a place in one of her discussion groups for victims of domestic 
violence, which she held in what she called the Victims of Domestic 
Violence Support Group.

Zheng Min’s support groups consisted typically of ten or so women 
who, together with Zheng Min herself, met for a whole day on a Saturday 
or Sunday and talked about their husbands. Zheng Min also gave 
lectures on the nature of violent men and on how violence usually 
develops within a marriage. Initially, Xiao Wu’s husband wasn’t going 
to let her participate. “So I told him directly that I was going. ‘What do 
you want to go for?’ he asked, but he could not stop me.”

Once Xiao Wu had started, things moved quickly. She attended 
just two meetings in the space of two weeks before she was ready to 
give her husband an ultimatum. “We are very different. But I said to 

Hitting is the opposite of showing respect. Everyone 
in the family should be equal. Even the children. 
 Xiao Wu

Hitting is the opposite 
of showing respect. 
Everyone in the family 
should be equal. 
Even the children. 
Xiao Wu
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him that, unless he changed, I wanted a divorce. I said it was over if 
he ever hit me or our son again. So he stopped. We love each other 
and, in spite of everything, he didn’t want to lose me. I even went as 
far as asking my son who he would prefer to live with if we were to 
be divorced. He said: ‘Dad hits me so I don’t want to live with him’.”

Before Xiao Wu decided to join Zheng Min’s support group, she had 
tried to influence her husband in many ways. She had talked to him, 
and he was understanding. She had also given him books on bringing 
up children, and he had read them. But when matters came to a head, 
he could not always control himself. It was Zheng Min’s group that 
gave Xiao Wu the final push. She continued to participate in the group 
about ten times before she no longer felt a need. Instead, she offered 
her services to Zheng Min as a voluntary helper with the groups.

Back home, it was not only her 
husband who had to adapt. Xiao Wu 
learned to wait until he had calmed 
down before taking up the discus-
sion. Today, whenever she feels a 
heated discussion is on its way, she 
suggests they talk about it later. She 
explains that, for his part, her hus-
band has now learned to take a 
deep breath and consider the conse-
quences of his eruptions.

Zheng Min’s support groups 
were disbanded in late 2007 because 
of a lack of funds. First and foremost, 
money was needed for a permanent 
meeting place, and money was also 
needed to provide participants with 
lunch and to cover other miscellane-
ous costs. None of the participants 
could risk using their own money 
as their husbands might ask what 
they spent it on. Xiao Wu has estab-
lished her own psychology practice 
and would like to restart the support 
groups. The money simply isn’t there, 
though, although the need certainly 

[Plakat: Hustru-
vold, Plakat 1]
“It’s a duty for men to stop domestic 
violence.” Although campaigns against 
domestic violence are still rare, the first 
steps have been taken and the media are 
becoming more and more interested in 
stories of this type. Poster from ca 2006. 
Own collection.

“It’s duty for men to stop domestic violence.” Although 
campaigns against domestic violence are still rare, the first steps 
have been taken and the media are becoming more and more 
interested in stories of this type. Poster from ca 2006. Own 
collection.
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is. “Psychology is relatively new in China, but the need is growing and 
the profession is developing rapidly, as people are under a lot of pres-
sure. This is not something we should hide. It is a problem in all coun-
tries. It was never my experience that any of the women who partici-
pated in the meetings gave in. Either they ended up getting a divorce 
or else they found some other way of solving the problems with their 
husbands. That’s why I would like to continue working with Zheng Min 
on this issue.”

Website:

• Womenwatch-china.org/en/
Homepage of Women’s Law Studies & Legal Aid Center (Mandarin 
Chinese and English).

Movies:

• “盲山” (“Blind Mountain”). Directed by Li Yang, 2007 (103 min.).
Newly graduated Bai Xuemei is drugged and abducted to a remote 
village in the mountains where she is sold as a bride to a villager who 
rapes her to get a son. The whole village knows about how Bai Xuemei 
came to the village and no one is willing to help her. Not before she gets 
pregnant is she allowed a small amount of freedom to walk around on 
her own. On several occasions she attempts to escape, but in the end 
she has to kill her “husband”. The film was made with an alternative 
ending to satisfy the Chinese film censorship board. Here, Bai Xuemei 
finally succeeds in fleeing, but she has to leave her child. Her friend, 
another abducted woman, chooses to stay behind with her child.

• “天浴” (“Xiuxiu – The Sent-Down Girl”). Directed by Joan Chen, 
1998 (99 min.).
15-year-old city girl Xiuxiu lives a comfortable and secure life in Cheng-
du as Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) draws to a close. 
Like everyone else of her age she is sent out to learn from workers and 
farmers. Afterwards, she will be brought back to her parents. Even 
though eunuch herdsman Lao Jin takes good care of her, from day one 
she counts down to her return home. However, when the time comes for 
her to return to Chengdu, no one shows up to collect her. Mao is dead, 
the Cultural Revolution is over, and everyone has forgotten about her. 
Slowly, the harsh realities of life in the wilderness creep in on Xiuxiu 
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as other herdsmen discover that she is home alone when Lao Jin is out. 
She is easy prey and has no way of escaping.

• ”迷失北京” (“Lost in Beijing”). Directed by Li Yu, 2007 (115 min.).
Liu Pinguo and her husband An Kun are migrant workers in Beijing. 
He is a window cleaner and she works as a foot masseuse in a posh mas-
sage parlour in a high-rise building. One day, Pingguo returns drunk to 
the parlour, and after falling asleep she gets raped by the owner of the 
parlour, Lin Dong. The attack is witnessed by her husband who coinci-
dentally is cleaning the windows outside. An Kun confronts Lin Dong. 
Afterwards it is discovered that Pingguo is pregnant, but who is the fa-
ther? An agreement is made: If Lin Dong is the father of the child, he will 
pay An Kun 120,000 yuan and take the child. If An Kun is the father, 
there is no payment. It turns out that An Kun is the father, but he man-
ages to convince Lin Dong that he is not and gets paid. Pingguo, tired of 
all the schemes, takes her child and the money, and disappears. The film 
was made with an alternative ending to satisfy the Chinese film censor-
ship board. Here, Pingguo leaves without the money (see also page 109).
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Update: Evicted

Li Ying’s women’s organisation still exists, although there was 
a time when it almost closed down. Suddenly, and without notice, 
Peking University withdrew its support for the women’s centre. “In 
March 2010, Peking University suddenly declared that four institutes, 
including our own, were to be closed down,” explains Li Ying mat-
ter-of-factly. “No reason was 
given. The case drew much at-
tention, both here and abroad. 
Everyone was shocked, and 
much was written on the In-
ternet about it. Some experts 
think that it was probably for 
political reasons.”

Li Ying is just guessing. She 
admits that she does not know the real background for Peking Universi-
ty’s decision. There were no prickly political issues in March 2010 which 
could provide the germ of an explanation. “I believe that what we do is 
something that society and the government need; something the people 
need. Our work is not controversial in itself, so I really don’t understand 
what happened. We have never received an explanation. Some people 

Photo: Women 1 
The advertising industry has immense 
influence on the perception of women’s 
role in society, believes Li Ying. And it is 
not necessarily to women’s advantage. 
Beijing, 2012.

The advertising industry has immense influence on the perception of women’s role in 
society, believes Li Ying. And it is not necessarily to women’s advantage. Beijing, 2006.

In our society, we have an old-fashioned idea of 
what  it entails to be a woman and what it entails 
to be a man.  A woman should always be gentle 
and kind, a good wife and  a good mother. A 
man should be strong, successful and so on.  And 
the media simply strengthen these attitudes. 
Li Ying
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think it had something to do with 
the cases we work on – especially 
the case of Deng Yujiao. We were 
involved in that one, and we have 
had similar cases. It may be that 
some people find that controver-
sial in itself.” The case of Deng Yu-
jiao was about sexual harassment: 
“In Chinese culture, women are 
oppressed. Women are discrimi-
nated against. Women are consid-
ered as sex objects, not as equal 
human beings. Sexual violation is 
all about men controlling women, 
about the strong controlling the 
weak. It’s all about power.” 

Li Ying believes that problems 
with sexual harassment and rape 
are often rooted in the way both 
girls and boys are brought up. 
“Perhaps it is the parents and the 
schools that bear the responsibil-
ity,” she says. “Children are simply 
told to work hard at school, get an 
education and find a job. Parents 
don’t focus on anything else. The 

problem is the same at the universities. Here also the students aren’t 
taught how to tackle problems as a person . . . and particularly how 
women should do so. Women have no awareness of how they should 
protect themselves.”

In actual fact, Li Ying has just returned from a trip to Guangzhou, 
where she is helping to prepare a case against a teacher who is accused 
of raping nine female students. “They didn’t know how to tackle the 
situation,” she says. “Their teacher has raped twenty to thirty women, 
so it’s a serious case. My experience in this case is that we should 
perhaps tell these young women how we can protect ourselves and 
how we can achieve our rights.”

“We try to teach the media how they should think,” says Li Ying. 
“We – myself included – teach people who work in the media about 

The case of Deng Yujiao
Deng Yujiao was a 21-year-old pedicure worker at a hotel 
in Badong County, Hubei Province, near Beijing. On 10 
May 2009, Deng Guida (no relation), director of the local 
township business promotions office, and two colleagues 
came to the hotel seeking sexual services. According to 
Deng Yujiao, she killed Deng Guida with a knife in self-
defence when he became threatening towards her. 

She herself immediately phoned the police to report 
the incident, and was arrested and charged with murder. 
The story leaked onto the Internet, however, where Deng 
Yujiao quickly received massive support from people who 
raged against corrupt, unscrupulous public officials. As a 
result, it didn’t take long before Deng Yujiao was released 
on bail. The charge against her was changed to intentional 
assault, for which she was subsequently found guilty. No 
sentence was ever given, however, officially because of 
her mental state. The two other public officials who ac-
companied Deng Guida were sacked. The lenient sentence 
given to Deng Yujiao has subsequently been interpreted 
by experts and laypeople alike as resulting from the over-
whelming support she received from Internet users.

Photo: Women 2
Do Chinese women understand 
what they are doing when they dress 
provocatively? Li Ying is not sure, for 
they have not learned anything about this 
at home or at school. She believes that 
children’s upbringing focuses too much 
on education and too little on how one 
should act as a member of society. This 
young girl is followed to school by an 
elder relative. Beijing, 2007.

In our society, we have an old-fashioned idea of what  it entails to be a 
woman and what it entails to be a man.  A woman should always be gen-
tle and kind, a good wife and  a good mother. A man should be strong, 
successful and so on.  And the media simply strengthen these attitudes. 
Li Ying

The case of Deng Yujiao
Deng Yujiao was a 21-year-old pedicure worker at a 
hotel in Badong County, Hubei Province, near Beijing. 
On 10 May 2009, Deng Guida (no relation), director 
of the local township business promotions office, 
and two colleagues came to the hotel seeking sexual 
services. According to Deng Yujiao, she killed Deng 
Guida with a knife in self-defence when he became 
threatening towards her. 

She herself immediately phoned the police to re-
port the incident, and was arrested and charged with 
murder. The story leaked onto the Internet, however, 
where Deng Yujiao quickly received massive support 
from people who raged against corrupt, unscrupulous 
public officials. As a result, it didn’t take long before 
Deng Yujiao was released on bail. The charge against 
her was changed to intentional assault, for which she 
was subsequently found guilty. No sentence was ever 
given, however, officially because of her mental state. 
The two other public officials who accompanied 
Deng Guida were sacked. The lenient sentence given 
to Deng Yujiao has subsequently been interpreted 
by experts and laypeople alike as resulting from the 
overwhelming support she received from Internet 
users. Deng Yujiao’s story is later referred to in Jia 
Zhangke’s 2013 movie, “A Touch of Sin”
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violence, discrimination and sexual 
harassment. I think it is important 
to enlighten the media in those mat-
ters. There are many things they 
don’t deal with because they are not 
aware of them. The media show little 
interest in gender equality. As tradi-
tional ideas are deeply ingrained, few 
major changes have been achieved 
in this area. There is still a long way 
to go. Often it’s a matter of a lack of 
awareness of the problem. You hurt 
people, but don’t realise this your-
self. You discriminate against peo-
ple, but don’t realise this yourself. 
Look at advertising for example! No 
matter whether the adverts are for 
cooker hoods, spices or household 
products, it’s always women who 
present that kind of thing.”

“Discrimination is also evident 
in job advertisements. In many job 
advertisements, we see that large 
companies are seeking men, not 
women. Or else the advertisement 
states that men will be preferred. 
It says so in black and white. It is 
not legal, but the companies do it nevertheless. We therefore recently 
advertised in the media for some young, well-educated women who 
would be prepared to file a case against such companies. We need an 
aggrieved party who is willing to take the case to court, but so far no 
one has volunteered.” (Update: see p. 260.)

According to Li Ying, she and her organisation have continued to 
work pretty much as before since the break with Peking University. The 
biggest difference is that the organisation is no longer registered as an 
NGO. This was not possible after the break with Peking University. To 
save the organisation, Li Ying and her superior, Guo Jianmei, therefore 
had to let it be registered as a company, a law firm to be exact. The 
attention generated by the break with Peking University helped secure 

Photo: TV-dating
27-year-old Hu Xuedan from Chonqing 
found a boyfriend during prime-
time TV on the programme “Women 
Yuehui Ba”. Many have done likewise 
on similar programmes throughout the 
country. Although the programmes are 
extremely popular, the authorities believe 
they have a bad influence on young 
people’s upbringing and have therefore 
introduced several measures to restrict 
them. Hunan Weishi, 2011.

Do Chinese women understand what they are doing when 
they dress provocatively? Li Ying is not sure, for they have not 
learned anything about this at home or at school. She believes 
that children’s upbringing focuses too much on education and 
too little on how one should act as a member of society. This 
young girl is followed to school by an elder relative. Beijing, 
2007.
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financial support from several foundations and others, so there have 
been no financial difficulties so far.

“From a work point of view, you could actually say that we have 
become more independent. Previously we were under the university’s 
control, but today we are relatively independent. I think all NGOs 
should be independent in future. So in that respect, you could 
consider what happened as positive. We are also cautious, though. 
The situation is rather complicated at present. Compared to two years 
ago, we are much more cautious in our work. With Peking University 
as our mentor, it was relatively easy to present a case. Now we have no 
one behind us, so things are a bit more difficult. But we’re managing.”

Documentaries:

• “妈妈的村庄” (“Mothers”). Directed by Xu Huijing, 2013 (68 min.).
About the human costs of the one-child policy. The documentary follows 
the work of members of the birth-control committee in the village of Ma 

27-year-old Hu Xuedan from Chonqing found a boyfriend during prime-time TV on 
the programme “Women Yuehui Ba”. Many have done likewise on similar programmes 
throughout the country. Although the programmes are extremely popular, the 
authorities believe they have a bad influence on young people’s upbringing and have 
therefore introduced several measures to restrict them. Hunan Weishi, 2011.
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(where the director grew up) as they use all means to try and persuade 
a young mother to undergo sterilisation surgery.

• “Nowhere to Call Home: A Tibetan in Beijing”. Directed by 
Jocelyn Ford, 2013 (76 min.)
Widowed Tibetan farmer Zanta defies her tyrannical father-in-law 
and refuses to remarry his other son, imprisoned for robbery. When 
Zanta’s in-laws deny schooling for her seven-year-old son, she flees to 
Beijing to become a street vendor. Destitute and feeling embattled by 
discrimination, she tries to give her son to a customer – an American 
journalist. A film that gives an unprecedented and intimate look at the 
life of rural Tibetan women as well as the reality of ethnic prejudice in 
China.
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Chapter 6

Legal Minefields

“It’s a question of changing their attitudes,” says Yang Songcai.
Although he says it as if it were a mere trifle, it’s China’s al-

most two million police officers he’s talking about. For it is they he 
thinks should change their attitudes – not to mention prosecutors and 
judges. For him, it’s basically a question of guaranteeing the legal rights 
of the Chinese people through the entire process from initial inter-
view to sentencing. He makes his 
small contribution to the work from 
a human rights centre at Guang-
zhou Uni versity, where he organises 
courses in human rights not only for 
police officers and others employed 
in the Chinese police force but also 
for prosecutors, judges and journal-
ists. He hints that the courses he and 
his centre arrange enjoy a certain 
success. Yang Songcai works both in 
research and as head of the centre.

From the police force, it is usually 
ordinary police officers from small 
police stations around the country 
who participate in courses at the 
centre. They are typically thirty years 
old, and this is fine by Yang Songcai 
as it means they are young enough 
to be receptive to new ideas and 
new ways of thinking. “Young police 
officers are easier to teach. They are 
not so fixed in the attitudes.”

Human rights are still not taught 
as a separate subject at the various 

[Foto: Yang Song-
cai 2]
Yang Songcai is head of a human 
rights centre in Canton and has visited 
Copenhagen several times, bringing 
his knowledge up to date. Here he is 
photographed on Kongens Nytorv in the 
Danish capital. Private photo. 

Yang Songcai is head of a human rights centre in Canton and 
has visited Copenhagen several times, bringing his knowledge 
up to date. Here he is photographed on Kongens Nytorv in the 
Danish capital. Private photo. 
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police academies around the country, he says, but many subjects 
are taught which are at least related to human rights. So you could 
say that the subject is on its way. In the meantime, the centre offers 
supplementary courses for police officers throughout the country.

“I believe we must establish a well-developed culture of human 
rights. We have not had such a culture before, and I do not think that 
our present culture respects human rights. This we should change 
through upbringing, education, lobbying, enlightenment and so on. 
It is a fundamental requirement if the government intends to create 
a harmonious society.”

Following a closed-door meeting of the Central Committee of 
the Chinese Communist Party in 
October 2006, President Hu Jintao 
launched his doctrine on the crea-
tion of a “harmonious society”. The 
doctrine was interpreted as be-
ing yet another sign from Hu and 
his government that they would no 
longer focus solely on the country’s 
economic development but would 
also strive to eradicate the social 
inequalities which had been al-
lowed to flourish over the previous 
decades. Yang Songcai is taking his 
president at his word and emphasis-
es that a fundamental requirement 
of a harmonious society is that hu-
man rights be respected. “China has 
signed the Universal Declaration on 
Human Rights, and we have signed 
numerous treaties on human rights. 
We must and will implement them. 
It is our international duty,” he says.

Throughout recent Chinese his-
tory, there have been many good 
reasons for ordinary people to keep 
their opinions to themselves – espe-
cially on political matters – in order 
to protect themselves and their fami-

[Foto: Wen og 
Hu 3]
“Create an honest atmosphere, build 
a harmonious society.” Hu Jintao’s 
doctrine on the harmonious society is 
a general political idea which can be 
broadly interpreted, for example as the 
“sustainable development” of Western 
societies. It is an all-embracing slogan 
capable of covering everything from 
the fight against poverty through social 
justice to environmental restoration at 
one and the same time. Baotou, 2006

“Create an honest atmosphere, build a harmonious society.” 
Hu Jintao’s doctrine on the harmonious society is a general 
political idea which can be broadly interpreted, for example 
as the “sustainable development” of Western societies. It is an 
all-embracing slogan capable of covering everything from the 
fight against poverty through social justice to environmental 
restoration at one and the same time. Baotou, 2006
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lies. Neither was it Yang Songcai’s intention to become involved with 
human rights. Now, eight years later, he can’t imagine doing anything 
else. “It has become my life-long career,” says the 46-year-old head of 
the human rights centre.

In 2001, recently returned to Hunan University in Changsha after 
a year’s stay in the USA, where he was a visiting professor at Stanford 
University, he was approached by Profes-
sor Li Buyun (see chapter 9), who was 
looking for an assistant at his newly es-
tablished human rights centre at Hunan 
University. Yang wasn’t delighted with 
the offer as he felt that, politically, it was 
too risky a subject on which to base his 
career. Everyone he knew also warned 
him against it. On the other hand, declining the offer would be difficult 
as Professor Li kept pressuring him to accept the position. A straight no 
would be impolite towards an elderly man of Li Buyun’s status.

He therefore reluctantly agreed to become Li Buyun’s assistant, 
thinking that he could always find some excuse to resign at a later 
date. However, after just three years he was promoted to leader of 
the centre in Guangzhou, or Canton as the city was formerly known, 
the largest of the three human rights centres run by Li Buyun. 
Subsequently, he also gained a PhD in human rights.

Yang Songcai quickly discovered that human rights were not such 
a sensitive subject as they had been – at least not in the forum where 
he worked. Seventeen years ago, he had the completely opposite view. 
After gaining his law degree in 1992, Yang worked as a lawyer. He 
was, in his own words, a co-founder of one of the most prestigious 
law firms in Hunan Province, where he initially concentrated quite 
consciously on civil cases, preferably highly profitable financial 
disputes. On the other hand, he did everything he could to avoid 
being a defence lawyer in criminal proceedings. “I was only ever 
involved in two criminal cases,” he says. “Or rather, one and a half.”

There were two main reasons why Yang Songcai – and all other 
Chinese lawyers – tried to avoid criminal cases. Firstly, almost 
nothing could be earned from criminal cases. Secondly and more 
importantly there was always a risk that, as a defence lawyer in a 
criminal case, he would fall foul of the police and prosecution 
service. Regardless of whether he had been forced to take the case, 

I had not worked with human rights before, and not only 
did I discover that it was an interesting subject, I also discov-
ered that it didn’t cause difficulties with the police. In actual 
fact, the police are very interested in the topic themselves. 
Yang Songcai

I had not worked with human rights 
before, and not only did I discover 
that it was an interesting subject, I also 
discovered that it didn’t cause difficulties 
with the police. In actual fact, the police 
are very interested in the topic themselves. 
Yang Songcai
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confrontation with these authorities could prove very costly for him 
personally. At worst, he risked spending several years in prison.

That was precisely what Yang Songcai was afraid would happen 
when he became involved in the “half ” case, one concerning bribery. 
“It took more than a week before I was allowed to meet my client,” he 
remembers. “I arrived together with another lawyer. We were only 
allowed fifteen minutes with the client and the entire meeting was 
monitored by representatives of the prosecution service. None of 
us were very happy with the situation. After ten minutes, we asked 
our client if he had been tortured. He cried and nodded, and the 
prosecution representatives immediately broke off the meeting. We 
had to withdraw from the case for our client’s sake and we asked his 
wife to find another defence lawyer. We could clearly feel the threat 
from the prosecutors.”

According to Chinese law, lawyers must act for the defence in at 
least a couple of criminal cases a year. In Yang Songcai’s experience, 
though, there are many who, like him, have no desire whatsoever 
to do so. Despite the statutory requirement, they manage to worm 
their way out of it and, as Yang Songcai quietly puts it: “I don’t think 

[Foto: Mo Shaop-
ing]
Mo Shaoping has been the defence 
lawyer in many of the political cases 
reported in the international media 
over the last ten years. As a result, he 
has suffered a fair amount of harassment 
during the period. His most famous client 
is dissident and Nobel prize laureate Liu 
Xiaobo. Mo Shaoping was refused an 
exit visa from China in November 2010, 
allegedly because the authorities were 
frightened that he would receive the 
prize in Oslo on behalf of his imprisoned 
client. Beijing, 2006.

Mo Shaoping has been the defence lawyer in many of the political cases reported in 
the international media over the last ten years. As a result, he has suffered a fair amount 
of harassment during the period. His most famous client is dissident and Nobel prize 
laureate Liu Xiaobo. Mo Shaoping was refused an exit visa from China in November 
2010, allegedly because the authorities were frightened that he would receive the 
prize in Oslo on behalf of his imprisoned client. Beijing, 2006.
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they’re punished.” In general, he does not believe that the rule has 
any practical importance any more.

Many criminal cases are tried in China without a defence lawyer 
being present, as defendants are only required to have a lawyer in 
cases which can lead to long sentences. In “milder” cases, it is up to 
the accused himself to hire a defence lawyer, and this is something 
many people cannot afford, says Yang. He quotes statistics from 
Beijing to illustrate the point. In 2000, the 5,495 lawyers registered in 
the Chinese capital were involved in a total of 4,300 criminal cases, 
accounting for about ten per cent of all the cases they took. Each 
lawyer thus had less that one criminal case that year, 0.78 to be exact. 
Just a few years earlier, that figure had been 2.64. The number of 
criminal cases in which lawyers participated fell significantly while 
the total number of cases heard by the courts rose.

The statistics he refers to were published in an article on the dis-
torted development of the Chinese legal system titled “State Power and 
Unbalanced Legal Development in China”. Yang Songcai wrote the 
article in 2005 together with Professor 
Cai Yongshun of the Hong Kong Uni-
versity of Science and Technology. In it, 
they estimate that only 30 per cent of the 
accused in China are represented by a 
defence lawyer when their case comes to 
court. In other words, 70 per cent must 
defend themselves without professional 
help, partly because they can’t afford a 
lawyer and partly because lawyers won’t take such cases. Yang Song-
cai emphasises that the figures are based on their observations of a 
number of cases which have been heard by the courts. “Estimating 
percentages for cases which have yet to reach the courts is not easy. In 
practice, many are detained on remand without having the opportu-
nity of consulting a defence lawyer.”

In 1990, the authorities specified fees for a variety of case types. Yang 
and Cai describe in their article that, according to the rules, a divorce 
case should only cost the client about 50 to 100 yuan (approximately 5 
to 10 euros). This promptly resulted in practically no lawyers wanting 
to take on divorce cases. In 2005, when Yang and Cai published their 
article, it typically cost an accused 1,000–2,000 yuan to secure a 
defence lawyer in a criminal case (although according to the official 

As a lawyer, I concentrated on civil cases. 
I seldom dared take criminal cases. When 
you take on criminal cases, you challenge 
the authority of the police and the prosecu-
tion, and that may give you problems. 
Yang Songcai

As a lawyer, I concentrated on civil 
cases. I seldom dared take criminal 
cases. When you take on criminal 
cases, you challenge the authority 
of the police and the prosecution, 
and that may give you problems. 
Yang Songcai
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rate the defence lawyer should only charge 150 yuan). Criminal cases 
can, however, end up costing very much more if the client is rich and 
the lawyer knows this. “Lawyers generally charge more today,” claims 
Yang Songcai. “Not many follow the official rates any more. Usually, 
the fee is set in negotiations between the lawyer and his client.”

Fees in financial disputes on the other hand are settled in a 
completely different way to fixed rates. In such cases, percentage rates 

[Foto: Diverse 1]
“Where is divine justice? Where is the 
law? I demand my civil rights. Protest 
against forced relocation.” Most ordinary 
people in China do not dare, and cannot 
afford, to take legal action to assure their 
rights. They vent their frustration in other 
ways. Beijing, 2005.

“Where is justice? Where is the law? I demand my civil rights. Protest against forced 
relocation.” Most ordinary people in China do not dare, and cannot afford, to take legal 
action to assure their rights. They vent their frustration in other ways. Beijing, 2005.
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are used. In 2005, the fee could be as much as three per cent of the 
disputed amount, so these cases offered skilled lawyers the opportunity 
of earning large sums of money. There was one drawback, however. At 
the time they wrote the article, Yang and Cai estimated that almost a 
third of the money was never paid, even though the cases were won. 
The clients either didn’t have enough money or they thought the fee 
too high and refused to pay. On the other 
hand, a single lucrative case could make the 
lucky lawyer a very rich man.

Yang and Cai interviewed some 300 law-
yers in Hunan Province and determined a 
close correlation between a lawyer’s annual 
income and the type of cases he was usually 
involved in. Not surprisingly, it was those 
who concentrated on financial disputes who had the highest incomes. 
The seven most highly paid could earn more than 200,000 yuan (about 
20,000 euros) annually, a very high income in China. Of the seven, 
none worked with criminal cases. Six of them took on nothing but 
financial disputes while the seventh also took on other civil cases. A 
single lawyer in the investigation concentrated solely on cases against 
the authorities. He came last in the statistics, with the lowest income. 
He belonged to the group of lawyers who earned less that 10,000 yuan 
annually. Yang Songcai is not in the least surprised. “And guess who 
usually win their cases?” he asks rhetorically. When he himself worked 
as a lawyer, the choice was not a difficult one. Faced with the prospect 
of low income and the probability of problems with the authorities, 
you have to be something of an idealist to take on criminal cases. And 
Yang Songcai was no idealist. Not then, at least.

Among the dangers facing Chinese defence lawyers who take 
on criminal cases, Yang and Cai cite an article which describes an 
unnamed lawyer who was sentenced to thirteen months’ imprison-
ment for embezzlement. His crime was borrowing a mobile phone 
which belonged to his law firm. The real reason, however, was that the 
lawyer had won his client’s case and in doing so had angered some 
government officials. They thought they had lost face, according to 
Yang and Cai.

Yang Songcai has, however, found that threats can also come 
from quite different quarters. The one criminal case he managed to 
complete in his career as a criminal lawyer concerned a policeman 

The problem concerned the residents of a lo-
cal village, especially the dead man’s family, who 
could not understand why I defended a sus-
pect: in their eyes “an evil policeman”. They even 
went as far as to threaten me with a beating. 
Yang Songcai

The problem concerned the residents 
of a local village, especially the dead 
man’s family, who could not understand 
why I defended a suspect: in their eyes 
“an evil policeman”. They even went as 
far as to threaten me with a beating. 
Yang Songcai
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whose negligence had led to the death of a detained suspect. Yang 
Songcai acted as the policeman’s defence lawyer. “The problem here 
was neither money nor being refused access to my client,” he says. 
The dead man’s family were incensed that Yang Songcai was prepared 
to defend the policeman. They didn’t think the policeman deserved 
to be defended and threatened Yang Songcai in an attempt to get him 
to drop the case. “About five hundred people were present during the 
trial,” he recalls. “Afterwards, I had to be smuggled out of the back 
door and escorted home by two police cars. In this case, the threat 
came from the dead man’s family.”

A third danger to defence lawyers mentioned by Yang and Cai 
in their article is the continued practice of deciding certain cases to 
please politicians. In such cases, there is very little that the defence 
lawyer can do. In their article, they cite a lawyer, Zhang Tiefeng, who 
wrote an article in a Chinese lawyers’ magazine titled “I am Tired of 
Taking Criminal Cases”. Yang and Cai wrote (with quotes from Zhang’s 

article in single inverted commas):
“As legal workers’ practice is ‘not only 

based on the law but also based on the 
instructions of the Party committee’, it 
is not surprising that lawyers were told 
that ‘the leaders have decided on the 
outcome of the case, how dare you defend 
the suspect?’ This is especially true in 
politically motivated cases where legal 

organs are supposed to cooperate to solve the case so as not to damage 
the image of the government. Legal defence may thus be regarded as 
undesirable or unnecessary.” 

There is much evidence that Chinese lawyers still experience a 
greater risk of problems with the authorities if they take on criminal 
cases. In cooperation with a university in Singapore, Yang Songcai 
surveyed some 300 lawyers in Hunan Province at a three-year interval. 
The answers to the questionnaires clearly indicate that things are 
moving in completely the wrong direction – much to Yang‘s surprise. 
He was not at all pleased with the result and his immediate reaction 
was therefore that he must have made some dreadful mistake. He 
was convinced that things could not possibly be that bad.

Yang Songcai had expected the opposite result, partly because he 
had spoken to lawyers in Canton who had told him that, in their 

[Foto: Bøde 
DSC03004]
Chinese police still have a reputation 
for giving arbitrary fines. In this case, 
however, the fine was justified. The driver 
was fined 100 yuan (about 10 euros) 
and two points were deducted from 
his driving license for not giving way to 
oncoming traffic when turning left, thus 
causing a collision. Beijing, 2007.

The survey I carried out in 2002 and 2003 showed that 
half the lawyers I asked were afraid of taking criminal cas-
es. When I repeated the survey in 2005 and 2006, the 
figure had risen to seventy per cent. This surprised me, 
and I wondered whether my method was at fault. 
Yang Songcai
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experience, the situation had improved. “Lawyers aren’t so afraid of 
taking criminal cases any more,” he says, although the results of his 
own investigation both contradict and distress him. “The figure is 
disappointing. I want to be optimistic. Perhaps the lawyers have a 
clearer impression of the risks, but it surprised me a lot.” Yang still 
does not feel that he can trust the results of his study and will wait 
until he has repeated it a third time before daring to draw specific 
conclusions. He does not answer when asked whether he would have 
viewed the result of the survey with the same misgivings if it had 
shown the trend he himself so dearly wants.

At present, he is considering a couple of plausible explanations for 
the unwelcome result. Yang Songcai admits the possibility that lawyers 
became more courageous over the years that elapsed between the first 
and second surveys, and therefore now dare be more honest about their 
answers. If more lawyers now have the courage to admit their belief 
in the risks involved in criminal cases, then the statistics will indeed 
move in precisely the opposite direction to what Yang Songcai wants. 
They may, on the other hand, give a truer picture of the situation. Yang 

Chinese police still have a reputation for giving arbitrary fines. In this case, however, the 
fine was justified. The driver was fined 100 yuan (about 10 euros) and two points were 
deducted from his driving license for not giving way to oncoming traffic when turning 
left, thus causing a collision. Beijing, 2007.
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Songcai considers it more likely, however, that the result was caused by 
lawyers using the second survey to express their discontent with general 
developments within the criminal justice system. “Perhaps the lawyers 

are pessimistic,” he wonders aloud. He 
maintains, however – without providing 
supportive data – that fewer and fewer 
lawyers are actually detained and that 
even fewer lawyers are ever charged. At 
the same time, though, he admits that 
there is still a very real danger and law-
yers should therefore take precautions.

During the conversation, Yang Songcai repeatedly refers to the 
article he wrote with Cai Yongshun. Written in English and published 
in the Journal of Contemporary China, it offers non-Chinese speakers 
an insight into the debate which Chinese lawyers have concerning their 
profession. In the article, Yang and Cai make much use of quotations 
– in fact, it is only when they quote others that the article becomes 
really controversial and revealing – and Yang Songcai emphasises that 
all the articles cited by him and his Hong Kong colleague are published 
in periodicals which are available to anyone who wishes to read them. 
“Anyone who can read Chinese can read these articles,” he says. “But 
as academics write academic articles, it is not certain that ordinary 
people are interested in reading them. Or perhaps they are interested 
but cannot obtain the articles because they are not subscribers.” This 
does not correspond to his colleague He Hairen’s tale of the National 
Library in Beijing (see chapter 3, pp. 66–67). In any event, the message 
is clear: the working conditions of defence lawyers are subject to an 
ongoing and often very candid debate within academic circles.

A couple of the very direct quotations highlighted by Yang and 
Cai in their article illustrate that one of the greatest problems fac-
ing Chinese lawyers is the collection of evidence, including being 
allowed to talk to their clients, obtaining information about them 
or being permitted to perform their own investigations. Although 
Chinese lawyers have a legal right to meet with and talk to their 
clients without prior application unless the case concerns national 
security, an application is in practice almost always required in all 
cases. “Thus far, this problem exists in almost all parts of the coun-
try, including Beijing. It is common that lawyers are prevented from 
speaking with suspects,” runs one of the Chinese quotations that 

As a lawyer, it is best not to work alone on crimi-
nal cases. If the police accuse one of the lawyers of 
doing something to prevent a fair ruling, the two 
lawyers can witness on each other’s behalf. This is 
an expensive solution, of course, but justice costs. 
Yang Songcai

As a lawyer, it is best not to work alone on 
criminal cases. If the police accuse one of 
the lawyers of doing something to prevent 
a fair ruling, the two lawyers can witness 
on each other’s behalf. This is an expensive 
solution, of course, but justice costs. 
Yang Songcai
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Yang and Cai used in 2005. And the actual situation has not changed 
significantly in 2009.

Another quotation in the article explains that if, after meeting 
his lawyer, an accused changes his explanation in court, the lawyer 
can be arrested and charged with having advised the accused to 
perjure himself in court. “But as the public security department may 
extort a confession through torture, it is common for the accused to 
withdraw the false confession when he or she has an opportunity to 
do so,” continues the quotation.

As a result, lawyers themselves must concentrate their energies 
on not falling into any legal pitfalls. Yang and Cai provide in their 
article a lengthy quotation from an anonymous Chinese lawyer who 
describes how defence lawyers in China must use time and energy 
on protecting themselves: “The reason that I have not been placed 
in a detention house thus far is that I learned a piece of advice in a 
class held by the Ministry of Justice in 1998. The teacher told us never 
to obtain a separate testimony from the witness. If it was inevitable, 

[Foto: Mao Ze-
dong over Tiananmen 4]
Under Mao Zedong, the law was unclear 
and rulings in disputes depended on 
who had the right connections or who 
the judge was. As the practice has still not 
been completely eradicated, Mao still 
casts a shadow over society. Beijing, 2007.

Under Mao Zedong, the law was unclear and rulings in disputes depended on who had the right connections 
or who the judge was. As the practice has still not been completely eradicated, Mao still casts a shadow over 
society. Beijing, 2007.
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I would ask him or her to take the stand in court. For eight years, I 
have strictly adhered to this rule. Therefore, even when I have won 
over ten criminal lawsuits, the legal departments cannot throw me in 
prison. But I have also taken precautionary measures by tailoring my 
work notes so that they can only be understood by me.”

Torture is a central theme in Western understanding of Chinese 
legal rights, and it is also part of the curriculum of the human 
rights courses. Yang Songcai does not attempt to hide the fact that 
torture has been, and still is, a method the Chinese police use to gain 
confessions from suspects. It is, however, a difficult subject to discuss 
in detail. Naturally, one problem is that no statistics exist. Yang Songcai 
explains, though, that the impression he has gained from the courses 
he has helped organise is that the police themselves do not like to 
resort to torture as an interrogation method. “No policemen like to 
torture suspects,” he says, adding: “They have learned at the police 
academy that they must not use torture and they know the risk if 
they use it regardless: they can lose their jobs or even be punished if 
the case is made public.”

China is preparing to send a man to the moon. Considerable re-
sources have already been spent on the necessary technol-
ogy. The police must not torture a suspect, but when the neces-
sary technology is lacking – DNA testing for example – and lo-
cal citizens demand action, it is very difficult to avoid torture. 
Yang Songcai

[Foto: Pa-
truljevogn ved Fuglereden 
DSC_1181]
A police force which is under-funded, 
under-staffed, over-worked and poorly 
equipped, and political pressure to get 
cases solved, are possible explanations 
for the continued use of torture, believes 
Yang Songcai. Beijing, 2008.

A police force which is under-funded, under-staffed, over-worked and poorly equipped, and political pressure 
to get cases solved, are possible explanations for the continued use of torture, believes Yang Songcai. Beijing, 
2008.
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But why does torture still happen? Yang Songcai believes there 
are several reasons. “The police lack scientific methods of solving 
crimes and also have financial difficulties,” he says. “In addition, 
the police force is short-staffed, there is too much to do, and so 
on.” On top of that, political pressure is also brought to bear. “If a 
serious crime is reported in the media, the local authorities come 
under great pressure to solve the case. They order the police to 
solve it within perhaps two weeks and, if they can’t, they risk losing 
their jobs. They don’t like using torture but can be forced to resort 
to it – sometimes at least.”

Although it is difficult to quantify, Yang Songcai is certain that, 
despite everything, progress is being made. “As far as I can see from 
my own investigations, torture is not as big a problem as it once 
was – physical torture in particular,” he maintains. However, besides 
asserting that torture has become harder to quantify because of its 
changed character, he does not explain his investigations further 
or how it is at all possible to gain an overview of that kind of thing. 
And does non-physical torture really represent progress in relation to 
physical torture? “That’s a tough question to answer,” he says. “I do not 
believe that non-physical torture 
is any better than physical torture. 
It is nevertheless a change at least. 
In my opinion, breaking a person’s 
legs is much worse than depriving 
him of sleep for a night. Generally 
speaking, though, I hate torture, 
no matter whether it is physical or 
non-physical.”

Yang Songcai thinks it will be very difficult to eliminate torture 
completely. Furthermore, as he points out in the article he wrote 
with Cai, it is difficult to prevent admissions gained by means of 
torture from leading to conviction, despite the accused’s legal rights. 
Especially when the police do not have access to the technology they 
need for their investigations, it is easy for them to fall back on the old, 
well-tried methods, he says. And pressure from both society and the 
authorities does not make the problem any easier to solve. To really 
do something about torture, Yang Songcai believes that two things 
must be done: “Firstly, we must change the Criminal Procedure Law. 
The right to remain silent must be assured by law. And secondly, 

China is preparing to send a man to the 
moon. Considerable resources have already 
been spent on the necessary technology. The 
police must not torture a suspect, but when 
the necessary technology is lacking – DNA 
testing for example – and local citizens demand 
action, it is very difficult to avoid torture. 
Yang Songcai
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defence lawyers must be brought in as soon as the prosecutor and 
police begin interviewing a suspect.”

That is precisely why Yang Songcai’s human rights centre offers 
courses for the police. It was, among others, the police he was afraid of 
before he began working with Professor Li Buyun. Today, however, the 
police are among his most eager students. In fact, the police academy 
in Changsha, where the human rights centre is headquartered, has 
put out feelers for what could become a permanent partnership in 
teaching future police officers. “They want us to organise a course for 
them,” says Yang Songcai. For this purpose, the centre has already 
published a manual titled ‘Police Law Enforcement and Human Rights 
Protection’. It is, however, still not known when cooperation with the 
academy will be systematised. In general, the police academies spread 
around China are still under no obligation to provide courses in the 

subject at any time during the three 
to four years it takes to train as a 
police officer.

The number of participants in 
the centre’s courses seems like a 
drop in the ocean when it comes to 
changing the attitudes of hundreds 
of thousands of police officers, 
judges and prosecutors. There is, 
though, considerable interest in the 
courses from the participants them-
selves and from their employers. In 
addition, the centre is pressuring 
the Chinese Ministry of Education 
to make the teaching of human 
rights compulsory, not only for 
police cadets but also for university 
law students. However, the Chinese 
Ministry of Education is not yet pre-
pared to make the subject compul-
sory throughout the country. Yang 
Songcai believes that one reason for 
this is purely practical: that there are 
simply not enough teachers in the 
country to teach the subject. He also 

Once, torture was part of Chinese culture. A friend 
once told me that in the old days the police started 
by giving a suspect a real thrashing so they could 
be sure he would tell the truth. They didn’t expect 
he would, so they started by beating him up. 
Yang Songcai

[Foto: Tianan-
men efter NPC, 150305 002]
According to Yang Songcai, police officers 
themselves are among the most eager to 
join his courses and learn about human 
rights. Although the number of places on 
the courses is negligible in relation to the 
number of police officers in China, it’s a 
start. Beijing, 2005.

According to Yang Songcai, police officers themselves are 
among the most eager to join his courses and learn about 
human rights. Although the number of places on the courses is 
negligible in relation to the number of police officers in China, 
it’s a start. Beijing, 2005.
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thinks it is possible that there are officials within the ministry who are 
still not convinced it would be a good idea. “Getting people to change 
their mind is no easy task.” In the meantime, the ministry merely en-
courages universities to offer courses in the subject, and human rights 
has become an optional subject in several places, including Hunan 
University in Changsha. At Guangzhou 
University, however, it has been made a 
compulsory subject, according to Yang 
Songcai.

On the courses offered by his human 
rights centre, police officers can learn 
about various topics while they briefly 
return to school. Among other things, 
the syllabus chosen depends on what they themselves feel a need to 
learn. The courses also contain certain fixed elements, including the 
defence lawyer’s right to meet with his client and the rights of the 
accused. In addition, the police officers review old cases and discuss 
what their colleagues did wrong. Yang Songcai highlights one spe-
cial example: “In 2003, we organised a course for one hundred and 
sixty-one top police officers in Hunan Province,” he says. “One of the 
lectures was given by the deputy director of the provincial police force 
and he cited an instance of misuse of power by the police.”

In the case concerned, officers at a local police station had con-
fiscated a suspect’s car. It transpired, though, that a mistake had been 
made, and the real owner of the car asked for it to be returned. The 
police officers used all sorts of excuses not to release it. “During the 
discussion, most of the participants voiced the view that the police 
officers had acted wrongly. The leader of the police station concerned 
was present and was very embarrassed,” says Yang Songcai.

Usually, the courses are attended by ordinary police officers, and 
there are typically forty or so on each course. The courses are in high 
demand, says Yang Songcai. “We were to hold a course in Shantou 
in Guangdong Province and had budgeted for forty participants. 
Police leaders, however, asked us to make room for eighty and, in the 
end, ninety-five participated while there were another twenty-five to 
thirty on a waiting list.”

As mentioned, courses are also organised for judges. Yang Songcai 
explains that courses for judges are mainly concerned with the Crimi-
nal Procedure Law. “The work done by judges is very important in re-

Once, torture was part of Chinese culture. 
A friend once told me that in the old days 
the police started by giving a suspect a 
real thrashing so they could be sure he 
would tell the truth. They didn’t expect he 
would, so they started by beating him up. 
Yang Songcai
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lation to human rights,” he asserts. 
And then there are the defence 
lawyers. Yang Songcai recently held 
a course in Qingyuan in the north 
of Guangdong Province for a group 
of about fifty lawyers. “Afterwards, 
at a dinner with the lawyers, leaders 
of the local justice department and 
leaders of the lawyers’ professional 
organisation all asked us to return in 
the future,” he says. In other words: 
there is a market for the courses and 
considerable demand.

More courses are planned in 
2009 for police officers, prosecutors 
and judges. The plan is to distribute 
the courses among the various 
centres around the country so that 
they are not always held in the same 
place. “We want to spread out the 
courses as much as possible to gain 
greatest effect.”

A few journalists also participate 
in the centre’s courses. They are 
invited personally if the staff at the 
centre get the impression that they 
are interested in writing about hu-
man rights. The centre covers the 

cost. “Some journalists have a sense of justice and bring negative sto-
ries to light which attract public attention. Often, however, they do 
not work systematically with the subject,” says Yang Songcai. Up until 
now, only about ten journalists have completed the course and Yang 
Songcai admits that his centre has no means to protect the journalists 
should they subsequently get into trouble because of their articles.

In Yang Songcai’s opinion, the press and media play an important 
role in bringing pressure to bear for the revision of the judicial sys-
tem. He highlights the Internet in particular. “I have emphasised the 
importance of the Internet on many occasions for two main reasons. 
Firstly, if an unfortunate case appears on the Internet, the authorities 

The Internet is a very powerful medium. Naturally, po-
lice officers want to keep their jobs, but if they do an-
ything wrong in connection with their work and it 
ends up on the Internet, they will be in trouble. 
Yang Songcai

Plakat: 0989-
001M
“Prosecute criminal acts according to 
criminal law procedure.” This may sound 
like a matter of course, but it wasn’t in 
China in 1990 – and still isn’t in many 
instances. The slogan was a showdown 
with the strike-hard ideology, which, 
however, still exists today. Poster from 
1990. Maopost.com.

“Prosecute criminal acts according to criminal law procedure.” 
This may sound like a matter of course, but it wasn’t in China 
in 1990 – and still isn’t in many instances. The slogan was a 
showdown with the strike-hard ideology, which, however, still 
exists today (see p. 229). Poster from 1990. Maopost.com.
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cannot simply ignore it. The officials concerned will in all probability 
get into trouble, and the way in which officials act in future will also 
be affected. Secondly, although only few cases are reported on the 
Internet, they usually generate considerable public pressure. It is also 
unlikely in individual cases that the authorities will crack down on the 
Internet.” He then adds: “Besides which, 
the Internet is not that easy to block.”

In any event, Yang Songcai is con-
vinced that the field in which he works is 
one with a bright future. The legal mine-
fields are gradually being cleared and his 
human rights centre plans to expand. He 
has already received many job applications, he says. In addition, hu-
man rights is becoming an ever more popular subject for those who 
wish to write a PhD thesis. “More and more people are now interested 
in human rights – not just me. I believe that research in this area faces 
a very bright future.”

The Internet is a very powerful medium. 
Naturally, police officers want to keep 
their jobs, but if they do anything wrong 
in connection with their work and it ends 
up on the Internet, they will be in trouble. 
Yang Songcai

Article:

• Yang Songcai and Cai Yongshun: “State Power and Unbalanced 
Legal Development in China”, Journal of Contemporary China 
(2005), 14 (42), February, pp. 117–134.

Documentary:

• “上访” (“Petition”). Directed by Zhao Liang, 2009 (184 min.). 
On Youtube: www.youtube.com/watch?v=XhK3y9Afm60
Zhao Liang followed petitioners settling in the “Petition Village” close 
to the petition office near Beijing South Railway Station. They come 
from all over the country when all local appeals have been exhausted, 
waiting for months or even years to obtain justice. Zhao Liang filmed 
them between 1996 and 2009.

Movie:

• “秋菊打官司” (“The Story of Qiu Ju”). Directed by Zhang Yimou, 
1992 (97 min.).
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A story about the Western concept of legal rights as opposed to the Chi-
nese concept of guanxi. Qiu Ju wants an apology from the village leader 
who has kicked her husband so hard between his legs that he has had to 
see a doctor. The village leader will not apologise, and so Qiu Ju starts 
to pursue the rights of her husband, seeking help from the county lead-
ers, town leaders and further upwards and finally going to court. When 
in the end legal justice is done, Qiu Ju discovers that it will only make 
life in the village even more difficult for her and her husband.
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Update: Improved conditions for defence 
lawyers . . . perhaps

“Over the last couple of years, conditions for defence lawyers 
have generally improved in China,” replies Yang Songcai in answer 
to my question on the subject. I remember from the last time I 
interviewed him that he likes to be optimistic. I therefore ask him 
what he bases his optimism on. “As you may remember, I carried out 
a couple of surveys on the conditions of defence lawyers a few years 
ago. Although I have not carried out a similar survey in the two years 
since we met, I have asked a number of defence lawyers to assess 
the situation now in relation to four, five or seven years ago. Their 
answers were positive.”

Yang Songcai explains that he has talked to about ten lawyers 
in in-depth interviews lasting several hours. This is, however, not 
quite the same as the two proper surveys he previously carried out. 
I counter that there have been numerous stories in the Western 
media about journalists, Internet bloggers and defence lawyers being 
arrested in the wake of the attempt to begin a Chinese version of 
the Jasmine Revolutions of the Arab world in 2011. I therefore ask 
whether this does not suggest that conditions have become more 
difficult for defence lawyers and others?

“I think that in some aspects there may be a few ups and downs 
when a country is making progress. There may be steps backwards 
in some respects. I am not quite sure. As a matter of fact, I didn’t 
get a very clear picture of the situation you mentioned. That kind of 
information is not very easy to get . . . for me.”

But after your second survey, you were surprised that defence lawyers 
thought their work involved greater risk to themselves. Now, though, 
you think things have become better?

“I think it all depends on what kind of cases the lawyers are working 
on. I mean only the general . . . ordinary criminal cases, not some 
special kind of criminal cases, you know. And I think the main 
reason for this is the power of the Internet. If some law enforcement 
institution did something illegally . . . I mean ordinary criminal cases 
. . . and the Internet . . . the information will be spread on the Internet 
very rapidly. People use Weibo. Of course, we cannot use Facebook 
and Twitter . . . it’s difficult . . .”

Photo: Free legal 
advice
“Free legal advice.” A young lawyer sits 
discreetly on a bench near the district 
court in the Chaoyang district of Beijing. 
He offers free legal advice to passers-by. 
He also keeps a lookout for the police 
and removes the sign occasionally so as 
not to risk being moved on. A young 
woman comes by and seeks advice on 
behalf of a friend who is a victim of 
domestic violence. Beijing, 2010.

The police don’t like lawyers. 
Therefore they put obstacles in 
their way. They make it difficult 
for them to meet their clients.
Yang Songcai
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The day before my interview with Yang Songcai, I had met He 
Hairen (see Chapter 3 Update), who concluded that conditions for 
defence lawyers had deteriorated. He thought that the problem 
wasn’t so much a political one. It was more a question of the police 
seeing the work of defence lawyers as being criticism of their own 
efforts. And the police have the power to intimidate defence lawyers. 
Yang Songcai does not disagree.

“Yes, yes, yes, he’s right. The police, the prosecutors and even the 
judges do not like criticism.”

Isn’t that a problem?

“I think . . . most people don’t like to be criticised. They like to be 
praised.”

“Free legal advice.” A young lawyer sits discreetly on a bench near the district court in the Chaoyang district of 
Beijing. He offers free legal advice to passers-by. He also keeps a lookout for the police and removes the sign 
occasionally so as not to risk being moved on. A young woman comes by and seeks advice on behalf of a friend 
who is a victim of domestic violence. Beijing, 2010.
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He laughs self-consciously. It is not a subject that is easy to talk 
about. We discuss Premier Wen Jiabao’s assurances that people have 
the right to criticise the authorities, and he admits that, in practice, 
this is a right that has its limits.

But isn’t this in direct contrast to your conclusion that defence lawyers 
can now feel safer than they could just a couple of years ago?

“Ah . . . yes. This is the result I got from 
the interviews. Maybe . . . I did this 
informal investigation in Changsha 
and Guangzhou, and in the provinces of 
Jiangxi, Hunan and Guangdong. And 
there, they only take on ordinary criminal cases, not the highly sensi-
tive criminal cases.”

Yang Songcai’s two earlier surveys encompassed 300 lawyers who 
answered a questionnaire anonymously. His small follow-up survey 
consisted of ten or so face-to-face interviews. He himself, though, 
cannot see why this should have any influence on the answers he 
received. He accepts, however, that the ten interviews cannot really 
be used to draw a complete picture of the situation as it is today.

Photo: Local po-
lice station
As a new initiative, mobile police stations, 
in the form of electric vehicles fitted out 
as offices, are being tested in Baotou, 
Qingdao and other places. They can 
be moved to any area of the city when 
needed. The police can thus become 
more visible in areas where a greater 
police presence is required. The top of 
the vehicle is equipped with four cameras 
and loudspeakers. Baotou, 2011.

BOX:
Yang Songcai was himself afraid
When we last spoke just over two years ago, Yang Songcai said that he himself had only been 
involved in one and a half criminal cases as a lawyer. The second case only counted for a half 
because Yang Songcai withdrew “for the sake of the client” as he then put it. The client had 
tearfully confirmed that his admission had been extracted under torture, and Yang Songcai 
and his colleague had therefore been immediately ordered to leave by the prosecutor. But 
did Yang Songcai withdraw for the client’s sake or for his own? Was he in actual fact afraid for 
his own safety?

“The fact of the matter was that the police had not followed the rules, and I wrote about 
it in the local newspaper,” says Yang Songcai. “So they were pretty tired of me, and I thought 
it would perhaps be best not to pursue the case. I might have suffered if I had. I had a column 
in the local newspaper, Changsha Wanbao. I had been asked to write a weekly column on 
legal issues. And I wrote about this case. I wrote that my client had told me that he had been 
tortured, and the paper was not afraid to print the column because that’s the sort of story that 
attracts readers. That was back in 1999. The police weren’t pleased that the story got out. But 
the newspapers and TV were very pleased because it attracted readers and viewers.”

But can’t the media themselves get into trouble for publishing such stories?
“It’s problematic, naturally, but it’s precisely in this environment of contradiction that our 
society is making progress.”

Yes, but you were also afraid for your own safety?
“Of course. Writing something like that in a local newspaper is dangerous. But I was prepared 
for it then.”

As a new initiative, mobile police stations, in the form of electric vehicles fitted out as offices, are being tested in 
Baotou, Qingdao and other places. They can be moved to any area of the city when needed. The police can thus 
become more visible in areas where a greater police presence is required. The top of the vehicle is equipped 
with four cameras and loudspeakers. Baotou, 2011.

The police don’t like lawyers. Therefore 
they put obstacles in their way. They make 
it difficult for them to meet their clients.
Yang Songcai
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When I talked to Yang Songcai, a new revision of the Criminal 
Procedure Law was in the pipeline, and he held a faint hope of 
improvement in that area at the time. “I think the revised Criminal 
Procedure Law will ensure a new distribution of power among the 
various authorities. There will be more checks and balances between 
the courts, prosecution and police. Most importantly, the powers of 
the police will be restricted. Of course, this will not be popular with 
the police in the future.” Although Yang Songcai emphasises that he 
has not yet seen any draft of the revised law, he hints strongly that he 
has spoken to a very reliable source.

Yang Songcai was afraid himself
When we last spoke just over two years ago, Yang Songcai said that 
he himself had only been involved in one and a half criminal cases 
as a lawyer. The second case only counted for a half because Yang 
Songcai withdrew “for the sake of the client” as he then put it. The 
client had tearfully confirmed that his admission had been extracted 
under torture, and Yang Songcai and his colleague had therefore 
been immediately ordered to leave by the prosecutor. But did Yang 
Songcai withdraw for the client’s sake or for his own? Was he in actual 
fact afraid for his own safety?

“The fact of the matter was that the police had not followed the 
rules, and I wrote about it in the local newspaper,” says Yang Songcai. 
“So they were pretty tired of me, and I thought it would perhaps be 
best not to pursue the case. I might have suffered if I had. I had a 
column in the local newspaper, Changsha Wanbao. I had been asked 
to write a weekly column on legal issues. And I wrote about this case. 
I wrote that my client had told me that he had been tortured, and the 
paper was not afraid to print the column because that’s the sort of 
story that attracts readers. That was back in 1999. The police weren’t 
pleased that the story got out. But the newspapers and TV were very 
pleased because it attracted readers and viewers.”

But can’t the media themselves get into trouble for publishing such 
stories?
“It’s problematic, naturally, but it’s precisely in this environment of 
contradiction that our society is making progress.”
Yes, but you were also afraid for your own safety?
“Of course. Writing something like that in a local newspaper is dan-
gerous. But I was prepared for it then.”
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But even though a revised Criminal Procedure Law is on the way, and 
even though it specifically bans the use of evidence extracted under 
torture, this will surely not guarantee that torture no longer takes 
place?

“Yes, you are right. Without the law, and without the new revision, 
things would be really bad because they could simply do as they 
wanted. Torture would simply continue. But simply having a law is 
still not enough. It’s not enough that there’s a law which states that 
evidence obtained by torture will be excluded. More must be done. 
We must spread information about the law, so that the media and the 
entire population understand it, so that all of society unites against 
the use of torture. That is why I hold these courses for the police. We 
have a very important objective.”

Yang Songcai believes that pressure will be put on the police not 
only by the new law and by the increased awareness in society of 
torture. He also thinks pressure will be applied from a completely 
different front: greater affluence. “People have more money nowadays, 

BOX:
Revised Criminal Procedure Law on its way
It had been planned that a revised version of the Criminal Procedure Law was to come into 
force in 2011. The revision was delayed, however. In an email sent in February 2012, Yang Songcai 
briefly summarised some of the expected changes, including the non-admissibility of evidence 
extracted under torture: 

“The Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress issued a draft revision for public 
review and comment on 30 August 2011. They published the draft on the Internet and in major 
newspapers. The period of public review is one month. That is to say, the deadline for public 
opinion was September 30th. Major revisions in the new law include: (1) Improvement of the 
evidence system, including the exclusion of illegal evidence, the witness’s compulsory appear-
ance in court and witness protection. (2) More detailed conditions for arrest. (3) Improvement 
of the defence system, bringing it into line with the Lawyers’ Law. (4) More detailed regulations 
about the investigation procedure, especially regarding covert investigations. (5) Changes rel-
evant to court trial procedure. There are 99 changes in the draft. If the draft is finally approved, 
it will be a step forward. Some of the articles have been borrowed from international human 
rights conventions, such as ‘no one should be compelled to testify against himself or to confess 
guilt’. It is not clear when the new law will be passed.”

In fact, the revised Criminal Procedure Law was passed a few weeks later during the an-
nual meeting of the National People’s Congress in the Great Hall of the People in Beijing, as 
described in the Introduction. 

The Chinese people enjoy more freedom now than they did three decades ago. Nevertheless, there is plenty of 
room for improvement. Yang Songcai explains that his work teaching police officers at his human rights centre 
at Guangzhou University has been intensified. In fact, his centre has been extended from five full-time research 
assistants to ten. And he believes that twenty or thirty will be needed by 2016. Beijing, 2011.
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so there are also a greater number of people who can afford to hire 
a lawyer.”

Yes, true enough, the middle class has grown and people in the middle 
class have more money. But surely there are still countless people who 
don’t have the necessary means?

“You must understand that, here in China, freshly graduated lawyers 
don’t have many cases. They don’t have enough to do. They too have 
bills that must be paid, however. And more experienced lawyers 
are not too happy about taking such criminal cases. So this gives an 
opening to young lawyers. In addition, more and more people are 
becoming lawyers. There are many more today than there were just 

Revised Criminal Procedure Law on its way
It had been planned that a revised version of the Criminal Procedure 
Law was to come into force in 2011. The revision was delayed, however. 
In an email sent in February 2012, Yang Songcai briefly summarised 
some of the expected changes, including the non-admissibility of 
evidence extracted under torture: 

“The Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress issued 
a draft revision for public review and comment on 30 August 2011. 
They published the draft on the Internet and in major newspapers. 
The period of public review is one month. That is to say, the deadline 
for public opinion was September 30th. Major revisions in the new 
law include: (1) Improvement of the evidence system, including the 
exclusion of illegal evidence, the witness’s compulsory appearance in 
court and witness protection. (2) More detailed conditions for arrest. 
(3) Improvement of the defence system, bringing it into line with the 
Lawyers’ Law. (4) More detailed regulations about the investigation 
procedure, especially regarding covert investigations. (5) Changes 
relevant to court trial procedure. There are 99 changes in the draft. 
If the draft is finally approved, it will be a step forward. Some of the 
articles have been borrowed from international human rights conven-
tions, such as ‘no one should be compelled to testify against himself 
or to confess guilt’. It is not clear when the new law will be passed.”

In fact, the revised Criminal Procedure Law was passed a few 
weeks later during the annual meeting of the National People’s 
Congress in the Great Hall of the People in Beijing, as described in 
the Introduction. 
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six years ago. But crime hasn’t risen over the same period. I think 
more and more lawyers will start taking criminal cases.”

But surely an accused can still be tortured even though he can afford 
a lawyer and the law guarantees that torture is illegal? How can he 
prove that he has been tortured?

“Yes, torture is a tricky problem. In academic circles, it is being 
discussed whether it should be up to the police to prove that they 
have not used torture; transferring the burden of proof to the 
police, in other words. That would make it difficult for the 
police. Who at present has to prove that torture has taken 
place? The accused. It is, however, very uncertain whether the 
proposal will be accepted.”

But haven’t things always been so?

“Yes, it has always been the defendant who has the burden 
of proof. It is, however, stated in the Lawyers’ Law that the 
defence lawyer must always be present when the police carry out 
preliminary interviews with suspects. And that might also be written 
into the new Criminal Procedure Law. That would help reduce the 
use of torture.”

In practice, there are many things which must be considered if people 
accused of a crime are to be protected from torture, as it will surely 
always be possible to evade the law?

“Yes, the police will simply become cleverer and use more tricks.”

As far as I know, no courses 
in human rights  are of-
fered at police academies. 
They learn about the law  but 
not about human rights.
Yang Songcai

Photo: People
The Chinese people enjoy more freedom 
now than they did three decades ago. 
Nevertheless, there is plenty of room 
for improvement. Yang Songcai explains 
that his work teaching police officers at 
his human rights centre at Guangzhou 
University has been intensified. In fact, 
his centre has been extended from five 
full-time research assistants to ten. And 
he believes that twenty or thirty will be 
needed by 2016. Beijing, 2011.

Note:
The proposed addition to the Criminal Procedure Law stating that 
a defence lawyer must be present at preliminary interviews held by 
the police was rejected and is therefore not included in the revised 
Criminal Procedure Law passed at the meeting of the National Peo-
ple’s Congress in March 2012. The revised law is described in greater 
detail in the Introduction.

As far as I know, no 
courses in human 
rights  are offered 
at police academies. 
They learn about the 
law  but not about 
human rights.
Yang Songcai
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Chapter 7

The Black Children

If you don’t officially exist, it’s difficult to assert your rights. This is 
the situation for an unknown number of children in China, the 

“black children”. Children too have rights, though. They just can’t 
fight for them in the same way as workers, women or journalists. 
Somebody has to do it for them, and 37-year-old Liu Huawen is one 
of them.

He specialises in children’s rights at the Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences in Beijing, where he has been employed for almost 
ten years and is head of the Research Administration Department. 
He worked with human rights while studying at the country’s most 
prestigious university, Peking University, and in 2003 he completed 
his PhD thesis on the country’s obligations under the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. Otherwise, he 

Liu Huawen has taken up the fight for some of those who cannot fight for themselves: children. It is, however, the 
way adults think that needs to be changed. 
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has concentrated on the rights of children. In his opinion, one of 
the first things that needs to be done is to give all Chinese children 
the right to be registered as citizens of the People’s Republic. Not all 

children in China have that right today.
“That was the subject of my first thesis,” 

he says and explains that it is problematic 
that the registration of children in China 
is viewed as being a purely administrative 
matter. “Registration is therefore covered 

by administrative law. It is not viewed as being a human right. My 
thesis was the first time that the registration of children was discussed 
as a right on mainland China.”

In Chinese, non-registered children are called “black family” or 
“black children”. The word “black” in the somewhat unbecoming no-
menclature suggests something illegal, and Liu Huawen quickly in-
troduces the more charitable expression “unseen children”. Chil-
dren can end up as black or unseen children in several ways. They 
can, for example, have been abandoned by their parents shortly after 
birth. In practice, however, this is not generally a problem as such ba-

[Foto: Liu Hua-
wen 5]

Liu Huawen has taken up the fight for 
some of those who cannot fight for 
themselves: children. It is, however, 
the way adults think that needs to be 
changed. 

The law states that there are two parties involved 
in the registration of a child: the child’s parents 
and the police. The child is not mentioned at all. 
Liu Huawen

Expectations of young people have grown tremendously over the last twenty years. On the other hand, pockets 
have appeared, especially in the big cities, where some young people can behave more freely. Beijing, 2008. 

The law states that there are two parties 
involved in the registration of a child: 
the child’s parents and the police. 
The child is not mentioned at all. 
Liu Huawen
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bies are usually delivered to one of the many children’s homes, where 
they are looked after and adoptive parents are often found for them 
– usually abroad.

The problem is greater for other groups of children. Children of 
parents who live in remote parts of the country, for example, or the 
children of migrant workers. Children 
must be registered with the local au-
thorities in the city closest to the parent’s 
home. If they live far from the city, or 
have moved elsewhere to find work, they 
will have to travel great distances – in 
many cases hundreds of kilometres – to 
have their child registered. As this is not 
only expensive but also inconvenient, it is not always done.

Even though children are registered, however, they are not nec-
essarily better off. If they have no real guardian, as is the case with 
many children of convicted criminals, they can easily fall through a 
hole in the law. Such children are left to the rest of the family, who are 
not necessarily capable of looking after them. They are therefore often 
abandoned to an uncertain life on the streets. In 2006 and 2007, Liu 
Huawen was part of a UNICEF delegation which visited a number of 
private children’s homes that look after some of these children, who, 
although not true orphans, have no parents in practice. The homes 
were located in the north-eastern province of Heilongjiang and in 
Xi’an, the capital of Shaanxi Province in Central China. The children 
were aged between five and thirteen, and the purpose of visiting them 
was to hear them tell their stories in their own words.

Liu Huawen remembers two brothers from Gansu, a poor province 
in the dry, north-western part of the country: “The parents were in 
prison – or perhaps the one had killed the other, I can’t really remember 
– and they had lived with an uncle until he couldn’t manage any more. 
They then lived on the streets, earning money by collecting waste and 
selling it for reuse. They earned enough money to start school, but 
the principal threw them out. After that, they travelled the long, long 
journey to Xi’an on their own.”

He also remembers a girl from another western province, Sichuan. 
Her parents were imprisoned, too. Initially, her grandmother had 
taken care of her, but was now too old and could no longer manage 
the extra work. The girl’s father then contacted the private children’s 

They were very thin and not very tall, but they had 
clear minds and told us some very detailed sto-
ries. Their problem was that they had nowhere 
to turn, that no one wanted them, and they knew 
very well how dangerous that was for them. 
Liu Huawen

[Foto: Unge 4]
Expectations of young people have 
grown tremendously over the last twenty 
years. On the other hand, pockets have 
appeared, especially in the big cities, 
where some young people can behave 
more freely. Beijing, 2008. 

They were very thin and not very tall, but 
they had clear minds and told us some 
very detailed stories. Their problem was 
that they had nowhere to turn, that no 
one wanted them, and they knew very 
well how dangerous that was for them. 
Liu Huawen

Holmgaard BOOK.indb   181 11/07/14   13.26



Walking a tightrope

182

home in Xi’an from prison and asked 
them to look after her. Although the 
children’s home accepted, the girl 
could not manage the long journey 
alone. The other villagers therefore 
talked the grandmother into asking 
the authorities for help. But the au-
thorities answered by saying directly 
that there was nothing they could do 
to help because the child was not an 
orphan. The only possibility for the 
girl was the private children’s home, 
and she only got there because two 
peasants from the village happened 
to be going the same way. They took 
her with them.

“We argued that the authori-
ties must help children who in re-
ality have no guardian, particularly 
the children of criminals,” says Liu 
Huawen. “Later, the authorities is-
sued a few directives which were 
also meant to apply to such children, 
but . . . I don’t know . . . perhaps it’s 
also a matter of local public offi-
cials abusing the rules. Perhaps the 

rules are good enough, but when they explain the rules to people, they 
turn them down and send the children home again saying that they 
are not orphans. Another problem is that public children’s homes sel-
dom accept that kind of children. Their acceptance threshold is very 
high. Perhaps because they do not have enough room or the necessary 
facilities. Public institutions certainly can’t cope. There are so many 
children who need help but who receive none.”

In Liu Huawen’s opinion, it is children without guardians who 
are in particular need of having their rights assured. Special laws are 
required for that purpose. Laws which can be enforced in practice 
in the China of today, where conditions vary greatly depending on 
which part of the country the children live. It is not simply a question 
of having a place to live and something to eat, he emphasises. They 

“Be a red successor.” Although this is an old poster, Mao’s 
rhetoric still applies with respect to the goals proper boys and 
proper girls in the People’s Republic of China should strive for. 
Poster from 1977. Maopost.com.
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must also have the right to medical care and, not least, to go to 
school.

Liu Huawen sees two fronts on which the struggle for children’s 
rights must be fought. The first consists of specific cases where chil-
dren have encountered problems in the system. The other consists 
of the legislation itself, the terminology 
and people’s attitudes to children as a 
whole – both their own and others’. This 
is where Liu Huawen is particularly ac-
tive. He primarily criticises the way in 
which his countrymen regard children 
and feels that, when an entire nation’s 
attitude to children is to be changed, the terminology must also be 
changed – above all, that which is used in the legislation.

“The way in which we think must be changed,” he says and 
points to the existing Chinese legislation concerning the rights of 
children: the Law on the Protection of Minors. “The word ‘minors’ 
doesn’t sound good in Chinese. It sounds as though the children are 
inferior or unqualified. In Chinese it is called ‘non-adult’. Children 
can, however, do many things before they turn eighteen and should 
therefore have their own rights. From a purely legal point of view, it’s 
the same, but we want to change the terminology in order to promote 
a new way of thinking, a new culture.”

“We should consider children as human beings, independent hu-
man beings,” he says and explains that, in his opinion, the terminol-
ogy used in the Law on the Protection of Minors generally indicates 
a basic problem in its view of children. He believes that the law, as a 
minimum, should refer to children as people so that they in practice 
are seen and treated as the human beings they are. At the same time, it 
means that children should be treated according to their age and abili-
ties as there can be very great differences. “The definition of children 
is that they are under eighteen. That’s a long period,” he remarks and 
points out that five-year-olds and seventeen-year-olds face widely dif-
fering situations. “We must listen to them. What needs to be changed 
is our way of thinking.”

The rhetoric of the law – for example that children are already 
singled out to become “heirs of socialism” in Section 1 – brings back 
memories of the Mao Zedong era, and Liu Huawen believes that it 
sends all the wrong signals to the present-day population. “We must 

Section 1 of the Law on the Protection of Minors states that the pur-
pose of the law is to ensure that children are brought up to be-
come heirs and builders of socialism. That’s not good enough. 
Liu Huawen

[Plakat: 1180-
001M]
“Be a red successor.” Although this is an 
old poster, Mao’s rhetoric still applies 
with respect to the goals proper boys and 
proper girls in the People’s Republic of 
China should strive for. Poster from 1977. 
Maopost.com.

Section 1 of the Law on the Protection 
of Minors states that the purpose of 
the law is to ensure that children are 
brought up to become heirs and builders 
of socialism. That’s not good enough. 
Liu Huawen
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protect children solely because they are human beings and because 
they have their own rights,” he objects. “We shouldn’t help and 
protect them because of their future status. Nor should we protect 
girls because they are future mothers. Children should not be treated 
as inferior to adults. They must be treated as independent human 
beings and not as the family’s property or instrument.”

“Childhood is different to adulthood and has a value of its own. 
Although the children’s future is important, their childhood is also 

Children’s right to play is not a common concept in China. School takes up most of 
their time. However, five-year-old Xiaxia enjoyed a memorable day with her father in 
the greenhouse during the May Day holiday. While he worked, she was allowed to do 
whatever she wanted. Beijing, 2008.
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of value and must be respected,” he says and then mentions the “right 
to play”. However, in a country where millions of schoolchildren 
have an eight-hour school day plus homework plus extra classes at 
weekends, and where millions of children have parents who fight 
hard to make ends meet, talking about children’s right to play may 
sound like an exaggerated ambition. Liu Huawen disagrees. “I believe 
that it is very important, for our culture is very different to the new 
human rights culture,” he says. “For far too long, children have 
been viewed simply as instruments of the family and as someone 
who can carry on the family in the future. They are not viewed as 
independent people.”

Chinese culture has always emphasised the group, in contrast 
to Western culture, which emphasises the individual. Why is it 
important, though, that the Chinese now change culture? “Because 
children cannot enjoy the new culture at present. In many cases, 
their parents decide everything for them. They do not listen to them 
and do not show them respect,” says Liu Huawen. But is a parent’s 
task and duty not precisely to decide on behalf of the child? “If 
parents really want to help their children in the best possible way, 
they should listen to the children and respect their choices,” counters 
Liu Huawen. “Parents think too much about themselves.”

Nevertheless, it could be questioned whether it is reasonable to 
make that kind of demand on Chinese families today. Many of them 
have no spare time and are under great pressure financially. Many 
must work overtime to make ends meet. “That’s not true,” says Liu 
Huawen. “It’s possible that they use it as an excuse, but not everyone’s 
situation is that bad. Most people today can afford food and clothing. 
They often have a choice, but they do not give it serious consideration 
and continue to bring up their children in the traditional way. Yes 
of course, financial considerations play a part, but they are not 
decisive. Corporal punishment is also commonplace, and it makes 
no difference whether you are rich or poor. It’s a question of culture 
and of the way parents understand their role as parents. That is why I 
believe that legislation on human rights is so important. But the new 
culture and the new way of thinking are even more important. It’s a 
matter of a completely new approach and not simply of which rules 
apply or which obligations the authorities have.”

In addition, Liu Huawen feels that his countrymen focus far too 
much on good-looking, clever and physically normal children. He be-

[Foto: DSC_0170]
Children’s right to play is not a common 
concept in China. School takes up most 
of their time. However, five-year-old 
Xiaxia enjoyed a memorable day with 
her father in the greenhouse during the 
May Day holiday. While he worked, she 
was allowed to do whatever she wanted. 
Beijing, 2008.

Holmgaard BOOK.indb   185 11/07/14   13.26



Walking a tightrope

186

lieves that there is insufficient room for non-perfect individuals in 
Chinese society. “Take for example the earthquake last year,” he says. 
“There were lots of people who were willing to adopt the orphaned 
children, but few disabled children could find foster families, precisely 
because they were disabled. Chinese culture favours promising chil-
dren, clever and attractive children, or children who have good pros-
pects for the future. Life in itself enjoys no respect! I often see foreign-

ers who come to China to adopt a disa-
bled child, and I respect them for that 
and believe that they are happy and lov-
ing people. They do not only think about 
whether the child will have a successful 
career in the future. They focus on life. 
That’s a good thing. Here in China, both 
ordinary people and the authorities at-
tach most importance to education and 
future roles.”

It’s also a matter of many more people learning to accept respon-
sibility for the children. The authorities could help many more chil-
dren and create many more opportunities for them, and local com-
munities could also do a great deal more. “The family is, of course, 
closest, but there are many other people who are in contact with the 
children – the police, social workers and teachers,” he says. “Yes, even 

The greatest challenge in China is giving all children 
equal opportunities. The law should apply to all chil-
dren, both ordinary children and children with prob-
lems. We now have new regulations which apply to 
children who live in the country or children who have 
no guardians, but they are difficult to enforce. 
Liu Huawen

Rich children have expensive toys. The question is, though, who plays most with this 
remote-controlled armoured pram – father or son? Beijing, 2007. 

The greatest challenge in China is giving 
all children equal opportunities. The law 
should apply to all children, both ordinary 
children and children with problems. 
We now have new regulations which 
apply to children who live in the country 
or children who have no guardians, 
but they are difficult to enforce. 
Liu Huawen
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neighbours, regardless of whether they are rich or poor. Children’s 
rights are not determined by whether the family is rich or not. Chil-
dren in some rich families have a really hard time. We see over and 
over again that it is not a question of money. It is a question of focus 
and attitudes.”

An example which came to be known far beyond China’s borders 
when it was reported in the world press in 2007 is the scandal from 
Shanxi Province where more than 500 people – including children 
and the mentally handicapped – were held for years as slaves at a 
brickworks. They were treated harshly and brutally and some of 
them were beaten to death by the overseers. Liu Huawen does not 
believe that such slavery could have been practiced without the tacit 
acceptance of the local community. “People criticised the authorities, 
public officials and various organisations for not having lived up to 
their responsibility. But we were also very disappointed that the local 
community did not take a united stand,” he says and emphasises that 
children’s rights are not simply a matter for individual families. “There 
are many other social players who should also be involved,” he says.

Is this not a purely academic discussion, though? After all, China 
is still a developing country. Is it not almost impossible for a family to 
find the time and energy to think about children’s rights while facing 
the realities and often harsh challenges of everyday life? Children are 
still brought up in the spirit of Confucius to respect their parents, 

[Fotos: Bar-
nevogn 1 DSC04817 og Bar-
nevogn 2 DSC04818]
Rich children have expensive toys. The 
question is, though, who plays most with 
this remote-controlled armoured pram – 
father or son? Beijing, 2007. 

Foto: DSC04818 THIS PHO-
TO CORRESPONDS TO THE 
PREVIOUS AND SHOULD BE 
PLACED ON THE OPPOSITE 
PAGE
A moment after the armoured pram has 
passed, a pair of happy grandparents 
pass with the grandchild in an old 
traditional pram made of bamboo. 
Beijing, 2007.

A moment after the armoured pram has passed, a pair of happy grandparents pass with 
the grandchild in an old traditional pram made of bamboo. Beijing, 2007.
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teachers and other adults and to do what they are told to. “Yes,” 
concedes Liu Huawen. “And when I lecture, the first question is 
always: ‘Why are you telling us about the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child and about American and European standards? We are 
Chinese and we have our own culture!’ So then I ask them all to 
read the Convention for themselves: ‘Read the Convention and tell 
me which articles contradict our culture, which are not suitable for 
China and which you do not like.’ They never give an example of an 

Premier Wen Jiabao promised in his speech to delegates at the National People’s 
Congress in 2009 that something would be done about the extremely heavy workloads 
of Chinese schoolchildren. The children are still waiting for something to be done. 
Beijing, 2009.
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article in the Convention which contradicts our culture and could 
therefore be rejected.”

What, incidentally, is so special about the Chinese view of children? 
Liu Huawen answers hesitantly: Chinese people are over-protective of 
their children and attach great importance to education. Fathers are 
strict and probably make use of corporal punishment. And children 
are expected to respect their parents. “I am not so sure that this is 
particularly Chinese when it comes down to it,” he says uncertainly.

It is apparently reasonably common that children are corporally 
punished by their parents. Does Liu Huawen punish his own chil-
dren in this way? “I can understand peo-
ple who punish their children corporally,” 
he answers. “It is very complicated, I agree 
with that. It’s a question of defining what 
corporal punishment is, and you have to 
discuss purpose and result . . . it requires 
much consideration. It is a controversial 
issue in many countries. In China, many 
people would say that they do not smack 
their children, even though they actually do.” He himself was occa-
sionally punished corporally as a child back in the 1970s, but not by 
his father. “Only by my mother. My father never punished us. Often, 
he protected us. So if we felt we were in danger of being punished, 
we would run away and wait until he came home before we ourselves 
went home.”

One of the places where Chinese children are under most pressure 
is at school. A passage was even dedicated to their situation in Pre-
mier Wen Jiabao’s opening speech at the National People’s Congress 
in March 2009. Discussions about their workloads are not new and 
have raged back and forth for the last fifteen to twenty years. Never-
theless, Chinese children have never before had so much to do. “It’s 
worse now,” says Liu Huawen, who does not himself have any sug-
gestions for improving the situation. Nor have the premier’s words 
at the opening of the National People’s Congress been followed up 
with concrete proposals. “We know there is something wrong. There 
is much that is wrong,” he says. “The revised Law on the Protection 
of Minors came into force at the end of 2006, and there are also some 
rules on reducing the workloads of children, but competition in the 
field of education is far too great.”

[Foto: Wen og Hu 3]
Premier Wen Jiabao promised in his speech to delegates at the National People’s 
Congress in 2009 that something would be done about the extremely heavy 
workloads of Chinese schoolchildren. The children are still waiting for something to be 
done. Beijing, 2009.

The rate at which school syllabuses, textbooks, 
teaching methods, and examination and grad-
ing systems are reformed must be speeded 
up in order to lighten the all too heavy work-
loads of schoolchildren so that they have 
more time to think, practice and create. 
Wen Jiabao

The rate at which school syllabuses, 
textbooks, teaching methods, and 
examination and grading systems are 
reformed must be speeded up in order 
to lighten the all too heavy workloads of 
schoolchildren so that they have more 
time to think, practice and create. 
Wen Jiabao
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“Resources and opportunities are limited,” he adds. “Even if 
parents complain, they know they must accept it. The children follow 
suit. They know they must think of the future so they work day and 
night. They would rather not, but they do it because they have to. It’s 
merciless. It’s a twisted system. It’s not normal.”

Considering the length of time children spend at school, teachers 
are among the most important people in their lives. In Liu Huawen‘s 
personal experience, however, they do not take their work seriously 
enough. “I have interviewed many people, but teachers are the 
worst I have experienced,“ he says. “They often complain that they 
are under a lot of pressure and have a difficult job. They seldom talk 
about the children‘s rights. Instead, they complain that the children 

are undisciplined. They also talk about 
demands for safety and expectations 
from parents, school principals and the 
authorities, and about all the work they 
have to do!“ 

In his speech to the National People’s 
Congress, the premier mentioned some 
additional goals which the government 

has for the country’s schoolchildren, but Liu Huawen has no im-
mediate comments to them. For example, a government objective 
that the quality of primary and secondary school teachers should be 
improved via a performance-related pay system. But as teacher per-
formance is measured by means of the pupils’ grades, would the new 
system not simply put even more pressure on the children? “I don’t 
know,” he answers and appears now to have almost no illusions. “It’s 
just a slogan. I don’t know how it will work in practice.”

For Liu Huawen, what he calls the new way of thinking and 
the new culture form the core of his work. The UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child is his guide and he thinks he can trace 
improvements in the area that absorbs him most. When asked which 
concrete improvements have occurred during the time he has worked 
with the subject, he says: “More and more academics, activists and 
others now accept the idea of thinking in new ways. I am not alone. 
There are more of us now.”

With regard to the right of children to be registered, the problem 
has yet to be solved. “Government officials are aware of the problem, 
but the political documents have nothing to say on the matter,” says 

BOX:
Preassures on schoolchildren

P 125 [Foto: Studier 
DSC_0854] THIS PHOTO 
WORKS AS ILLUSTRATION 
TO BOTH THESE BOXES. (SEE 
THE DANISH EDITION FOR 
REFERENCE). 
Life is tough in the final year of high 
school. Subjects are revised all year 
in preparation for the all-important 
university entrance exams (gaokao). Many 
youngsters are close to breakdown in the 
face of such pressure. Baotou, 2009.

BOX:
Goals for schoolchildren

If the law was a person, it would be someone who 
doesn’t see all children, only some of them, es-
pecially promising and normal children; some-
one who doesn’t see children with difficulties. 
Liu Huawen

P. 126 [Foto: San-
yas Folkeskole No. 1, propa-

ganda 044]
“Study Comrade Lei Feng. Mao 
Zedong.” Lei Feng died as a young man 
in 1962. Although there was nothing 
particularly heroic about his death, he 
was subsequently acclaimed as a national 
hero because, according to massive 
propaganda, he sought to serve the 
Party and Mao Zedong in everything he 
did. He is still regarded as a hero and is a 
compulsory part of the school syllabus. 
Sanya, 2006.

If the law was a person, it would be 
someone who doesn’t see all children, 
only some of them, especially promising 
and normal children; someone who 
doesn’t see children with difficulties. 
Liu Huawen
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Preassures on schoolchildren
According to the Chinese constitution, the country’s children have 
a right to schooling. The problem is that the children must cover 
such a huge syllabus that they have practically no time off. Pupils 
have a normal school day of more than eight hours, Monday to 
Friday, irrespective of whether they are in nursery class or the final 
year of high school. They have homework every day which can take 
up to several hours to complete. Many parents decide as early as 
primary school that their children would benefit from extra classes 
at weekends, and English, maths, Chinese 
and music are popular subjects on which 
children spend extra time. Most schools 
offer extra fee-paying classes after school 
or at weekends from the fourth grade, and 
tests are regularly held to check the pupils’ 
progress. The results are posted on the 
class notice board so that everyone knows 
their exact position in the race in relation 
to their classmates. 

Goals for schoolchildren
Every year, some ten million young high 
school students compete in university 
entrance exams (gaokao). Only about two 
million are accepted, however, and many of 
the places are not really all that attractive. 
Many Chinese parents set a clear goal for 
their child: they expect the child to be 
accepted by a respected high school so 
that they have a better chance of being 
accepted by a top-class university, thus 
increasing the likelihood of getting a good, well-paid job. That 
is the direct reason for the high amount of pressure put on 
schoolchildren from the very start of their schooling. As the 
competition for jobs is just as intense as the competition for 
good university places, many young people continue studying 
for a PhD after graduation. Nevertheless, the Chinese business 
community criticises the students for not being good enough: 
all they are good at is passing exams. 

Life is tough in the final year 
of high school. Subjects are 
revised all year in preparation 
for the all-important university 
entrance exams (gaokao). 
Many youngsters are close to 
breakdown in the face of such 
pressure (see p. 263) . Baotou, 
2009.
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Liu Huawen. “They won’t give any 
clear definition, so they avoid talk-
ing about it in direct terms, about 
whether it should be a right or an 
administrative matter. All they’ll 
say is that children should be reg-
istered.”

“Study Comrade Lei Feng. Mao Zedong.” Lei Feng died as a 
young man in 1962. Although there was nothing particularly 
heroic about his death, he was subsequently acclaimed as a 
national hero because, according to massive propaganda, he 
sought to serve the Party and Mao Zedong in everything he 
did. He is still regarded as a hero and is a compulsory part of 
the school syllabus. Sanya, 2006.

Documentaries:

• “二” (“Little Proletarian”). Directed by Shen Jie, 2012 (91 min.).
14 year old Hai’er has been expelled from school. The documentary 
follows him over two months as he is drifting around with the buddies 
getting drunk, fighting and racing on small motorbikes. Beatings by his 
father don’t seem to be what it takes for him to avoid a criminal career.
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• “出路” (“Education, Education”). Directed by Chen Weijun, 2012 
(58 min.).
28-year-old Wang Zhenxiang travels in the vicinity of Wuhan. He en-
rols students for the Hongbo College, a fake private university set up 
solely to make a profit. Outside Wuhan lives Wang Pan. She didn’t do 
so well at the university entrance exam. Her parents are poor but they 
must raise money so their daughter can continue her studies. Wan 
Chao has just graduated from a university in Wuhan and is now strug-
gling to get his first job. He soon discovers that he risks becoming one of 
this year’s two million new graduates who cannot find work. 

• “好死不如赖活着” (“Better to Live On”). Directed by Chen Weijun, 
2003 (88 min.).
Nine-year-old Ma Ningning’s mother dies of AIDS. Her father, younger 
sister and younger brother have AIDS, too, and they are all bound to 
die. The only reason Ningning is not sick is the fact that she was born 
in 1992, just before the medical team came to her village, Wenlou in 
Henan Province, to buy blood. They didn’t clean the syringes and an 
AIDS epidemic was started, not just in Wenlou, but also in a long row 
of other poor villages in Henan. Now, Ningning’s father can only try to 
prepare so his daughter will have a future when her family is gone.
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Chapter 8

Risky Proceedings

On 26 November 2008, 28-year-old Yang Jia’s death sentence was 
carried out. He was executed by means of a lethal injection in 

Tilanqiao prison in Shanghai in the early morning. Less than five 
months earlier, he had, in protest against the treatment he had received 
there, thrown a bomb at a local police station, killing six police officers 
and wounding another four. The year before, unemployed Yang Jia 
had been detained while riding a bicycle that the police believed was 
stolen. He himself claimed that he was beaten during his detention. 
The police, however, denied that they had beaten him. Yang Jia 
was sentenced to death in September and his appeal was rejected in 
October. About ten people demonstrated out side 
the court in identical T-shirts bearing a portrait 
of Yang Jia. They were quickly dispersed by the 
police.

Despite Yang Jia’s obvious crime, he became 
for some people, according to the Hong Kong 
newspaper South China Morning Post, a sym bol 
of the fight for justice, a symbol of the humiliating 
way in which many marginalized Chinese people feel they are treated, 
by the police for example, a symbol of their lack of rights. There is a 
dawning consciousness among the Chinese population that individual 
citizens have constitutional rights. However, if you ask individual 
Chinese people, you realise that there is still ingrained doubt about 
whether or not such rights actually exist (see the reference to artist Ai 
Weiwei’s documentary about Yang Jia’s case at the end of this chapter).

What, though, do representatives of the prosecution service say? 
A few days before Yang Jia is executed, I meet with two lawyers from 
the prosecution service of one of Beijing’s many districts. It is quite by 
chance that the meeting is held just before Yang Jia’s death sentence 
is carried out, and it is not his case we intend to talk about. We are to 
discuss overall developments in the rule of law in China. We are also 

Yang reportedly had a grievance against 
the Shanghai police for a lengthy inter-
rogation last October, when he was ques-
tioned for riding an unlicensed bicycle.
The Chinese news agency Xinhua, 20/10/2008

Yang reportedly had a grievance 
against the Shanghai police for a 
lengthy interrogation last October, 
when he was questioned for 
riding an unlicensed bicycle.
The Chinese news agency 
Xinhua, 20/10/2008
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to discuss the general impression Chinese people have of their legal 
rights three decades after Deng Xiaoping in 1978 began to create a 
nation built on law after inheriting a truly chaotic society from Mao 
Zedong.

We meet for lunch in a Japanese fast-food restaurant packed with 
people from the surrounding offices. The two lawyers often spend 
their lunch break here. They are both 35 years old and both are 
mothers to small boys. Previously, they worked together in the district 
prosecutor’s office, but Sun Xiaohong changed jobs a year ago. She 
now works for the political department, where she is responsible for 
reviewing individual cases in order to ensure that no mistakes have 
been made. Wu Xia stayed where she was in the research department 
of the district prosecutor’s office. Besides doing research, she is also 
the assistant editor of a law magazine, which is only available to 
lawyers – in other words: no laypeople get to read the articles.

We talk easily while we eat. We must speak loudly to drown out 
the music and the other guests. They both answer willingly, although 
slightly hesitantly, for it is obvious that, although they readily accept 
that there are problems with the legal system, they are reluctant to 

P. 128 [Foto: Supermarked 
DSC_0371]
“Liberation Supermarket”. This shop sign 
appeared during the renovation of a shop 
front in Xi’an. The name was typical of 
grocers shops in the days of Mao Zedong. 
“Liberation” referred to the communists’ 
victory over the nationalists in 1949. 
There was, however, little freedom under 
Mao. It is a fact that the Chinese people 
are freer under the present regime than 
they were previously. Xi’an, 2007.

“Liberation Supermarket”. This shop sign appeared during the renovation of a shop front in Xi’an. The name was 
typical of grocers shops in the days of Mao Zedong. “Liberation” referred to the communists’ victory over the 
nationalists in 1949. There was, however, little freedom under Mao. It is a fact that the Chinese people are freer 
under the present regime than they were previously. Xi’an, 2007.
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criticise it directly. They try to win sympathy, they try to explain, they 
call for level-headedness. China needs time, they argue, emphasising 
that they prefer to view the problems in their own particular area in 
a long-term perspective.

Seen over the long term, the political climate has become very 
much more relaxed. In the short term, however, it has its ups and 
downs, and there is therefore every reason to be careful. Particularly 
in a situation like this where Sun Xiaohong and Wu Xia, two publicly 
employed specialists, are to critically discuss the Chinese legal system 
with a foreign writer. That is why they both ask me not to disclose 
their real names. And I promise not to. Naturally, they do not allow 
their photograph to be taken.

We discuss many aspects of legal rights in China. They are willing 
to answer critical questions and endeavour to be open and honest. 
If a question is too awkward, they discuss it between themselves 
before answering. This clearly makes them feel a little more secure 
in a situation where they obviously feel slightly vulnerable. They do, 
however, both admit that they personally would be somewhat worried 
about their own legal rights should they be accused of anything. 
Then again, they immediately try to emphasise better aspects of the 
system as it is now. They do not want to criticise anyone, and try 
to explain and win sympathy for the problems that exist concerning 

P. 129 [Foto: TAM DSC_0001]
For ordinary Chinese people, legal rights are still a theoretical concept which many dare not hope 
applies in the real world. There is, however, an awakening sense that there is – or should be – 
certain standards. Beijing, 2008.

For ordinary Chinese people, legal rights are still a theoretical concept which many 
dare not hope applies in the real world. There is, however, an awakening sense that 
there is – or should be – certain standards. Beijing, 2008.
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legal rights. Both of them also claim that they are convinced that 
things are continually improving.

Among the more serious problems with legal rights in China 
that we talk about is the fact that very few cases are heard in which 
witnesses actually appear in court. The norm is for a statement made 
by the witness to the police or prosecution service to be simply read 

BOX, BUT DIFFERENT TO THE YELLOW ONES
A fair trial - perhaps
I ask Sun Xiaohong and Wu Xia whether they as ordinary Chinese 

citizens and with their knowledge of the Chinese legal system would feel 
certain of receiving a fair trial should they one day be accused of a crime. 
Both hesitate before answering. Sun Xiaohong reflects, then answers in 
a steady voice: 

If I were a witness, I wouldn’t want to appear in court. I would think: 
“I have a son who is only three years old. What will happen to him if 
they take revenge on me?” That’s something I would be very scared of. 
Sun Xiaohong

A fair trial – perhaps
I ask Sun Xiaohong and Wu Xia whether they as ordinary Chinese citizens 
and with their knowledge of the Chinese legal system would feel certain 
of receiving a fair trial should they one day be accused of a crime. Both 
hesitate before answering. Sun Xiaohong reflects, then answers in a steady 
voice: 

“Yes! Yes indeed, I would say I am certain. The only problem is that 
judges in China have wide authority concerning the sentence. If you 
have stolen 20,000 yuan, you can be sentenced to anything between 
three and ten years in prison. The judge has a free hand. So the only 
thing I would be uncertain about was where on the scale I would end.”

Wu Xia also hesitates before answering: 
“How should I put it? I would probably explain everything to the 

police or the prosecutor, for the law requires that the prosecution service 
reviews all details of the case. So even if I did not have a defence lawyer, 
I could explain my situation to the prosecutor. Then they would perform 
supplementary investigations. So my chances are good throughout the 
process.”

Perhaps she herself realises that she does not sound completely 
convincing. When I sum up by again asking whether she has faith in the 
system, she cannot help laughing: 

“It’s very difficult to say because it depends on the situation or the 
specific case,” she replies with a broad, bashfully disarming smile.

She doesn’t go into detail though. I object that if the case were 
political, it would be much more difficult to have faith in the system as 
the outcome would be decided in advance. Wu Xia laughs again and Sun 
Xiaohong breaks in:

“Yes, yes, yes. Precisely. Yes.”
But what is a political case? In China, like Western countries, a dis-

tinction is only made between civil cases and criminal cases, and Sun 
Xiaohong and Wu Xia work with criminal cases. It is these they can express 
an opinion about. 
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out in court. The defence lawyer therefore has no opportunity to 
challenge the witness’s testimony. Sun Xiaohong estimates that only 
five per cent of cases at most are tried with witnesses present at the 
trial. There are several reasons for this, among others that witnesses 
are afraid of becoming involved. 

Sun Xiaohong admits that she herself would be loath to appear 
personally in a court case. She would feel insecure. She thinks this 
is partly because China is a society based on personal relations. 
People trust the people they know and not 
the authorities. “If we see an injured man 
lying in the street, we don’t dare help him 
because we are afraid that it may lead to 
misunderstandings,” she says. “And if you are 
asked to witness in court, it may mean that you 
have to give evidence against your neighbour 
or a colleague. This is particularly a problem in 
the country.” 

While she explains the reason for the many trials without witnesses, 
Sun Xiaohong tries to deflect some of the criticism by casting an eye 
on other countries: “The situation isn’t much better in other parts of 
the world,” she retorts. She thinks that the statistics favour the USA. 
“We cannot simply compare percentages from different countries 
as it all depends on the type of case that requires witnesses. In the 
USA, ninety per cent of cases can be heard without witnesses because 
they are settled by plea bargaining between the prosecution and the 
accused,” she says. The remaining cases are therefore relatively few 
in number and the percentage of cases where witnesses are heard is 
therefore disproportionately large, she argues, adding: “In China, we 
cannot do things that way. Almost every case must be heard in court.”

A different aspect entirely is brought up by Wu Xia: witnessing 
in court is not only perilous, it can also be expensive. She believes 
that people are under so much pressure in their everyday lives that 
they quite simply don’t dare spend – or waste – time helping people 
they do not know. “Perhaps they would like to,” she says. “But they 
can’t spend their money or their time on people who are in difficulty. 
Perhaps I would ask the police to help them. I would not help them 
myself because I have my job and I have plenty of other things to 
do.” Wu Xia believes that for many people it is a question of everyday 
survival. Most people have little money and little time.

P. 131 [Foto: Sociale forskelle 
4]
The writing on the pavement explains 
that the man has lost all his money, that 
he is ill and that he cannot support his 
wife and son. As many families in China 
have very little money, not much need 
go wrong before catastrophe strikes. The 
result here is that the whole family, father, 
mother and son, must beg in order to live. 
Baotou, 2007.

If I were a witness, I wouldn’t want 
to appear in court. I would think: “I 
have a son who is only three years 
old. What will happen to him if 
they take revenge on me?” That’s 
something I would be very scared of. 
Sun Xiaohong
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She regrets that the system as 
it is today cannot offer witnesses 
protection, as that might be a means 
of helping people overcome their 
fear. The police are not trained to 
protect witnesses, however, and 
no resources are earmarked for it. 
“The police have much else to do,” 
she says. “And they certainly cannot 
protect witnesses at night.” Wu Xia 
reflects on how things would look in 
a more perfect world. “If the accused 
is punished, serves his sentence and 
is released without any help from 
society or any offer of work, there 
is a greater risk that he will be bitter 
and will seek revenge on those who 
witnessed against him. If, however, 
he is released, gets a job and is treated 

properly by the people around him, he will not hate the witness. If this 
is not the case, he will ask himself: ‘Who did this to me?’ ”

Calling witnesses is even more difficult if 
the accused has no defence lawyer, admits Wu 
Xia. A situation in which many find themselves. 
Wu Xia believes there is a very fundamental 
explanation for this: “China is a large country 
and we are not as rich as you are in Europe. The 
authorities are therefore not able to provide 
enough money to ensure that every accused has 

a defence lawyer. It’s impossible!” So if you want a defence lawyer, 
you have to hire one yourself. That is surely a big problem? “Most 
people cannot afford to hire a lawyer,” she admits. “And only a small 
proportion of the accused have the right to be assigned a defence law-
yer.” She explains that those who are entitled to be assigned a lawyer 
are minors, people who are deaf or blind and people who risk being 
sentenced to death.

Is it at all possible to talk of legal rights when so many people are 
not entitled to a defence lawyer? Wu Xia believes that the problem is 
not as great as it otherwise might be because the authorities check that 

The right to have a defence lawyer is another prob-
lem. Although it is fine if witnesses are heard in court, 
the possibility of challenging their testimony is severe-
ly hampered if you do not have a defence lawyer. 
Wu Xia

The writing on the pavement explains that the man has lost all 
his money, that he is ill and that he cannot support his wife and 
son. As many families in China have very little money and lack 
insurance, not much need go wrong before catastrophe strikes. 
The result here is that the whole family, father, mother and son, 
must beg in order to live. Baotou, 2007.

The right to have a defence lawyer 
is another problem. Although it is 
fine if witnesses are heard in court, 
the possibility of challenging their 
testimony is severely hampered if 
you do not have a defence lawyer. 
Wu Xia
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all cases are heard according to the rules and that the prosecutors do 
not make any mistakes. In fact, the office in which Sun Xiaohong works 
checks that the prosecution service handles cases correctly and in 
accordance with the rules. The degree of assurance provided by her and 
her colleagues’ work is not made clear during the conversation. She has 
only worked in the office a year, and the only mistakes she has helped 
to find so far are simple printing errors or spelling mistakes in the case 
documents, she explains. She notes 
that she has not yet seen examples of 
obvious procedural errors.

One of the more serious prob-
lems with not having a defence law-
yer is that it is difficult to ensure that 
suspects are not only informed but 
also sufficiently informed of their 
rights before interrogation is started. 
“The police and the prosecutor are 
obliged to provide such informa-
tion,” says Sun Xiaohong. What hap-
pens, though, if they do not provide 
the information for all that? “But 
they do, of course they do,” she an-
swers. Wu Xia explains that the po-
lice must give the accused a piece of 
paper on which his rights are listed. 
The suspect must then sign a decla-
ration that he has read and under-
stood his rights.

The problem of the lack of defence 
lawyers arises as early as the police’s 
initial interrogation of a detainee. 
It is also common in China that no 
defence lawyer is present when the 
police interview a detainee, says Wu 
Xia. In that case, how is it possible to 
protect the detainee from torture? 
She starts by pointing out that the 
detainee’s family can complain if 
they think something illegal has 

“Faithful to the Party”. The 60th anniversary of the founding of 
the People’s Republic of China was celebrated with pomp and 
ceremony in 2009. Propaganda was intensified in the months 
leading up to the very day of the anniversary of the “liberation”, 
which was celebrated with parades past the Tiananmen Gate 
– here in the form of a modern propaganda poster on an 
enormous screen with changing images. Beijing, 2009.
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occurred. “There is an official body which deals with complaints from 
families who believe that the police have tortured a detainee. It has 
the authority to investigate the case,” she says. “It also has people at 
the detention centre who are able to advise the police. They talk to the 
suspects every day. They can get to the truth. I think there is an excellent 
system when it is not possible to have a defence lawyer present.”

In addition, Wu Xia emphasises that a doctor is also present at the 
detention centre. “The doctor examines the suspect and checks that 
he has not been subjected to torture. We also have representatives 
of the prosecution service at the detention centre. They talk to the 
suspect if he has been subjected to torture,” she maintains, and 
concludes: “I think the police know the risks with torture. They will 
lose their jobs. None of them want to lose their jobs.”

Wu Xia too compares the situation to that in the USA: “The 
Constitution states that everyone has the right to a defence lawyer. But 
if you look at American history, a long time passed before it became a 
reality – twenty to thirty years perhaps. I believe that we too need time.”

P. 133 [Foto: Partiet 
DSC_0947]
“Faithful to the Party”. The 60th 
anniversary of the founding of the 
People’s Republic of China was 
celebrated with pomp and ceremony 
in 2009. Propaganda was intensified in 
the months leading up to the very day 
of the anniversary of the “liberation”, 
which was celebrated with parades past 
the Tiananmen Gate – here in the form 
of a modern propaganda poster on an 
enormous screen with changing images. 
Beijing, 2009.

Personally, I believe that everyone should 
have the right to a defence lawyer. It would 
make our work as prosecutors easier. We do 
not simply want to send all suspects to jail. 
Wu Xia

“Keep a firm grip on the Party’s basic principles for one hundred years without wavering”. In December 
2008 it was thirty years since Deng Xiaoping opened China to the outside world and began the process of 
economic reform. Much has happened since – also in the field of criminal justice. Detainees are now no longer 
automatically presumed guilty simply because they have been arrested; a conviction is now needed. It was 
also Deng Xiaoping who was responsible for the hard-line tactics of the 1980s. Sign at anniversary exhibition in 
Beijing, 2008. 
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In April 2005, an appeal court in Sichuan Province in Western 
China ruled that admissions extracted under torture are not valid in 
court. Sun Xiaohong also remembers the case but draws attention to 
the fact that, according to the Criminal Procedure Law, torture has 
been strictly forbidden since 1979 – and still is, according to the latest 
revision of the Criminal Procedure Law of 1996. “Proving that a suspect 
has been subjected to torture is not easy,” she 
adds. “A suspect can easily claim: ‘I have been 
tortured’. Ascertaining whether this is true 
or not is difficult.” Once again, however, she 
emphasises: torture is forbidden by law. “This 
was determined many years ago and it has been 
confirmed by the Supreme People’s Court and 
by the Director of Public Prosecutions.”

We are half way through our discussion when Sun Xiaohong 
requests that we also talk about some of the progress that has been 
made with respect to legal rights over the last thirty years. She thinks 
we have spent too much time discussing problems. Wu Xia agrees: “I 
think we just need time,” she says. “All systems take time to change. 
We don’t come and ask gloomy questions or . . . we simply believe 
that we are in the midst of a process.”

It is time to change track: What do Sun Xiaohong and Wu Xia see 
as some of the most important improvements since Deng Xiaoping 
launched his open door policy back in 1978?

BOX, BUT DIFFERENT TO THE YELLOW ONES
Real rights
Is it not a problem that, although Chinese citizens have plenty of rights by law, they do 

not have them in reality?
This is a problem in all countries, believes Sun Xiaohong.
Yes, but even though it is a problem in all countries, it is still a problem that should be 

solved. 
– It is called paper laws and real laws, interjects Wu Xia with a smile, and adds: 
– There is always a gap between them, and this can be wide or narrow. 
– Is it not too wide in China? 
– I just want to be accurate, emphasises Sun Xiaohong, and adds: 
– When we discuss this issue, we must do so in terms of specific cases. I do not like  dis-

cussing things in general terms. 

p. 135 [Foto: Deng Xiaoping 269]
“Keep a firm grip on the Party’s basic principles for one hundred years without wavering”. In December 
2008 it was thirty years since Deng Xiaoping opened China to the outside world and began the 
process of economic reform. Much has happened since – also in the field of criminal justice. Detainees 
are now no longer automatically presumed guilty simply because they have been arrested; a conviction 
is now needed. It was also Deng Xiaoping who was responsible for the hard-line tactics of the 1980s. 
Sign at anniversary exhibition in Beijing, 2008. 

Real rights
Is it not a problem that, although Chinese citizens have plenty of 
rights by law, they do not have them in reality?
“This is a problem in all countries”, believes Sun Xiaohong.
Yes, but even though it is a problem in all countries, it is still a problem 
that should be solved. 
“It is called paper laws and real laws,” interjects Wu Xia with a smile, and 
adds: “There is always a gap between them, and this can be wide or narrow. 
Is it not too wide in China?”
“I just want to be accurate,” emphasises Sun Xiaohong, and adds: “When 
we discuss this issue, we must do so in terms of specific cases. I do not like  
discussing things in general terms.”

Personally, I believe that everyone 
should have the right to a defence 
lawyer. It would make our work as 
prosecutors easier. We do not simply 
want to send all suspects to jail. 
Wu Xia

Holmgaard BOOK.indb   203 11/07/14   13.26



Walking a tightrope

204

Wu Xia answers first: “Today, prosecutors and judges are univer-
sity trained,” she says. “They have become more professional.” adds 
Sun Xiaohong, and comments that this also applies to the way in 
which they converse with the accused. “Previously, the accused were 
called criminals or offenders even before a verdict was reached,” 
she says. “They were presumed guilty. Since 1996, when the Crimi-
nal Procedure Law was revised, they have been called suspects. This 
demonstrates a shift in the way we see things.”

Sun Xiaohong adds that, over the years, she has experienced a 
change in the way her colleagues behave towards suspects. “When 
we first joined the prosecution service thirteen years ago, most of our 
colleagues came from a military background and shouted at suspects,” 
she recalls. “They were very uncouth. As they gradually retired, more 
and more university graduates were appointed, and we now treat 
suspects fairly. This is a very important improvement.” She emphasises 
that the change in wording from calling the accused a “criminal” to 
calling him the “defendant” has been of great benefit in changing 
attitudes. “The idea of human rights has gradually taken root,” she says.

In 2004, human rights were written into the Constitution of the 
People’s Republic. According to Article 33, “the State respects and 

protects human rights”. “Before the turn of the century, human 
rights were a very delicate subject. Today, they are open for 
discussion,” says Sun Xiaohong, who nevertheless prefers to 
remain anonymous in this book. She tells me that she studied at 
a university in Hong Kong in 1999, where she wrote a thesis on 
human rights. In the midst of her stay, she returned to Beijing 
for a couple of months. On her return to Hong Kong, her tutor 

exclaimed: “Where have you been? I thought you were in prison.” “If 
he meant it as a joke, it would probably have been OK then. Today, 
it wouldn’t be funny,” she says as she and Wu Xia laugh at the story.

Many attitudes have changed over the last thirty years. Deng 
Xiaoping initiated all China’s modernisation, but it was also he who 
introduced the “strike hard” campaigns of the 1980s. Today, it is an 
official principle to “combine severity and clemency”, explains Sun 
Xiaohong.

She also believes that the prosecution service, of which she herself 
is a part, has contributed to improvements of the justice system. As 
an example, she mentions that it is the prosecution service which has 
begun experiments to reduce the number of suspects who are detained 

Slowly but surely, we are beginning to accept 
the principle of innocence until proven guilty. 
Sun Xiaohong

Human rights have been written into the Constitution. This is impor-
tant because it has provided a solid base for improving the Criminal 
Procedure Law. We can now base our arguments on the Constitution. 
The Criminal Procedure Law is closely connected to human rights. 
Sun Xiaohong

Slowly but surely, 
we are beginning to 
accept the principle 
of innocence until 
proven guilty. 
Sun Xiaohong
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in custody. According to her, the 
proportion in China is between 
seventy and eighty per cent while 
she estimates that the figure in many 
Western countries is twenty to thirty 
per cent. “Why is the custody rate so 
high in China?” she asks rhetorically 
and provides the answer herself: “It 
is because many suspects do not 
come from the local area. They 
come from other provinces, but have 
operated in Beijing. So when they 
are suspected of doing something 
illegal, the authorities do not believe 
they will stay here and detain them 
in custody.”

Sun Xiaohong says that the pros-
ecution service is now trying to ex-
tend the use of a provision in the law 
which allows suspects to be released 
on bail in much the same ways as 
in the USA. She believes that this 
has not previously been used to any 
great extent in China because not 
many people have the opportunity of 
providing the necessary guarantees. 
According to Wu Xia, services capa-
ble of monitoring people released on 
bail are also lacking. “I can tell you 
that exciting experiments are presently being carried out in the town 
of Jiajianggang in Jiangsu Province,” says Sun Xiaohong. “If a suspect 
is not local, they ask if he has family or friends or even an employer in 
the town who could provide the necessary guarantee. They then ask 
the people he names and, if they accept, the suspect can be released on 
bail. It is only an experiment, and the prosecutor is under no obliga-
tion to do it, but, as I say, this is another example of how we are trying 
to make improvements.”

In consideration of her own unwillingness to act as a witness in 
a trial, Sun Xiaohong appears decidedly uplifted on behalf of her 

P. 137 [Foto: Dagushan 128]
Many Chinese priests in unofficial Christian churches, the 
“underground” churches, have experienced police harassment and 
been imprisoned for the way in which they practice their faith. 
Religion is permitted to a growing extent but only in approved 
forums which can be controlled – like this one in Dagushan, where 
Danish missionaries worked until sixty years ago. The Reverend Lu 
leads the prayers. Dagushan, 2007.

Many Chinese priests in unofficial Christian churches, the 
“underground” churches, have experienced police harassment 
and been imprisoned for the way in which they practice their 
faith. Religion is permitted to a growing extent but only in 
approved forums which can be controlled – like this one in 
Dagushan, where Danish missionaries worked until sixty years 
ago. The Reverend Lu leads the prayers. Dagushan, 2007.
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profession. She believes that neither judges nor prosecutors can be 
bribed. She also believes that nobody is treated more leniently in court 
because they have special connections within the system. “In a criminal 
case, there is little benefit to be gained from knowing the judge,” she 
says. “It’s a question of facts. Either you are guilty or you are innocent. 
If there is doubt, the case will not be brought to court. This is because 
it is very embarrassing for us if we take a case to court and lose. We will 
be criticised by people higher up in the system. Losing means that we 
have not been good enough at our jobs, and that’s dreadful.”

Has it ever happened? “Yes, in an assault case. We took the case to 
court and the accused was found not guilty. Many newspapers and oth-
er media reported the case and it was very bad for our image. It was ter-

rible. My colleague who had prosecuted 
the case was very downhearted because 
people would think ‘How could she have 
done such a bad job?’ She was under a lot 
of pressure then. It is very seldom that 
this sort of thing happens because we al-
ways ensure that bad cases are dropped 
before we go to court. We only prosecute 
strong cases because we have very high 
standards of proof.”

Our conversation has lasted almost two hours. We no longer need 
to shout as most of the other guests have already left the restaurant. 
Their lunch break is over and they have returned to their offices. Sun 
Xiaohong and Wu Xia also have to go. Work calls.

Documentary:

• “One Recluse.” Directed by Ai Weiwei, 2010 (186 min.).  
On Youtube: www.youtube.com/watch?v=nm00JuLm3vI
A Documentary about the flaws of Yang Jia’s trial.

The end of “One Recluse” features a one-hour interview with Yang Jia’s 
mother, who was held in illegal custody during her son’s case. She was 
released after 143 days and finally allowed to see her son. At that time, 
she had no idea that he had been sentenced to death. Two days later, 
the sentence was carried out.
On Youtube: www.youtube.com/watch?v=Axh3g6KHFIk

Human rights have been written into 
the Constitution. This is important 
because it has provided a solid base for 
improving the Criminal Procedure Law. 
We can now base our arguments on the 
Constitution. The Criminal Procedure Law 
is closely connected to human rights. 
Sun Xiaohong
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Chapter 9

Human Rights in Practice

“We have too little freedom,” says Li Buyun straightforwardly. 
“It’s been like that for the last thirty years. The Party has 

too much power.”
There is nothing aggressive or indignant about the way he says it, 

this elderly, distinguished gentleman with the dark, friendly eyes 
beneath black, bushy eyebrows. He is a legal expert and professor at 
the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and has so far established four 
human rights centres around the country. Distances are great in China 
but, despite being 76 years old, he flits 
constantly between the four centres 
and still hopes to establish one more 
so that “the seeds of human rights 
can better be strewn throughout the 
country” as he himself puts it. At 
present, he has centres in Beijing in 
the north, Guangzhou in the south, 
Nanjing in the east and Changsha 
in central China. Each of them is 
located in a local university. The fifth 
centre will be situated in the west of 
the country.

He says it almost as fact: “We 
have too little freedom.” And he 
states that insufficient freedom can 
have serious consequences for a 
society. He is convinced that it was 
the lack of economic, cultural and 
political freedom that sparked the 
Cultural Revolution, Mao Zedong’s 
ten-year-long political campaign of 
violence and stagnation from 1966 

P. 139 Foto: Li Buyun 150
Li Buyun has worked with human rights 
for many years. A thorough man who 
has spent all his life balancing on the 
borderline to promote human rights. The 
characters behind him mean “law”. 

Li Buyun has worked with human rights for many years. A 
thorough man who has spent all his life balancing on the 
borderline to promote human rights. The characters behind 
him mean “law”. 
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to 1976, which Li Buyun calls a “catastrophe”. “Those catastrophic ten 
years made us wonder why something like that could happen in China 
but not in the West,” he says. “Everyone asked themselves that ques-
tion, from Deng Xiaoping to the man on the street. We had to find 
a different way. That’s why Deng Xiaoping launched his open door 
policy.”

Li Buyun has worked with human rights from the very beginning, 
when Deng Xiaoping seized power in December 1978 – and even a bit 
before, he emphasises. He graduated in law from Peking University 
in 1965, the year before the catastrophic Cultural Revolution, which 

The Three Gorges Dam
In 1992, political agreement was finally reached on building a dam 
across the Yangtze River near the town of Yichang. The objective was 
partly to control the violently fluctuating water levels in the lower 
reaches and partly to produce electricity. Although the first turbines 
were taken into use in 2003, and the dam itself was completed in 
2006, becoming fully operational in 2009, the power station did not 
achieve its full capacity of 22,500 MW until 2012, thus making the 
Three Gorges Dam the world’s largest hydro-electric power station. 

The public debate which preceded the final decision to start 
construction revealed considerable disagreement about the safety 
of the project and about its environmental impact. The debate was 
therefore silenced and some critics were imprisoned. When the plan 
was adopted, 1,767 of parliament’s 2,633 delegates voted in favour 
while 177 voted against, 664 votes were declared invalid and 25 del-
egates abstained. This was a sensational division of parliament, which 
previously had a reputation for unanimously approving everything 
that the government proposed. 

In May 2011, the government admitted in a public declaration that 
the dam faces “urgent problems”. A statement from the government 
read: “At the same time that the Three Gorges project provides huge 
comprehensive benefits, urgent problems must be resolved regard-
ing the smooth relocation of residents, ecological protection and 
geological disaster prevention.”

“The government built a dam but destroyed a river,” said Dai 
Qing, an environmental journalist who has criticised the dam project 
right from the beginning. “I cannot see a real willingness to solve the 
problem.”
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prevented all progress in the country for many years. A few years after 
Mao’s death, Li Buyun wrote an article for the Party newspaper, the 
People’s Daily, and thus, in reality, decided the course his life would 
follow ever after. The article’s message was that everyone should be 
equal before the law. “Many people outside China noticed the article,” 
comments Professor Li proudly. “Many of my countrymen also wrote 
to me with words of support. They didn’t dare sign their letters, though.”

Although he believes that there is too little political and personal 
freedom in China today, Li Buyun still feels that there have been 
many improvements and that progress started with Deng Xiaoping. 
“The economic development is something the West understands,” 
he says. “The political development is 
harder to understand.” He points to 
the Chinese parliament, the National 
People’s Congress, which both at home 
and abroad has a reputation of being a 
dispatch office for the political elite – a 
rubber stamp. In reality, however, he 
believes it is a good example of the significant political development 
which has occurred. “There have been major disagreements in the 
National People’s Congress,” he says. “One of the most significant 
concerned the Three Gorges Dam. Almost half the delegates were 
against the plan.”

His example dates back to the early 1990s. The dam was approved 
eventually, and no proposal placed before the National People’s Con-
gress has ever been rejected. “It was approved in the end,” admits Li 
Buyun. “But now there are discussions before a law is passed.”

For many years, it was difficult to discuss things publicly in China 
because of the political situation, which required consensus. Improper 
views were subjected to systematic criticism, something which Li 
Buyun himself experienced after publishing another article in the 
People’s Daily titled “A discussion of the legal status of convicts”. “It was 
actually all about human rights, but I did not use the term,” he says 
today. He explains that he argued against the practice prevalent at the 
time that convicts were not considered full members of society. He 
also asserted that convicts had rights.

He says that among the things he wrote in the article were that 
convicts should not be hit or shouted at, that it was wrong to take their 
possessions from them and that they themselves should agree before 

Formerly, we used to say that 
the National People’s Con-
gress was a rubber stamp. 
Now I would say it is made 
of wood. The objective must 
be that it is made of steel. 
Li Buyun

BOX
The Three Gorges Dam
In 1992, political agreement was finally reached on building a dam across the Yangtze 
River near the town of Yichang. The objective was partly to control the violently fluc-
tuating water levels in the lower reaches and partly to produce electricity. Although 
the first turbines were taken into use in 2003, and the dam itself was completed in 
2006, becoming fully operational in 2009, the power station did not achieve its full 
capacity of 22,500 MW until 2012, thus making the Three Gorges Dam the world’s 
largest hydro-electric power station. 

 The public debate which preceded the final decision to start construction revealed 
considerable disagreement about the safety of the project and about its environ-
mental impact. The debate was therefore silenced and some critics were imprisoned. 
When the plan was adopted, 1,767 of parliament’s 2,633 delegates voted in favour 
while 177 voted against, 664 votes were declared invalid and 25 delegates abstained. 
This was a sensational division of parliament, which previously had a reputation for 
unanimously approving everything that the government proposed. 

 In May 2011, the government admitted in a public declaration that the dam faces 
“urgent problems”. A statement from the government read: “At the same time that the 
Three Gorges project provides huge comprehensive benefits, urgent problems must 
be resolved regarding the smooth relocation of residents, ecological protection and 
geological disaster prevention.”

“The government built a dam but destroyed a river,” said Dai Qing, an environmen-
tal journalist who has criticised the dam project right from the beginning. “I cannot see 
a real willingness to solve the problem.”

Formerly, we used to say that the National 
People’s Congress was a rubber stamp. 
Now I would say it is made of wood. The 
objective must be that it is made of steel. 
Li Buyun
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their spouse could divorce 
them. They also have the right 
to read the newspaper, listen 
to the radio or study, he adds. 
“Afterwards, I was criticised by 
some political leaders and here 
at work I also received criti-
cism. They sent my case up-
wards in the academy as a bad 
example. It has subsequently 
been accepted that my attitude 
was the right one, but voicing 
it was not without risk then.”

In China, publicly express-
ing opinions that differ from 
official policy has always been 
risky. That Li Buyun’s article was 
ever printed in the newspaper 
is of course because there were 
people in the Communist Party 
who supported the attitudes he 
expressed. For China, the 1980s 
were not simply a matter of 
economic growth. It was also a 
decade which witnessed grow-
ing debate on possible political 
reforms. “We had many leaders 
then with very open thoughts,” 
he says, and mentions among 

others Hu Yaobang, who for a brief period was chairman of the Com-
munist Party. He says that he was not overly worried when Hu was 
deposed in January 1987 as he was already convinced by then that the 
developments begun by Deng Xiaoping could no longer be stopped. 
He thought the same two years later, and still does.

Hu Yaobang died just over two years after he had been deposed. 
His death sparked the demonstrations in Beijing in April 1989 which 
culminated in the massacre in the streets around Tiananmen Square. 
A great number of citizens had sympathised with the students, 
including Li Buyun. “I was very active, and I was harshly punished,” 

Society’s progress towards a democracy governed by human rights 
and the rule of law will not be changed. It cannot be changed. 
We have many Party members who are very open. They are not 
afraid. They dare speak openly. So China has a bright future. 
Li Buyun

BOX
Hu and Zhao
As early as December 1986, Hu Yaobang, chairman of 
the Chinese Communist Party, expressed sympathy for 
the students who demonstrated in various parts of the 
country. He was therefore deposed shortly after. He was 
succeeded by Zhao Ziyang, who suffered the same fate as 
his predecessor some two and half years later. For Zhao 
Ziyang himself was deposed in May 1989 in the wake of 
the massive student demonstrations in Beijing, because 
he too had expressed sympathy for the student’s de-
mands. He even gave them an apology. It cost him house 
arrest, which lasted until his death in 2005. 

P. 141 Foto: Hu Yaobang 
mindes 3
In November 2005 – more than sixteen 
years after his death – Hu Yaobang was 
officially honoured for his contribution to 
China’s modernisation during the first half 
of the 1980s; here on the front page of 
China Daily. It was his death in April 1989 
that sparked the student demonstrations, 
and his name was therefore taboo for 
many years. 

In November 2005 – more than sixteen years after his death – Hu 
Yaobang was officially honoured for his contribution to China’s 
modernisation during the first half of the 1980s; here on the front 
page of China Daily. It was his death in April 1989 that sparked the 
student demonstrations, and his name was therefore taboo for many 
years. 
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he says and lists the sanctions against him imposed by the authorities 
over the following two years: “I was banned from leaving the country, 
I could not be given a pay rise, I could not 
be promoted and I could not be given a 
professorship.”

Li Buyun does not explain which ac-
tivities he was involved in during the almost 
seven weeks that the demonstrations lasted. 
Nor does he feel it necessary to describe 
the details today. “That time has passed. 
We don’t talk about it any more,” he con-
cludes. But then he immediately moderates his stance slightly. “It is a 
very emotional subject. We know, inside ourselves. Everyone knows. 
I would think that ninety-nine per cent of all Chinese people . . . no 
matter whether they are Party members or not . . . we all have the same 
feelings about the demonstrations in 1989. There is a debt to settle. But 
today, for the sake of stability, we remain quiet.”

Instead, Li Buyun concentrated specifically on improving human 
rights in China. Step by step. Two years after the events of 1989, the 
sanctions against him were lifted and he travelled to the USA. “I was to 
participate in a seminar organised for me by Harvard University where 
we were to discuss foreign policy and human rights. Both were very 
thorny issues,” he recalls. What he remembers most, though, is the 
way the Americans reacted to his talk. “There were more than thirty 
Harvard professors present and they said that my talk was the most 
interesting of all,” he says. “They 
strongly criticised their own Vice 
Secretary of State for his talk. I 
was very touched. The American 
academics criticised their own 
government. As an intellectual, 
it should be your duty to do so. 
Your duty is not to praise the gov-
ernment for what it does. Your 
duty is to make proposals and be 
critical. And that is also my duty.”

Among the things that Li 
Buyun himself has criticised in 
his home country is the use – or 

P. 142 Plakat: 1006-001L, 
Crack down hard . . .
“Crack down hard on criminal activity.” 
Deng Xiaoping launched his “strike hard” 
campaigns in the early 1980s. Certain 
crimes were punished exceptionally 
harshly for certain periods of time. The 
police were even given quotas for the 
number of suspects they were expected 
to arrest for specific crimes. Poster from 
1983. Maopost.com

Hu and Zhao
As early as December 1986, Hu Yaobang, chairman of 
the Chinese Communist Party, expressed sympathy 
for the students who demonstrated in various parts 
of the country. He was therefore deposed shortly af-
ter. He was succeeded by Zhao Ziyang, who suffered 
the same fate as his predecessor some two and half 
years later. For Zhao Ziyang himself was deposed in 
May 1989 in the wake of the massive student dem-
onstrations in Beijing, because he too had expressed 
sympathy for the student’s demands. He even gave 
them an apology. It cost him house arrest, which 
lasted until his death in 2005. 

Society’s progress towards a democracy 
governed by human rights and the 
rule of law will not be changed. It 
cannot be changed. We have many 
Party members who are very open. 
They are not afraid. They dare speak 
openly. So China has a bright future. 
Li Buyun
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former use – of the so-called “strike hard” campaigns which Deng 
Xiaoping introduced in the early 1980s. Selected crimes were at times 
punished extraordinarily severely and, in the case of capital punish-
ment, the condemned were executed immediately after the sentence 
was passed. “I am not sure when things changed. Probably in the early 
1990s. Perhaps the practice is still used today. But I was against the idea 
that quotas could be set for the number of criminals and for the number 
of people to be sentenced to death. A judge from the Supreme People’s 
Court later said to me: ‘Yes, Mr Li, looking back, the quota system was 
probably wrong’.” Li Buyun laughs heartily with a mixture of amuse-
ment and despair.

“A quota system cannot be scientific,” he adds. In China, the word 
“scientific” is sometimes used where we in the West would use terms 
like “fair”, “just” or “appropriate”.

Justice is a concept that first becomes understandable when more 
precisely defined. How does Professor Li deal with the concept now 
that he is in charge of four human rights centres? “We do research 
and we teach. Our most important task is to do research and write 
articles and books.” It is, however, in their teaching that the concept 
is defined for those who administer justice: the police, lawyers and 
judges.

Several thousand representatives of these three groups have com-
pleted courses at Li Buyun’s centres. He mentions as an example that 

Whether or not you are a capable government official 
should not be dependent on the number of people you 
have sentenced to death or arrested. That’s no good. 
Li Buyun

P. 144 Foto: Politi, jura 2
Chinese police realised the importance of 
a good image a long time ago. Here, the 
policeman reminds people to use bicycle 
locks of good quality. Poster hung in a 
Beijing housing scheme, 2007.

Chinese police realised the importance of a good image a long time ago. Here, the policeman reminds people to 
use bicycle locks of good quality. Poster hung in a Beijing housing scheme, 2007.
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the governors of all prisons in Guangdong Province participated in a 
course a few years ago. “There are twenty-nine prisons in the prov-
ince. 130,000 convicts out of a total of 1.5 million in China as a whole. 
We taught the prison governors full time for two weeks.” Li Buyun 
explains that the course was organised as a basic introduction to hu-
man rights in which international conventions were presented and 
discussed. “We told them that prison wardens must not hit or shout at 
the convicts. They also learned that someone must be held responsi-
ble if anything happened. The convicts must have 
decent living conditions. We complained that 
convicts only had fifty centimetres on which to 
sleep. Two men shared a bed one metre in width. 
That’s too little space – and don’t forget that’s in 
a cell containing six, eight or ten men.” He adds 
that the beds were subsequently changed so that 
each convict now has seventy-five to eighty centimetres on which to 
sleep. “They are now the same as the beds university students sleep 
in,” he says. In China, it is usual for students to sleep in dormitories. 
Typically, eight students share a room and they sleep singly in bunks.

Li Buyun has also helped perform a questionnaire survey of how 
convicts themselves experience conditions in prison. But are the results 
of such a survey of any use at all if the convicts do not dare answer 
honestly? “The police were not present,” he points out. “And the ques-
tionnaires were answered anonymously. The method was considerate. 
We also investigated whether the convicts were treated reasonably and 
humanely, and the prison cooperated with us. Although the police still 
torture people occasionally to get the answers they want, it doesn’t hap-
pen as often as before. The environment has improved,” he asserts.

In Li Buyun’s experience, it has become easier to talk to the 
various authorities on the subject of human rights. Just a few years 
ago, simply organising a course on human rights for the country’s 
public officials would be a touchy issue for some people in the 
system. This was the case only seven years ago, for example, when 
Li Buyun was to hold four week-long courses each with twenty 
participants. “As the courses were organised in cooperation with the 
Danish Institute for Human Rights, which also provided the funds, 
the rules stipulated that the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
had to be informed and had to approve the courses,” he explains. 
“Although I submitted an application, I had still heard nothing 

Whether or not you are a capable 
government official should not 
be dependent on the number of 
people you have sentenced to 
death or arrested. That’s no good. 
Li Buyun
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when the courses were due to start. We waited, but finally I said: 
‘This won’t do. We can’t wait any longer.’ So I started the first course 
without the necessary approval. Later we received a message from 
the Foreign Ministry. It said: ‘After having consulted the relevant 
people responsible, we think it best if the courses are not held’.” Li 
Buyun laughs again and shakes his head.

He saw immediately a means of interpreting the Ministry’s decision. 
“It was a recommendation,” he laughs. “It was not an order. It didn’t say 
that we were not allowed to hold the courses. It had to mean that we 
could hold the courses even though it would be ‘best’ if we didn’t. The 
authorities were afraid of taking responsibility. They were afraid that 
problems might arise. They didn’t dare say no, and they didn’t dare say 
yes. When we received the message, the university management were 
also worried, but they couldn’t object as the message did not prohibit 
me from holding the courses. So I held them all. That was the first time 
I organised courses in cooperation with Denmark.”

The police are among the main participants in Li Buyun’s courses. 
It is they who first come into contact with the central figure of future 
criminal proceedings: the suspect. It is they who arrest the suspect. 
It is they who first interrogate him. And, according to Li Buyun, it 
is they who are the greatest problem. “They hit suspects to obtain 

P. 145 Foto: Politi DSC_0099
Chinese police still have a mixed 
reputation, but Li Buyun believes that 
higher pay could counteract police 
corruption. Beijing, 2009.

I say that great changes have been made. I 
do not say that there are no problems. 
Li Buyun

Chinese police still have a mixed reputation, but Li Buyun believes that higher pay could counteract police 
corruption. Beijing, 2009.
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evidence. That is the biggest problem. It is not allowed,” he says. 
“They also give arbitrary fines to supplement their pay. That is also 
wrong and it is one of the things we discuss on the courses.”

One thing is to teach police officers what the law says about their 
duties and responsibilities and what they may and may not do. But as 
they often supplement their pay with illegal fines, Li Buyun believes 
that their pay is a subject which should receive more attention. “We 
ought to give the police higher pay,” he believes. “Their work is hard 
and dangerous. Judges and prosecutors should also be paid more. 
For the last thirty years, we as experts have argued that higher pay 
can prevent corruption. If pay is too low, it creates dissatisfaction. He 
points out that it does not help people’s impression of justice if there 
is too great a difference in pay between work done in the 
private business sector and in the public sector. Both sectors 
are important for society and require long educations. Pay 
levels should therefore not be too different.

It is this kind of practical problem that Li Buyun feels 
should be addressed in order to improve respect for human 
rights. The work for realising human rights in China has 
become his calling in life and some day he will probably have a total of 
five human rights centres around the country to show for his efforts. 
No one would have thought this possible twenty years ago. Why did 
China, after a long period of intransigence against the West, embark 
on a course that would eventually bring the country’s legislature into 
line with international law? Li Buyun is in no doubt. He returns to 
the year which is a key turning point in modern political history – 
also in China, although you must not say it aloud: 1989.

“Two significant things happened that year,” he reminds us. “One 
was the June 4th Movement, the other was the collapse of the Eastern 
Block and the Soviet Union. They made us think about our attitudes 
to democracy, freedom and human rights. These were issues we had 
to take seriously, and we began researching them. This in turn caused 
the government to change its attitude and admit that we had to 
implement human rights. That was in 1991.” But what was it precisely 
that made the government change its attitude? “That’s obvious,” 
insists Li Buyun. “The West criticised China for its treatment of the 
June 4th Movement because it was a human rights problem and a 
democratic problem. Why did Eastern Europe collapse? Why did the 
Soviet Union collapse?”

People sometimes ask me how long it will be before we have 
a society based on what is called the rule of law. I answer 
that we have worked towards it for thirty years and it will 
probably take another thirty years before we get there. 
Li Buyun

P. 147 Foto: Diverse 2
The Monument to the People’s Heroes on 
Tiananmen Square was erected in 1959. 
Thirty years later, it acted as headquarters 
for the students who led the extensive 
demonstrations which culminated in a 
massacre on the streets of Beijing. The 
monument has not since been open to 
the public. Beijing, 2006.

I say that great changes 
have been made. I 
do not say that there 
are no problems. 
Li Buyun
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In Li Buyun’s opinion, China’s 
modernisation since Deng Xiaoping 
came to power can be divided into 
two periods: before and after 1991. 
“Before 1991, the Party made the 
mistake of not recognising human 
rights. In those days, human rights 
were considered as being an attack 
from the West,” he says. “After 1991, 
the attitude was that, as a socialistic 
country, we too had to talk about 
human rights. That was a major 
change in the way of thinking! That 
year, the State Council published a 
white paper which stated that hu-
man rights were the goal which all 
humanity struggled to attain. The 
government’s attitude had changed 
completely.”

Once it became possible to carry 
out research on human rights, Li 
Buyun’s situation was normalised. 
As previously mentioned, he was 
allowed to travel to the USA, and 
he was subsequently kept busy 
with many other trips abroad. “We 
made contact with people in many 
countries, including Denmark, and 
visited them to study human rights,” 
he says.

What will be the legacy of the June 4th Movement? It was crushed 
by military intervention on 4 June 1989, but does that mean the stu-
dents demonstrated in vain? When you ask Li Buyun, he chooses 
to maintain a certain distance in his answer. The main points of his 
answer are, nevertheless, clear. “There are two ways of judging the 
June 4th Movement,” he says. “One is that the June 4th Movement 
was bad. The other is that it was good, that it greatly affected society 
and that it promoted both human rights and democracy in China.” 
He also believes that, although the Chinese government was highly 

The Monument to the People’s Heroes on Tiananmen Square 
was erected in 1959. Thirty years later, it acted as headquarters 
for the students who led the extensive demonstrations 
which culminated in a massacre on the streets of Beijing. The 
monument has not since been open to the public. Beijing, 
2006.
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sceptical of the Western concept of human rights, it had in fact 
already in its own way begun working towards them between 1978 
and 1991 with the chaotic experiences of the Cultural Revolution still 
fresh in mind. “The Criminal Code, the Criminal Procedure Law 
and the Administrative Procedure Law were all passed and we con-
victed the Gang of Four,” he says. “Never 
before had anything like this happened 
in China. In 1978, we also reassessed all 
the wrongful convictions of the ‘right-
wing deviants’ who had been imprisoned 
during Mao Zedong’s campaign in 1957. 
All were acquitted, all 540,000.” But were 
they legal reassessments? Were they not 
just as political as the original convictions 
in 1957? “First and foremost legal,” he maintains, but admits in the 
same breath: “But also political . . . politically it was progress. It was 
admitted that mistakes had been made in the past and Chairman 
Mao was criticised.”

The amount of criticism directed at Chairman Mao was, however, 
limited. The political confrontation in the years after his death in 1976 

BOX:
One Hundred Flowers
“Let one hundred flowers bloom, one hundred schools contend.” This invitation came from 
Mao Zedong and a number of other political leaders in the spring of 1956. However, disa-
greement within the Chinese Communist Party meant that most intellectuals were reluctant to 
voice their honest opinions on how the country’s leaders should do their jobs. It was not until 
the spring of 1957 that they truly believed they could speak openly, resulting in an avalanche 
of criticism targeting the Party’s control of intellectuals, the ban on foreign literature, cor-
ruption within the Party, preferential treatment of Party members and the brutality of the 
campaigns directed at the masses, which one critic called “a serious violation of human rights”. 
The criticism developed into demonstrations and violent protests throughout the country. 
Mao abruptly changed course and after five weeks of open criticism the campaign was ended. 
A subsequent campaign branded hundred of thousands of critics as rightist dissidents, some 
of whom were condemned to internal exile, labour camps or prison for the next 20 years or 
so. Others were sentenced to death and executed.

One Hundred Flowers
“Let one hundred flowers bloom, one hundred schools of thought 
contend.” This invitation came from Mao Zedong and a number of 
other political leaders in the spring of 1956. However, disagreement 
within the Chinese Communist Party meant that most intellectuals were 
reluctant to voice their honest opinions on how the country’s lead-
ers should do their jobs. It was not until the spring of 1957 that they 
truly believed they could speak openly, resulting in an avalanche of 
criticism targeting the Party’s control of intellectuals, the ban on foreign 
literature, corruption within the Party, preferential treatment of Party 
members and the brutality of the campaigns directed at the masses, 
which one critic called “a serious violation of human rights”. The criticism 
developed into demonstrations and violent protests throughout the 
country. Mao abruptly changed course and after five weeks of open 
criticism the campaign was ended. A subsequent campaign branded 
hundreds of thousands of critics as rightist dissidents, some of whom 
were condemned to internal exile, labour camps or prison for the next 
20 years or so. Others were sentenced to death and executed.

People sometimes ask me how long it 
will be before we have a society based 
on what is called the rule of law. I answer 
that we have worked towards it for thirty 
years and it will probably take another 
thirty years before we get there. 
Li Buyun

Holmgaard BOOK.indb   217 11/07/14   13.26



Walking a tightrope

218

concentrated primarily on his wife, Jiang Qing, and the other members 
of what was known as the Gang of Four. During the trial of the four 
between December 1980 and January 1981, Li Buyun was on loan from 
his employer, the Chinese Legal Research Centre, to the research office 
of the central secretariat of the Communist Party, where, among other 
things, he worked on drafting the changes to the Constitution which 
were adopted in 1982. His task during the proceedings against the 
Gang of Four was to conclude what could be learned from the process 
and from the result of the trial. “It was a very important case because 
of Jiang Qing,” he says. “After all, Jiang Qing was Mao’s wife. And then 
there was Lin Biao – OK, he was not arrested because he was dead, but 

The Cultural Revolution
As he had lost influence in Beijing, China’s undisputed leader Mao 
Zedong was in Shanghai when he launched his last major political cam-
paign in May 1966. The official reason for the campaign was that he was 
dissatisfied with many Party members and government officials who he 
felt had become too fond of comforts, self-satisfied and corrupt. As this 
culture needed to be changed, a “Cultural Revolution” was called for. 
Mao was 72 years old and often ill by then, so he allowed his wife Jiang 
Qing to lead the revolution. This she did with three other politicians, 
and they came to be known as the Gang of Four. The entire population 
was to be mobilised in the fight to eradicate capitalism once and for all 
and to further the revolution. The revolution got out of hand, however, 
and ended in something close to civil war in 1967 and 1968. Schools 
and universities closed and an entire generation received no educa-
tion. The country’s Minister of Defence, Lin Biao, who was behind the 
massive cult status enjoyed by Mao, was named in 1969 as the one who 
would assume power on Mao’s death. However, he was killed in 1971 in 
an air crash, allegedly fleeing from an unsuccessful assassination attempt 
on Mao. While Mao’s health worsened, Jiang Qing fought Premier Zhou 
Enlai and Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping for power after Mao’s death. 
Mao died on 9 September 1976, and a month later all members of the 
Gang of Four had been arrested. They were tried by a special court 
in December 1980 and January 1981. Jiang Qing was given a death 
sentence suspended for two years. After the two years had passed, 
the sentence was commuted to life imprisonment. In May 1991, she 
reportedly committed suicide. 
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he had been number two, just under Mao Zedong. That ruling was 
very important.”

Li Buyun’s conclusion was not one that he reached on his own. 
Several experts were invited to give their opinion as it was to be pre-
sented as the official conclusion drawn 
from an observation of the process against 
the Gang of Four. It was published anony-
mously in the Party newspaper, the Peo-
ple’s Daily. Li Buyun was the main author, 
though. What was the conclusion? “I concluded that five things could 
be learned from the conviction,” he says. The first, he calls judicial 
democracy, the second judicial independence, the third “seek truth 
from facts” after a well-known political slogan at the time, the fourth 
humaneness and the fifth equality before the law. “That was the first 
time that the ‘rule of law’ was mentioned in Party documents,” em-
phasises Li Buyun.

Does Li Buyun seriously believe that the conviction of the Gang of 
Four was a legal judgement? “Yes,” he answers briefly and adamantly. 
But was it not a distinctly political judgement, where the result was 
given in advance? “You can’t look at it like that,” he asserts. “There 

That case, the conviction of the Gang of Four, was a sign that 
China had embarked on its journey towards the rule of law. 
Li Buyun

P. 149 Foto: Jiang Qing, Rød-
gardist THIS PHOTO GOES 
WITH THE FOLLOWING BOX
October 1976. A month after Mao 
Zedong’s death, his wife, Jiang Qing, and 
the three other members of the Gang of 
Four were arrested. This led to officially 
sanctioned celebratory demonstrations 
throughout the country. Jiang Qing is 
depicted on the poster second from the 
right. Culturegems.com.

BOX:
The Cultural Revolution
As he had lost influence in Beijing, China’s undisputed leader Mao Zedong was in Shanghai 
when he launched his last major political campaign in May 1966. The official reason for the 
campaign was that he was dissatisfied with many Party members and government officials who 
he felt had become too fond of comforts, self-satisfied and corrupt. As this culture needed to 
be changed, a “Cultural Revolution” was called for. Mao was 72 years old and often ill, by then, 
so he allowed his wife Jiang Qing to lead the revolution. This she did with three other politicians, 
and they came to be known as the Gang of Four. The entire population was to be mobilised in 
the fight to eradicate capitalism once and for all and to further the revolution. The revolution 
got out of hand, however, and ended in something close to civil war in 1967 and 1968. Schools 
and universities closed and an entire generation received no education. The country’s Minister 
of Defence, Lin Biao, who was behind the massive cult status enjoyed by Mao, was named in 
1969 as the one who would assume power on Mao’s death. However, he was killed in 1971 in 
an air crash, allegedly fleeing from an unsuccessful assassination attempt on Mao. While Mao’s 
health worsened, Jiang Qing fought Premier Zhou Enlai and Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping for 
power after Mao’s death. Mao died on 9 September 1976, and a month later all members of 
the Gang of Four had been arrested. They were tried by a special court in December 1980 and 
January 1981. Jiang Qing was given a death sentence suspended for two years. After the two 
years had passed, the sentence was commuted to life imprisonment. In May 1991, she reportedly 
committed suicide. 

P. 149 Foto: Jiang Qing, 1976 
THIS PHOTO GOES WITH 
THE PREVIOUS BOX
A member of the Red Guard movement, 
bearing a red armband, an emblem 
depicting Mao’s profile above her 
heart and a copy of the Little Red Book 
featuring quotes from Mao,  ananmen 
Square. In the first years of the Cultural 
Revolution, the square was a Mecca for 
hordes of young Red Guards like her. 
Mao Zedong addressed them several 
times in 1966 from the rostrum in the 
background. Culturegems   

A member of the Red Guard movement, bearing a red armband, an emblem depicting 
Mao’s profile above her heart and a copy of the Little Red Book featuring quotes from 
Mao,  arrives on Tiananmen  Square. In the first years of the Cultural Revolution, the 
square was a Mecca for hordes of young Red Guards like her. Mao Zedong addressed 
them several times in 1966 from the rostrum in the background. Culturegems.com. 

That case, the conviction of the Gang of 
Four, was a sign that China had embarked 
on its journey towards the rule of law. 
Li Buyun
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were others who were convicted at the time who did not believe that 
they themselves had done anything wrong, but that Chairman Mao 
had. But I do not believe it was a political judgement. The case was 
tried according to the law. Those who were sentenced had huge 
responsibility during the Cultural Revolution. They acted illegally 
and caused great suffering for many people. They had a responsibility 
that they had to accept.”

But if the case could deal with the responsibility of the late Lin 
Biao, why could it not deal with that of the late Mao Zedong? “That 
was a political mistake,” concludes Li Buyun. “You cannot, however, 
say that we were in conflict with the Criminal Code. In the case of 
the Gang of Four, Lin Biao and Jiang Qing it was in order. But if it 
was Chairman Mao’s or Zhou Enlai’s responsibility, it did not count. 
We had a clear line. Everyone who was convicted was convicted 
for personal actions, not group actions. Jiang Qing had personally 

committed many unlawful acts, so she had to accept responsibility 
for them. The greatest problem was deciding where we should draw 
this clear line. So it should not be seen as a political judgement but as 
a legal judgement. That’s how I still see it.”

Talking in more general terms, Li Buyun is willing to admit that 
there are still problems separating law and politics in the China of 
today. “When you say that politics affect legal judgements in China 
. . . it is difficult to say that you are wrong,” 
he concedes. But he gives a number of ex-
amples which illustrate that the principle 
of equality before the law applies by and 
large. He explains that not only one but 
several Vice Presidents have been impris-
oned over the last thirty years. “Not to mention the Party Secretaries 
for Beijing and Shanghai,” he adds.

But surely, in precisely these two cases, there is much that points 
to them being convicted for political reasons? Li Buyun disagrees. 
“Shanghai’s Party Secretary, Chen Liangyu, was not convicted be-
cause of politics,” he says curtly.

Instead of discussing specific cases, Li Buyun prefers to draw 
attention to some of the important constitutional changes which he has 

P. 150 Foto: Mao 2
The Chinese Communist Party’s “historic” verdict on Mao Zedong was mild. If it had not been, his successors would have pulled 
the rug from under their own feet as Mao had for many years enjoyed almost god-like status among the population. He is still 
highly respected by most of the population as it was he who united China in 1949 after two decades of civil war. Beijing, 2005.

Based on the experiences gained dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution, we began us-
ing the law to assure human rights.
Li Buyun

BOX:
Two Party Secretaries convicted
Although they share the same surname, Chen Xitong and 
Chen Liangyu are not related to one another. They have, 
however, suffered the same political fate despite the 
physical and political distance between them. Chen Xitong 
was Party Secretary, Mayor of Beijing and member of the 
powerful Politburo when he was arrested and stripped of 
all his posts in 1995 during an anti-corruption campaign 
under the presidency of Jiang Zemin (1993-2003). In 1998, 
he was sentenced to sixteen years in prison. Many people 
saw it as being a political judgement as Chen was politically 
opposed to Jiang Zemin. Chen Xitong was released in 2006 
aged seventy-six on the grounds of poor health. He died 
in 2013. 

The other Chen, Chen Liangyu, had previously been 
Mayor of Shanghai, but he was still the local Party Secretary 
and member of the Politburo when, in 2006, he was ar-
rested during another anti-corruption campaign launched 
by Jiang Zemin’s successor, Hu Jintao. Chen was, just like his 
political mentor Jiang Zemin, a member of the so-called 
“Shanghai clique”, which had been considerably weakened 
following Jiang’s retirement. Among the remaining mem-
bers of the clique, Chen was one of the strongest, and 
his fall from grace was seen by many as being part of Hu 
Jintao’s efforts to consolidate power and distance himself 
from his predecessor. Chen was sixty-two years old when 
he was sentenced to eighteen years in prison in 2008.    

Two Party Secretaries convicted
Although they share the same surname, Chen Xitong and Chen Liangyu 
are not related to one another. They have, however, suffered the same 
political fate despite the physical and political distance between them. 
Chen Xitong was Party Secretary, Mayor of Beijing and member of the 
powerful Politburo when he was arrested and stripped of all his posts 
in 1995 during an anti-corruption campaign under the presidency of 
Jiang Zemin (1993–2003). In 1998, he was sentenced to sixteen years in 
prison. Many people saw it as being a political judgement as Chen was 
politically opposed to Jiang Zemin. Chen Xitong was released in 2006 
aged seventy-six on the grounds of poor health. He died in 2013. 

The other Chen, Chen Liangyu, had previously been Mayor of 
Shanghai, but he was still the local Party Secretary and member of 
the Politburo when, in 2006, he was arrested during another anti-
corruption campaign launched by Jiang Zemin’s successor, Hu Jintao. 
Chen was, just like his political mentor Jiang Zemin, a member of the 
so-called “Shanghai clique”, which had been considerably weakened 
following Jiang’s retirement. Among the remaining members of the 
clique, Chen was one of the strongest, and his fall from grace was seen 
by many as being part of Hu Jintao’s efforts to consolidate power and 
distance himself from his predecessor. Chen was sixty-two years old 
when he was sentenced to eighteen years in prison in 2008.    
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committed many unlawful acts, so she had to accept responsibility 
for them. The greatest problem was deciding where we should draw 
this clear line. So it should not be seen as a political judgement but as 
a legal judgement. That’s how I still see it.”

Talking in more general terms, Li Buyun is willing to admit that 
there are still problems separating law and politics in the China of 
today. “When you say that politics affect legal judgements in China 
. . . it is difficult to say that you are wrong,” 
he concedes. But he gives a number of ex-
amples which illustrate that the principle 
of equality before the law applies by and 
large. He explains that not only one but 
several Vice Presidents have been impris-
oned over the last thirty years. “Not to mention the Party Secretaries 
for Beijing and Shanghai,” he adds.

But surely, in precisely these two cases, there is much that points 
to them being convicted for political reasons? Li Buyun disagrees. 
“Shanghai’s Party Secretary, Chen Liangyu, was not convicted be-
cause of politics,” he says curtly.

Instead of discussing specific cases, Li Buyun prefers to draw 
attention to some of the important constitutional changes which he has 

P. 150 Foto: Mao 2
The Chinese Communist Party’s “historic” verdict on Mao Zedong was mild. If it had not been, his successors would have pulled 
the rug from under their own feet as Mao had for many years enjoyed almost god-like status among the population. He is still 
highly respected by most of the population as it was he who united China in 1949 after two decades of civil war. Beijing, 2005.

Based on the experiences gained dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution, we began us-
ing the law to assure human rights.
Li Buyun

BOX:
Two Party Secretaries convicted
Although they share the same surname, Chen Xitong and 
Chen Liangyu are not related to one another. They have, 
however, suffered the same political fate despite the 
physical and political distance between them. Chen Xitong 
was Party Secretary, Mayor of Beijing and member of the 
powerful Politburo when he was arrested and stripped of 
all his posts in 1995 during an anti-corruption campaign 
under the presidency of Jiang Zemin (1993-2003). In 1998, 
he was sentenced to sixteen years in prison. Many people 
saw it as being a political judgement as Chen was politically 
opposed to Jiang Zemin. Chen Xitong was released in 2006 
aged seventy-six on the grounds of poor health. He died 
in 2013. 

The other Chen, Chen Liangyu, had previously been 
Mayor of Shanghai, but he was still the local Party Secretary 
and member of the Politburo when, in 2006, he was ar-
rested during another anti-corruption campaign launched 
by Jiang Zemin’s successor, Hu Jintao. Chen was, just like his 
political mentor Jiang Zemin, a member of the so-called 
“Shanghai clique”, which had been considerably weakened 
following Jiang’s retirement. Among the remaining mem-
bers of the clique, Chen was one of the strongest, and 
his fall from grace was seen by many as being part of Hu 
Jintao’s efforts to consolidate power and distance himself 
from his predecessor. Chen was sixty-two years old when 
he was sentenced to eighteen years in prison in 2008.    

October 1976. A month after Mao Zedong’s death, his wife, Jiang Qing, and the three 
other members of the Gang of Four were arrested. This led to officially sanctioned 
celebratory demonstrations throughout the country. Jiang Qing is depicted on the 
poster second from the right. Culturegems.com.

Based on the experiences gained during 
the Cultural Revolution, we began 
using the law to assure human rights.
Li Buyun
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The Chinese Communist Party’s “historic” verdict on Mao Zedong was mild. If it had not 
been, his successors would have pulled the rug from under their own feet as Mao had 
for many years enjoyed almost god-like status among the population. He is still highly 
respected by most of the population as it was he who united China in 1949 after two 
decades of civil war. Beijing, 2005.
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helped formulate. “Previously, 
the Party was more powerful 
than the government,” he says. 
“The Constitution previously 
stated that ‘The National People’s 
Congress is the highest organ of 
state power under the leadership 
of the Chinese Communist Party’. 
This was subsequently deleted. 
The National People’s Congress 
is now the highest organ of state. 
This shows that our ideas have 
changed.”

He admits that reality does not always live up to the ideal. “We 
still have problems with judicial independence,” he concedes, but adds 
that, if nothing else, China is on the right track. Is democratisation not 
required if such independence is ultimately to be assured? Although 
he basically agrees, Li Buyun emphasises that time is needed first and 
foremost. The matter is being discussed at present. For if democracy 
is needed, what type should it be, he asks rhetorically and adds with a 

It might be a powerful man who phones the judge and tells 
him what he thinks, or another powerful man who sends a 
note describing his point of view. Yes, it happens. But things 
are very much different to how they were previously. I would 
say that we are on our way towards judicial independence. 
Li Buyun

The Gini coefficient 
The Gini coefficient provides a quantitative measure 
of the degree of equality in a country. The lowest 
value is zero, which expresses perfect equality in the 
distribution of a country’s income or wealth. The 
highest value is one, which indicates that a single 
person has everything. In reality, the lowest values lie 
somewhere above 0.2. Denmark is an example (0.248 
in 2011). China’s Gini coefficient has risen dramatically 
since 1978 in step with its modernisation and made a 
recent peak at 0.491 in 2008. In 2013 it was at 0.473.

China’s leaders, here President Hu Jintao, look to the rest of the world for inspiration on new ways of governing 
society in the future. It is unlikely, though, that an all-Western model will be chosen. Beijing, 2005.
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Chinese salesman’s charm: “The countries of Northern Europe have 
succeeded very well. They have Gini coefficients of about 0.23, which is 

ideal. Ours is 0.4. In other words, a socialistic 
country that is discussing equality is much 
less equal than Denmark! You have most 
equality. We are the ones who talk about it 
most!”

“Democracy is a common value all over 
the world,” he claims while emphasising that 
the road taken towards democracy differs 
from country to country. He points to the 
USA, Germany and France as examples of 
different kinds of democracies and asserts 

that China will go it’s own way. It is not a system of government that 
can be introduced overnight. “China is too big a country, we have too 
large a population and reforms are being initiated too quickly. What 
we need now is stability. It is best for China if we introduce politi-
cal reforms gradually while assuring people’s rights and the country’s 
stability. This is also best for the rest of the world.”

It is still a politically thorny issue at present, he notes. “Some 
people think that the only truly socialistic countries are in Northern 
Europe and this has led to much discussion about whether we should 
follow the Northern European route. It is, however, only a minority 
who think we should. I myself did not participate in that discussion. 
It was too sensitive.”

For all its faults, the USA, a world super-power, has always meant 
something special to the Chinese people. Is it not that direction that 
most people would like to take? Li Buyun disagrees. On the con-
trary, he believes that China could benefit a lot from many European 
experiences. “All countries are different, though, and I think that what 
is happening now suits China’s present situation. There are many things 
that we are not happy about, but that’s how it must be for the time 
being,” he says. “Reforms are making progress, however. I recently 
wrote an article for the Central Party School. My conclusion was that 
there is no turning back. We would lose all hope if we did.”

BOX:
The Gini coefficient 
The Gini coefficient provides a quantitative measure of the degree of equality in a country. The 
lowest value is zero, which expresses perfect equality in the distribution of a country’s income 
or wealth. The highest value is one, which indicates that a single person has everything. In real-
ity, the lowest values lie somewhere above 0.2. Denmark is an example. China’s Gini coefficient 
has risen dramatically since 1978 in step with its modernisation and was 0.47 in 2008.

P. 152 Foto: Hu Jintao 15
China’s leaders, here President Hu 
Jintao, look to the rest of the world for 
inspiration on new ways of governing 
society in the future. It is unlikely, though, 
that an all-Western model will be chosen. 
Beijing, 2005.

It might be a powerful man who phones 
the judge and tells him what he thinks, 
or another powerful man who sends a 
note describing his point of view. Yes, 
it happens. But things are very much 
different to how they were previously. 
I would say that we are on our way 
towards judicial independence. 
Li Buyun
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Update: Criticism must be based on fact

Liu Xiaobo? Ai Weiwei? Jasmine Revolution? No, Li Buyun apolo-
gises, he can‘t really comment on any of those cases because he doesn‘t 
know much about them. Well yes, he has read a bit about them in the 
newspaper. “I read about the Jasmine Revolution. But I‘m sure noth-
ing like that could happen in China. It would certainly not happen 
in China, for the main task of the vast majority of China‘s 1.3 billion 
residents is to help China develop.”

But surely you can’t have avoided hearing about Liu Xiaobo, China’s 
first recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize? Is it just that he was sentenced 
to eleven years in prison for writing a letter to the government?

“There are different opinions about whether that was a just sentence,” 
Li Buyun explains patiently. “Some people in China ask whether it 
was necessary. Others believe it was necessary to maintain stability, 
as the case could have had major consequences. There are various 
attitudes to the matter. I do not think it will affect China as a whole.”

Photo: Liu Xiao-
bo This particular photo must 
be bought
Liu Xiaobo holds up a napkin on which he 
has written the Chinese word for ”edge 
ball”. It’s a term used in table tennis, and 
Liu uses it to describe his efforts to be 
as outspoken and aggressive as possible 
without “placing the ball on the wrong 
side of the line”. In 2008, he crossed the 
line and was arrested. In 2009, he was 
sentenced to eleven years in jail. In 2010, 
he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. 
Beijing, 2008. (Photo: Getty Images)

Liu Xiaobo holds a napkin on which he has written the Chinese word for “edge ball” (擦边球, cābiānqiú). This 
is a term used in table tennis, and Liu Xiaobo refers to it when he describes his efforts to be as outspoken and 
aggressive as possible without “placing the ball on the wrong side of the line”. In 2008, his ball crossed the line 
and he was arrested. In 2009, he was sentenced to eleven years in jail. In 2010, he was awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize. Beijing, 2008. (Photo: Getty Images)
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But when will someone like Liu Xiaobo be able to write a letter like 
that without having to worry about being arrested?

“There is no doubt that freedom of speech will 
gradually be introduced. That’s a road we will 
take and one that will become wider. Take, 
for example, the anti-rightist campaign of the 
1950s. That was a mistake, a political mistake, 
and it was corrected. If we had sat talking like 
this then, everything we said could have been 

reported upwards. I could have been arrested for a discussion like 
this. If two people like us sat here eating and talking to each other 
and one of us reported it to people higher up in the system, the other 
could be branded a rightist. That was then. It’s completely different 
now. We can talk freely while we sit here eating.”

Is it therefore best to wait until the authorities start to improve things? 
Surely it’s necessary to press for change?

People weren’t aware of their 
rights before.  They are now. If 
their rights are infringed  they 
say: “Hey! I’ve got rights!” 
The Internet has helped make 
people aware of them. 
Li Buyun 

People weren’t aware of their rights 
before.  They are now. If their rights 
are infringed  they say: “Hey! I’ve 
got rights!” The Internet has helped 
make people aware of them. 
Li Buyun 

Ai Weiwei is under constant police surveillance. In 2011, he disappeared for almost three months. He had been 
arrested and nobody knew exactly why. Later, he was charged with tax evasion and sentenced to pay fifteen 
million yuan in arrears and penalties. Ai Weiwei regards the charges as retaliation for his political activities as an 
artist. Presumably Beijing, 2010. (Photo: Dan Chung)
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“Yes, that’s true. But such impetus comes from various sides. Most 
importantly, the government itself is aware that this is the road we 
should take. Now, academics like me, and public officials too, can 
criticise the government’s work. We can do so in various ways. We can 
write articles and we can give talks at seminars. I have commented 
on numerous issues, and some of my ideas have been taken up by the 
government.”

“Recently, there was a long article based on the fact that the 
government had taken up one of my suggestions. It concerned the 
establishment of a national framework for training in human rights. 
It will be financed by the state, and the universities will contrib-
ute with manpower, so that judges, prosecutors and the police can 
receive training. That was a proposal they accepted. It has been 
decided that such training centres will be established at Guangzhou 
University, Nankai University and China University of Political Sci-
ence and Law.”

“Funding has been granted and full-time positions created at the 
centres. We train police officers from six different provinces, teaching 
them about human rights. The project will initially last three years 
and has received financial support from the Ministry of Public Secu-
rity. We are presently publishing a series of books, which I am editing. 

Photo: Ai Wei-
wei We must buy a photo of Ai 
Weiwei
In 2011, Ai Weiwei disappeared for 
almost three months. He had been 
arrested and nobody knew exactly why. 
Later, he was charged with tax evasion 
and sentenced to pay fifteen million 
yuan in arrears and penalties. Ai Weiwei 
regarded the charges as retaliation for his 
political activities as an artist. Place, year. 
(Photo: XX)

Chen Guangcheng at the U.S. Embassy in Beijing on 1 May 2012, together with U.S. 
Ambassador to China, Gary Locke (right) and a State Department legal adviser (left). 
Courtesy U.S. State Department. Beijing, 2012.
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Seven volumes: for the police, pris-
on warders, prosecutors, women, 
and so on. The books will be used 
for teaching purposes. I consider 
all of this to be progress in the field 
of human rights. I mention this to 
emphasise that the authorities do 
in fact listen to some of our good 
suggestions concerning democracy 
and human rights. They are willing 
to listen. But they will not accept 
unrest. Things must be based on the 
current system.”

All things considered, however, there 
is still no freedom of speech in Chi-
na. Liu Xiaobo wrote a polite letter 
to the government and made it pub-
lic. That was not allowed, though, 
and now he’s in prison. Can’t you 
understand why people in the West 
think that there are terrible prob-
lems with human rights in China?

“I can understand why people in 
the West might see it like that, but I 

think their view is one-sided. There are two things we should remem-
ber. Firstly, and most importantly, progress is being made in the area 
of human rights. And secondly, freedom of speech is only one part of 
human rights. Freedom of speech is not everything. Social and finan-
cial rights have changed radically. The most basic right is the right to 
food.”

So you believe that clear improvements have been made in human 
rights in China?

“Yes, including freedom of speech. There is not much difference 
between rich and poor in Northern Europe. It’s much worse in China. 
That is a huge problem, and one that must be solved. The Chinese 
government is focusing on solving that problem. Is it a human rights 
problem? Yes, it is.”

Photo: Chen 
Guangcheng WE MUST 
BUY A PHOTO OF CHEN 
GUANGCHENG
In May 2012, blind activist and self-taught 
lawyer Chen Guangcheng caused a week-
long diplomatic crisis between China 
and the United States when he fled from 
house arrest to the US embassy in Beijing 
just as US Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton began an official visit to China. 
He was subsequently allowed to travel to 
the United States to study, taking his wife 
and two children with him. Place, year. 
(Photo: XX)

One of my students provided a good example:  If you are hungry and 
the government gives you the choice between a voting card or a hunk 
of bread, which would you choose? That also concerns human rights. 
But, yes, I do think that freedom of speech is important too. 
Li Buyun

“Strike hard against all illegal and criminal activity.” There are 
many indications that the strike hard campaigns have yet to be 
completely abandoned. This banner was found hanging in a 
housing complex. Beijing, 2007.
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Has it affected your work negatively that Liu Xiaobo was awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize?

“No, it hasn’t had any effect whatsoever, 
neither for me nor for my students. We 
continue to work as usual. After all, I have 
worked with human rights for decades. 
Some of my students actually suggested 
that I should be given the Nobel Prize or 
some other international human rights 
award.”

Where do you see improvements 
in human rights in comparison 
to the time we first met in 2008?

“Progress has been made in all 
areas. Newly passed laws are now 
published on the Internet. And 
draft editions of new laws are also 
published, allowing people to 
comment. With regard to capital 
punishment, we still don’t know 
how many people are executed. 
We know it is far too many. But 
although the statistics are secret, 
I can assure you that the number 
has fallen dramatically.”

How can you be sure when the 
numbers aren’t published?

“I receive information through 
other channels. A high-ranking 
public official told me that the 
highest number of executions 
in a single year since 1978 is ten 
times higher than the latest fig-
ure. And there were more than 
30,000 executions in 1983 . . . as 

Although I say it jokingly, it 
would probably have been 
better if I had received the 
Nobel Peace Prize instead. 
Lu Buyun

Death penalty and the strike hard campaigns
Deng Xiaoping launched the strike hard campaigns in 
1983. The implementation of his open door policy five 
years earlier had led to less restrictive control of the 
population, causing crime to rise and therefore also 
increasing demands for something to be done about 
it. The solution was a series of campaigns targeting 
specific crimes in which harsher sentences were given 
in summary trials held in accordance with a politically 
determined template. To speed up case processing, 
the power of the Supreme People’s Court to review 
death sentences was transferred to the provincial 
courts, which in reality were thus empowered to 
review and approve their own sentences. In China, it 
is often claimed that the strike hard campaigns were 
shelved as political tools sometime in the mid 1990s. 
The 1996 Criminal Procedure Law did indeed intro-
duce, on paper at least, the principle of innocence 
until proven guilty. Nevertheless, new campaigns of 
a similar nature have since appeared. In April 2001, 
for example, an article in the People’s Daily was head-
lined: “China announces 12 executions under ‘strike 
hard’ campaign.” In 2007, the Supreme People’s Court 
regained full authority to review all the country’s 
death sentences. (See also p. 230.)

One of my students provided a good 
example:  If you are hungry and the 
government gives you the choice between 
a voting card or a hunk of bread, which 
would you choose? That also concerns 
human rights. But, yes, I do think that 
freedom of speech is important too. 
Li Buyun
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far as I remember. Although he didn’t actually say which year there 
had been most executions.”

Have there been setbacks since we last met? And in what areas?

Li Buyun smiles disarmingly and answers without hesitation: “In 
freedom of speech. Some areas of political work have also experienced 
setbacks. China is not a fully developed society based on the rule of 
law.”

When all is said and done, isn’t the story of Liu Xiaobo of benefit to 
you? Surely pressure needs to be brought to bear on the government 
before it moves forwards?

“I suppose so. At the US Embassy, I was once asked whether it was 
beneficial or harmful when the West criticised human rights in China. 
I answered that it was beneficial, but that criticism must be based 
on fact. Otherwise it’s useless, as China simply reacts with distaste. 
With respect to the Nobel Peace Prize, it was harmful because the 
prize is political to some extent. The Nobel Peace Prize is as much 
about politics, and that is unfortunate, for it will no longer be taken 
seriously in China.”

Photo: Politi, jura 
1
“Strike hard against all illegal and criminal 
activity.” There are many indications that 
the strike hard campaigns have yet to 
be completely abandoned. This banner 
was found hanging in a housing complex. 
Beijing, 2007.

BOX;
Death penalty and the strike hard campaigns
Deng Xiaoping launched the strike hard campaigns in 1983. The implementation of his open 
door policy five years earlier had led to less restrictive control of the population, causing 
crime to rise and therefore also increasing demands for something to be done about it. The 
solution was a series of campaigns targeting specific crimes in which harsher sentences were 
given in summary trials held in accordance with a politically determined template. To speed 
up case processing, the power of the Supreme People’s Court to review death sentences 
was transferred to the provincial courts, which in reality were thus empowered to review 
and approve their own sentences. In China, it is often claimed that the strike hard campaigns 
were shelved as political tools sometime in the mid 1990s. The 1996 Criminal Procedure 
Law did indeed introduce, on paper at least, the principle of innocence until proven guilty. 
Nevertheless, new campaigns of a similar nature have since appeared. In April 2001, for 
example, an article in the People’s Daily was headlined: “China announces 12 executions 
under ‘strike hard’ campaign.” In 2007, the Supreme People’s Court regained full authority to 
review all the country’s death sentences.

Documentary

• “Dead Men Talking.” Directed by Robin Newell, 2012 (60 min.).
Ding Yu is the moderator of an immensely popular program called 
“Meeting Before the Execution” (“临刑会见”). She interviews prisoners 
on China’s death row before – and often only just before – they are ex-
ecuted. She tells their story, interviews both them and families of their 
victims (most of the interviewees are found guilty of murder) and she 
does not hesitate to preach them a moral lesson. This documentary fol-
lows Ding Yu while interviewing a number of death row inmates. In be-
tween, Robin Newell interviews her about her reasons for making this 
program, which was aired weekly for more than four years. However, 
in March 2012, after this documentary was broadcast, the program was 
taken off air without any specific explanation.
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Chinese Leaders Since 1949

Since 1949, six political leaders have controlled the everyday lives 
of millions of Chinese citizens, for better or for worse. In October 

2012, the leadership transition process began moving Xi Jingping into 
place as Hu Jintao’s successor. Xi Jinping became general secretary of 
the Chinese Communist Party and chairman of the Central Military 
Commission in November 2012, and he became President in March 
2013. Thereby he is in full power as the sixth leader of the People’s 
Republic of China.

Mao Zedong (1893–1976)
Leader of the People’s Republic of China, offi-
cially and unofficially, from 1949 until his death. 
Al though the country enjoyed considerable 
pro gress, in the 1950s in particular, Mao craved 
total control and was a campaign politician who 
fo cused on revolution and ideological purity. Two 
cam paigns were particularly catastrophic. The 
Great Leap Forward from 1958 to 1961 cost in the 
region of thirty-eight million people their lives (the figure varies a lot 
ac cording to sources). The widespread chaos of the Cultural Revolution 
from 1966 to 1976 cost an estimated three million lives and a whole 
gen eration of young people did not receive an education due to the 
nationwide closure of schools and universities lasting for a number of 
years. On Mao’s death, the populace was drained and disillusioned and 
the question of who was to succeed him remained 
unresolved.

Hua Guofeng (1920–2008)
A compromise candidate on whom top leaders 
in the Chinese Communist Party could agree, he 
was incapable of fulfilling the role of new national 

“NOTE FOR THE EDITOR: The Danish version of the book brought illustrations of 
most leaders in form of propagandaposters. These are probably too small in black and 
white versions, but can be bought in bigger versions for publishing purposes. A Xi Jin-
ping portrait must be bought. The illustrations need no captions.”

I have scanned the images in the Danish version, pp. 175–7, but the result is clearly 
unsatisfactory. -DW
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patriarch. A drab politician whose vision was that everything Mao 
had commanded should be followed slavishly. His greatest political 
decision was to arrest the Gang of Four, led by Mao’s widow, Jiang 
Qing, a month after Mao’s death. Jiang Qing was a member of the 
radical wing of the Party, which wanted to continue the Cultural 
Revolution. She was opposed by Deng Xiaoping.

Deng Xiaoping (1904–1997)
With the powerful political base he had built up 
during almost six decades, when he was deeply 
involved in the civil war, the fight against Japanese 
occupancy and the political bureaucracy, it was 
easy for Deng to outmanoeuvre Hua. From 1978 
until a few years before his death, it was he who 
wielded real power despite having no higher offi-
cial title than Vice Premier. He was, however, also 
Chairman of the Central Military Commission. 
He dropped Mao’s ideas, opened China to the 
outside world, focused on education, allowed in 
foreign investment and let “some get rich before 
others” under the slogan “socialism with Chinese 
characteristics”, which, according to many West-
ern observers, was a euphemism for capitalism 
through the back door. Millions of people were 
released from poverty. Initially, there was lively de-

bate about whether political reforms should accompany the economic 
ones, but all such discussion was silenced and the subject tabooed in 
1989 when Deng crushed the student demonstrations on Tiananmen 
Square in Beijing with the help of the military. Hundreds, maybe thou-
sands, of unarmed civilians were killed.

Jiang Zemin (1926– )
Deng’s new choice of successor after his preferred 
candidate was destroyed by the student demon-
strations in 1989. President from 1993 to 2003, 
a period of historically high economic growth. 
Foreign investment, exports and the middle class 
grew explosively under Jiang. So too did the gap 
between rich and poor. He was the first Chinese 
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President to have real political power (previous Presidents could always 
be vetoed, formerly by Mao Zedong and latterly by Deng Xiaoping and 
a group of old revolutionaries). When he handed over the presidency 
to Hu Jintao, it was the first time for more than a century that China 
had experienced a peaceful, institutionalised transfer of power – an 
important result of Deng’s reforms in the 1980s.

Hu Jintao (1942– )
President 2003–2013. As a young politician, Hu 
Jintao impressed Deng and was appointed to the 
Standing Committee of the Politburo in 1992. Due 
to political problems, he chose to serve lengthy 
periods as Provincial Governor in such remote 
and poor provinces as Tibet and Guizhou. His 
background partly explains why Hu’s government 
gave high priority to poor provinces. “Some” 
had become very rich. Now it was the turn of 
the “others”. Assuring the power of the Chinese 
Communist Party has, however, still been top 
priority. Hu restricted people’s freedom of speech 
to a much greater extent than Jiang.

Xi Jinping (1953– )
President since March 2013, Xi Jinping is the son of an old veteran of 
the Chinese revolution, Xi Zhongxun, who joined the Red Army in 
the 1930s and set up the Yan’an base which gave refuge for Mao Ze-
dong and the Party centre after the Long March. 
Xi Jinping’s father, later placed in Guangdong 
Province, also spearheaded the work of form-
ing three of the four special economic zones that 
were at the core of Deng Xiaoping’s policy of 
reform and opening up in 1979. Xi Jinping has 
since the beginning of his presidency promoted 
the neologism “Chinese dream”. At a press con-
ference with US President Barack Obama during 
an official visit to the USA in the summer of 2013, 
he compared the Chinese dream to the Ameri-
can dream and stated that it was about seeking 
economic prosperity, national renewal and peo-
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ple’s well-being. He is considered a much more outgoing personality 
than his predecessor, but it is still too early to judge his presidency. 
Xi Jinping is the first Chinese leader since Mao Zedong to have a 
wife who has made a name for herself through her own career. He is 
married to Peng Liyuan, a contempoary folk singer and performing 
artist. Being a civilian member of the People’s Liberation Army hold-
ing a rank equivalent to major general, Peng Liyuan has performed 
dressed in uniform for soldiers and on national television. Her most 
controversial performance is considered to be the one she did after 
the military crackdown on the 1989 student uprising on Tiananmen 
Square in Beijing, when she sang for the soldiers at the square to cel-
ebrate their effort.
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Historical Chronology

It is almost impossible to understand modern China without un-
der standing the country’s tumultuous history over the last two 

cen turies; two centuries of dramatic change.
In the early nineteenth century, China had the world’s largest 

economy. Decline set in, however, after the First Opium War (1839–
1842), accelerated by Western colonisation and, much later, Japanese 
occupation. All foreign powers exploited the Qing Dynasty’s ever 
more evident lack of ability to lead the country. Among other things, 
this led to the Chinese cession of Hong Kong to the British in 1842, 
followed in 1898 by the adjoining New Territories on a ninety-nine 
year lease. Many Chinese people felt humiliated and lost faith in the 
Emperor’s ability to regain the country’s power. As a result, several 
Chinese revolts of varying magnitudes occurred during the second 
half of the nineteenth century – both against the foreign intruders 
and against the Emperor. The Qing Dynasty did not fall, however, 
until 1911.

The Nationalist Party declared China a republic in 1912 and 
formed a government, which quickly disintegrated. Subsequently, 
political power in China was divided amongst various warlords, who 
operated locally throughout the country. The Nationalist Party was 
re-established in the early 1920s, and China’s Communist Party was 
formed in 1921. From the mid 1920s, there were thus two parties 
which had the ambition and potential to unite the country again: 
the Nationalist Party led by Chiang Kai-shek (and supported by 
the USA) and China’s Communist Party led by Mao Zedong (and 
supported by the then Soviet Union). Over the next two decades or 
so, the two fought each other with only brief periods of cooperation 
– during the World War II, for example, when attempts were made 
to unite the nation against the Japanese. Following the Japanese 
surrender in 1945, civil war broke out again. Mao Zedong triumphed 
and proclaimed China a People’s Republic in 1949, while Chiang Kai-
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shek and his forces fled to Taiwan where he continued to lead the 
Republic of China. The Republic exists there to this very day, albeit 
not officially, as a de facto independent state.

It was not until Mao Zedong’s victory in 1949 that the Chinese 
people became masters of their own country. All non-communist 
foreigners were expelled and all private enterprise was gradually taken 
over by the state. A Soviet-inspired system of a one-party government 
and a planned economy was introduced. Although there was a general 

Mao Zedong enjoyed god-like status among the populace in the early years of the 
Cultural Revolution, but the people grew tired of his ever more radical campaigns. No 
one dared criticise him, though, and, superficially, everyone was happy and smiling. 
Beijing, early 1970s. Own collection.
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feeling of optimism during the early years of Mao’s rule, the country 
was dominated from the mid 1950s by political campaigns and 
periods of violence and terror. The last brutal campaign, the Cultural 
Revolution, which lasted from 1966 until Mao’s death in 1976, was led 
by Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, and three other politicians from Shanghai, 
the so-called Gang of Four. A political struggle for power between 
Jiang Qing and Deng Xiaoping followed Mao’s death in September 
1976. As a compromise, Hua Guofeng assumed leadership, and it was 
he who had the Gang of Four arrested.

After a century of foreign oppression and thirty years of self-
imposed isolation, many Chinese people understandably viewed 
everything non-Chinese with fear, contempt and loathing. It was 
therefore not until Deng Xiaoping launched his reform policies 
in December 1978 that the Chinese slowly began to interact with 
the outside world again. Since then, they have bolstered their self-
confidence and the People’s Republic of China is now a strong 
member of the international community.

A chronology of key events relating to the protection of human 
rights since 1978, the period with which the book is mostly concerned, 
is given in the following.

1978
Posters written by ordinary people on the form of government for 

the future are posted on a wall in Beijing for all to see. The wall 
becomes known as the Democracy Wall. The discussion helps Deng 
Xiaoping secure power in December and he launches his reform 
plans. After Wei Jingsheng, an electrician at Beijing Zoo, and others 
argue strongly and directly for the introduction of democracy, the 
posters are removed from the wall and the wall itself is torn down.

Over the following years, Deng gradually dismantles Mao Zedong’s 
chaotic regime under slogans proclaiming the transition to a 
“socialistic market economy” and greater openness to the outside 
world – the so-called open door policy. He begins by making four 
cities, including Shenzhen near Hong Kong, special economic zones 
where experiments can be made with foreign trade and investment.

1979
China establishes diplomatic relations with the USA on 1 January 

and later that month Deng Xiaoping visits the country officially.

Foto: HK Den 
Himmelske Freds Plads
Mao Zedong enjoyed god-like status 
among the populace in the early years of 
the Cultural Revolution, but the people 
tired of his ever more radical campaigns. 
No one dared criticise him, though, 
and, superficially, everyone was happy 
and smiling. Beijing, early 1970s. Own 
collection.
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The one-child policy is introduced with a vengeance after several 
years’ run up.

Peasants begin cultivating the soil individually under various types 
of contract with the agricultural communes.

China’s first Criminal Code and Criminal Procedure Law are passed.
Wei Jingsheng, who argued for democracy on the Democracy Wall in 

1978, is arrested and charged for revealing state secrets to foreign 
journalists about China’s brief war with Vietnam that year. He is 
sentenced to fifteen years in prison. Critics call the charge a pretext.

Foreign investment is permitted by law.

1980
China ratifies the UN Convention on Women’s Rights.
The trial of the Gang of Four begins in December and is transmitted 

live on TV.

A happy mother with her son. Within the family, women faced greater pressure to give 
birth to a son after the one-child policy was introduced. Presumably Tianjin, 1980s. 
Own collection.
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1981
The Gang of Four are sentenced in January. The leader, Jiang Qing, 

Mao Zedong’s widow, receives a death sentence suspended for 
two years. The sentence is subsequently commuted to life impris-
onment.

The people’s communes, Mao Zedong’s political vision for agricul-
ture, are gradually dissolved, causing agricultural productivity to 
rise.

China ratifies the UN Convention against Racism.
The Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party rule that 

Mao Zedong was right in seventy per cent of what he did and 
wrong in thirty per cent. The Cultural Revolution weighed heavily 
among his mistakes.

1982
China adopts a new constitution which, among other things, limits 

the length of time for which various political leaders may retain 
their posts. Deng Xiaoping thus begins to dismantle the “position 
for life” system which had been prevalent under Mao Zedong.

The new constitution dissolves the people’s communes and communal 
agriculture.

1983
The previous strict control of people’s freedom of movement is 

relaxed and peasants begin to migrate from the country to the 
towns and cities in their search for work.

Crime rises and the first “strike hard” campaign is launched and 
subsequently followed by many others. The campaigns allow 
specific crimes to be punished much more harshly for a certain 
period of time. They also stipulate quotas for the number of 
criminals who must be punished for a specific type of crime.

1984
Dissolution of large parts of state-owned industry is started. Small-

scale industrial enterprises are encouraged to employ peasants 
and restrictions on migration are relaxed.

Great Britain agrees to return Hong Kong and the New Territories 
in 1997.

Foto: HK Mor og 
Søn 2
A happy mother with her son. Within the 
family, women faced greater pressure to 
give birth to a son after the one-child 
policy was introduced. Presumably 
Tianjin, 1980s. Own collection.
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1986
A further fourteen cities are declared special economic zones with 

favourable conditions for foreign investment.
A new decree allows employers to hire and fire workers.
China’s first law on bankruptcy is passed.
In December, student demonstrations for democracy spread through -

out the country, including Beijing.

1987
Hu Yaobang, chairman of the Chinese Communist Party and Deng 

Xiaoping’s choice of future leader for the country, is removed 
from office because of his sympathies for the students who are 
demonstrating around the country. The student leaders are ar-
rested and given long prison sentences and the demonstrations 
fizzle out. Zhao Ziyang is appointed Party chairman.

1988
The Chinese government publishes a new housing policy. The policy 

aims to privatise city housing. Houses in the country are already 
privately owned.

China ratifies the UN Convention against Torture.
A violent uprising against China breaks out in Tibet in December.

1989
Protests continue in Tibet. Hu Jintao, who is Governor of Tibet at the 

time, imposes a state of emergency and orders the army to crack 
down hard on protesters. Between eighty and a hundred and fifty 
Tibetans lose their lives. Hu Jintao subsequently serves as China’s 
President from 2003 to 2013.

Hu Yaobang, the deposed Party Chairman, dies in mid April and 
university students in Beijing immediately gather on Tiananmen 
Square to mourn him. The gathering quickly develops into demon-
strations for democracy, independent trade unions, etc. The Party 
is divided, but the conservative wing wins through. Party Chair-
man Zhao Ziyang, Deng Xiaoping’s second choice as future leader 
of the country, is deposed because he is sympathetic towards the 
students. The army is ordered to stop the demonstrations on 4 June 
and an unknown number of people are killed. The West condemns 
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the action and the EU introduces a weapons embargo. Twenty-one 
student leaders top the list of demonstrators sought by the police. 
Among these is Wang Dan, who is arrested a month later. The former 
Mayor of Shanghai, Jiang Zemin, is appointed Party Chairman by 
Deng. He later becomes President in 1993. Wen Jiabao, who worked 
at Communist Party Headquarters initially under Hu Yaobang and 
subsequently under both Zhao Ziyang and Jiang Zemin, manages to 
survive politically and later becomes Premier (2003–2013).

Law on administrative procedure is passed, allowing citizens to bring 
legal challenges against the authorities.

Tibet’s exiled religious leader, the Dalai Lama, receives the Nobel Peace 
Prize in December. Chinese critics call the award a political decision.

1990
The government publishes its first white paper on human rights, 

which defends its policy in the area. Others are published in the 
following years.

From mid-May 1989, a number of students went on hunger strike on Tiananmen Square. This  gave the whole 
student movement a new momentum. Hundreds of thousands of people gathered at Tananmen Square in 
protest from 15 April to 4 June. Beijing, 1989. (Photo: Flemming Poulsen)
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Many Western countries gradually reintroduce their development 
aid and normalise relationships with China.

1991
One of the student leaders from 1989, Wang Dan, is sentenced to 

four years in prison for his part in the disturbances on Tiananmen 
Square. He has already spent nearly two years in custody.

1992
The economy gradually begins to recover from its post-1989 stagnation.
Law on trade unions is passed.
In the summer of 1992 a medical team arrives at the hamlet of Wenlou 

in Henan Province to buy blood from poor farmers. Contaminated 
equipment is being used result-
ing in the spread of HIV. 60 per 
cent of the villagers get infected 
and many die over the following 
years. During the first half of the 
1990s, hundreds of thousands 
and maybe even far more than 
a million people in rural areas 
in China are infected with HIV 
virus this way. Those infected are 
mainly farmers and poor people 
selling blood to medical workers 
in blood collection programs, 
some times private, some times 
driven by the authorities. Henan 
Province is hit particularly hard. 
Unknown numbers of children 
are orphaned and villages are all 
but emptied of occupants. Au-
thorities ban any mention of the 
problem.

The government begins to introduce 
social security schemes in key 
areas such as health and pensions 
for the urban population.

Foto: Baotou 1995
Although the number of poor was 
reduced, social inequality grew 
dramatically during Jiang Zemin’s 
presidency from 1993 to 2003. Baotou, 
1995.

Although the number of poor was reduced, social inequality 
grew dramatically during Jiang Zemin’s presidency from 1993 
to 2003. Baotou, 1995.
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The first legal aid office for the poor is opened at a university in 
Wuhan in Hubei Province.

1993
Jiang Zemin becomes President.
Wei Jingsheng, the Democracy Wall writer, who has been imprisoned 

since 1979, is released six months before the end of his sentence. 
This is interpreted in the West as being an attempt by the Chinese 
government to win the 2000 Olympic Games, but China’s dream 
of hosting the games is fruitless. Western attitudes to China’s 
view of human rights after the massacre of 1989 have a significant 
influence on the vote in the International Olympic Committee.

Wang Dan, one of the student leaders from 1989, is released having 
served his sentence.

Law on consumer protection is passed in the National People’s Con-
gress. The law becomes important in the development of practices 
for raising matters of public interest.

1994
Wei Jingsheng, who had been released the year before after spending 

fourteen years in prison, is arrested again and charged for subver-
sive activities. He receives a second long prison sentence.

Law allowing compensation to be sought from the state is passed.

1995
Wang Dan, one of the student leaders from 1989, is arrested again 

just two years after his release and is charged with plotting to 
overthrow the Chinese Communist Party. He is sentenced the 
following year.

China’s first law on working conditions is passed.
The UN Conference on Women’s Rights is held in Huairou near Bei-

jing.
Work on the Three Gorges Dam across the Yangtze River is begun. 

Debate about the project in the years leading up to the decision has 
been silenced following massive criticism from Chinese experts.
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1996
Wang Dan, one of the student leaders from 1989, is sentenced to 

eleven years imprisonment for plotting to overthrow the Chinese 
Communist Party.

The first case involving matters of public interest is brought before 
the courts in Fujian Province. From there, cases of similar nature 
are rapidly taken up in other parts of the country.

China holds large-scale military exercises in the Taiwan Strait ahead 
of Taiwan’s first democratic presidential election. This is seen as a 
warning not to re-elect the incumbent President, Lee Teng-hui, 
who is also Chairman of the Nationalist Party, the old arch-
enemy of China’s Communist Party. Lee Teng-hui is re-elected 
nevertheless.

Law on lawyers and legal representation is passed.

1997
Deng Xiaoping dies on 19 February.
Law on criminal procedure is revised.
Criminal Code is revised.
Great Britain returns the Crown Colony of Hong Kong and the New 

Territories to China on 1 July. Tung Chee-hua, a Hong Kong 
businessman, is appointed new Governor by Beijing.

After three years in prison, Wei Jingsheng, the Democracy Wall 
commentator from 1979, is released. Officially, he is released to 
receive medical treatment in the USA, where Wei subsequently 
seeks and receives asylum.

1998
Social welfare payments are introduced for poor urban dwellers.
Discussions are initiated between the EU and China on human 

rights. Summits are to be held annually.
China signs the UN Convention on Civil and Political Rights. In 

2014, however, it has still not been ratified by the National People’s 
Congress.

Wang Dan, one of the student leaders from 1989, is released eight 
years before the end of his sentence, officially to receive medical 
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treatment in the USA. He is released shortly before US President 
Bill Clinton arrives in China on a state visit. Wang seeks and 
receives asylum in the USA.

US President Bill Clinton travels to China on a state visit. He succeeds 
in getting his Chinese counterpart, Jiang Zemin, to hold a joint 
press conference. At the press conference, which is transmitted 
live on TV, Jiang Zemin comments on Bill Clinton’s view of 
human rights in China.

1999
The semi-religious Falun Gong movement is banned. Devotees are 

arrested and reportedly tortured.

2000
Premier Zhu Rongji warns the Taiwanese electorate against voting 

for presidential candidate Chen Shui-bian, a supporter of Taiwan-
ese independence. Chinese military leaders threaten to invade if 

Foto: Baotou 2001
“Turn Baotou into a strong centre of 
economic growth for central and western 
China by means of solidarity, endeavour 
and focus on the city’s strong points. Jiang 
Zemin.” Jiang Zemin’s presidency was a 
period of economic growth, the fastest in 
the country’s history. Baotou, 2001.

After having obtained asylum in the USA, Democracy Wall writer Wei Jingsheng travelled the worls arguing 
that the West should put pressure on the Chinese government in order to secure progress towards democracy. 
He argued that “secret dialogues” would not work and recommended economic sanctions instead. However, 
economic sanctions as a weapon against China were already on the way out. Press conference in Copenhagen, 
1998.
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Taiwan declares itself independent. Chen, who is leader of the 
Democratic Progressive Party, wins the presidential election nev-
ertheless. The Nationalist Party is thus forced into opposition for 
the first time since the Republic of China was established.

2001
China becomes a member of the World Trade Organisation (WTO).
China wins its bid to host the 2008 Summer Olympic Games.
Law on lawyers and legal representation is revised.
Law on trade unions is revised.
The National People’s Congress ratifies the UN Convention on Eco-

nomic, Social and Cultural Rights.
On 26 October, Hu Wenhai goes on a killing spree in his hometown 

Wujinshan in Shanxi Province together with accomplice Liu Hai-
wang. Armed with a hunting rifle and an axe, they kill 14 people, 
including village cadre Hu Gensheng, whom Hu Wenhai claims 
masterminded an incident three years earlier where he was wound-
ed after a fight. Hu Wenhai and Liu Haiwang both receive the death 
sentence and are executed on 25 January 2002. Hu Wenhai’s story is 
later referred to in Jia Zhangke’s 2013 movie, “A Touch of Sin”.

2002
Hu Jintao succeeds Jiang Zemin as Chairman of China’s Communist 

Party.
Law on environmental assessment of new projects is passed. The 

law tightens requirements on environment protection during 
the construction of new industrial plants or the extension and/or 
renovation of existing plants.

Hong Kong’s Governor, Tung Chee-hwa, is appointed for a second 
term by Beijing.

2003
Jiang Zemin steps down as President in March. A new government, 

under the leadership of President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen 
Jiabao is appointed. In the West, the new leadership is seen not 
only as reform-friendly but also as an advocate of a more balanced 
policy capable of reducing the huge regional and personal differ-

Holmgaard BOOK.indb   246 11/07/14   13.26



Historical Chronolo gy

247

ences in wealth created by previous economic reforms. Inequality 
in China is now among the highest in the world.

Private businessmen are permitted to join the Party.
Early in the year, the respiratory infection SARS spreads from China 

to the rest of the world. Although this is initially denied by China, 
the country is forced to change tack in April after pressure is 
brought to bear by the World Health Organisation (WHO), for-
eign media and others. Health Minister Zhang Wenkang is sacked 
and the Chinese media begin intensive coverage of the epidemic. 
The SARS outbreak clearly demonstrates that the Chinese health 
service is deficient and discussions on its reform begin. WHO 
declares China free of SARS in July.

AIDS is officially recognised as a problem in China.
A decree on legal aid for the poor is published and legal aid centres 

are gradually established throughout the country.
Over half a million people demonstrate in Hong Kong against a pro-

posed new security law which would restrict a number of liberties. 
Critics suspect that Beijing is behind the proposal. In the end, Hong 
Kong’s Governor, Tung Che-hwa, scraps the proposal.

“Turn Baotou into a strong centre of economic growth for central and western China 
by means of solidarity, endeavour and focus on the city’s strong points. Jiang Zemin.” 
Jiang Zemin’s presidency was a period of economic growth, the fastest in the country’s 
history. Baotou, 2001.
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The UN’s special envoy on education visits China and criticises the 
country for not living up to international standards on free and 
available basic education.

2004
Human rights are written into the Chinese Constitution.
Hu Jintao succeeds Jiang Zemin as Chairman of the Party’s Military 

Commission. The process towards the People’s Republic’s first 
institutionalised succession of power in Party and governmental 
leadership, started in 2002, is thus successfully completed. A prec-
edent is thus set in the area.

An article in the Hong Kong Constitution which stipulates the 
democratic election of Hong Kong’s Governor in 2007 and the 
democratic election of Hong Kong’s parliament in 2008 is deleted 
by the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress in 
Beijing.

The former student leader Wang Dan attempts to enter Hong Kong. 
He has been invited by a grass-roots organisation to give a talk on 
the fifteenth anniversary of the massacre in Beijing. He is, however, 
refused entry at the border.

Chen Shui-bian, leader of the Democratic Progressive Party is re-
elected as President of Taiwan with the smallest possible margin. 
Chen’s chief cause, a referendum on the declaration of Taiwanese 
independence, fails at the same time, however, due to insufficient 
turnout at the polls.

2005
The UN’s special envoy on torture visits China and criticises the 

country for extensive use of torture, particularly in order to extort 
confessions.

Law on the protection of women’s rights is revised. It emphasises 
that women have the right to be allocated agricultural land on the 
same terms as men. Domestic violence is explicitly forbidden for 
the first time.

In March, the National People’s Congress passes a law which forbids 
Taiwanese independence.

Foto: Lien Chan 
14
In April 2005, Lien Chan, leader of 
the Taiwanese opposition, received a 
welcome usually reserved for heads of 
state. China thus marked its dissatisfaction 
with the incumbent president, Chen Shui-
bian. Here, Lien Chan makes a speech on 
his arrival at Beijing airport. Beijing, 2005.
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Tung Chee-hwa steps down as Governor of Hong Kong, officially 
for health reasons. A few days later, he is elected to the advisory 
CPPCC in Beijing. Observers believe that he has been forced out 
by the government in Beijing because of unsatisfactory political 
results.

2006
Law on the protection of minors is revised.

2007
A reform of the death-sentencing system comes into force. All death-

sentences must now be approved by the Supreme Court. Unofficial 
reports subsequently suggest that the reform reduces the number 
of executions by thirty per cent.

Law on the protection of private ownership rights is passed.

In April 2005, Lien Chan, leader of the Taiwanese opposition, received a welcome usually reserved for heads of 
state. China thus marked its dissatisfaction with the incumbent president, Chen Shui-bian. Here, Lien Chan makes 
a speech on his arrival at Beijing airport. Beijing, 2005.
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Law on compulsory education is revised. It confirms a minimum of 
nine years’ education and that schooling shall be provided free of 
charge.

2008
On 14 March, violent disturbances break out in Lhasa in the wake of 

demonstrations four days earlier on the anniversary of the flight 
to India in 1959 of the Tibetan spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama. 
The military is mobilised to stop the disturbances and a state of 
emergency is declared.

China hosts the Olympic Games in August. In many Western coun-
tries, there is heated discussion as to whether their political rep-
resentatives should attend the opening ceremony or boycott it in 
protest against the human rights situation in the country. The dis-
cussions do not lead to any non-attendance, however.

On 10 December, the so-called Charter ‘08 manifesto is published. It 
is signed by three hundred intellectuals and human rights activists 
and demands political reforms and democratisation. Many of the 
signatories are detained and interrogated. Among these is Liu 
Xiao bo, who is awarded the Nobel Peace Prize two years later.

New regulations on open government information come into force 
allowing right of access to documents.

On 1 January, a new Labour Contract Law comes into force. It affirms 
that all workers are entitled to a written contract describing their 
working conditions.

Law on lawyers and legal representation is revised. It gives greater 
power to defence lawyers.

China ratifies the new Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities.

Chen Shui-bian loses the presidential election in Taiwan and must 
step down after two terms of office.

2009
On 27 February, Tibetan monk Lobsang Tashi sets himself ablaze 

protesting the Chinese authorities in the autonomous region of 
Tibet. His action sets off a long series of other self-immolation 

Foto: Fuglereden
China was determined to hold the best 
Olympic Games ever. Many critical 
voices were raised in the West ahead of 
the Games, mostly concerning China’s 
attitude to human rights. During the 
games themselves, though, it was not only 
the Chinese who were impressed. Beijing, 
2008.
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protests inside and outside of Tibet. These actions appear to 
continue until September 2013.

In May, Denmark’s liberal prime minister, Lars Løkke Rasmussen, 
receives the spiritual leader of Tibet, the Dalai Lama, who has 
now spent fifty years in exile in India. China reacts, among other 
things, by cancelling all planned visits to China by Danish minis-
ters. Relations between Denmark and China are not normalised 
again until the international climate conference in Copenhagen, 
COP15, in December, at which Lars Løkke Rasmussen, who is also 
chairman of the conference, agrees to sign a written declaration 
which unequivocally emphasises that Denmark is against Tibetan 
independence.

During COP15 in Copenhagen in December, Premier Wen Jiabao is 
against an agreement which would mean that outside countries 
could check whether China – and, naturally, all other countries – 
meet their own promises regarding reduced CO2 emissions into 
the atmosphere. Chinese resistance to this agreement is one of the 
reasons why the conference protocol is so weak. Western observ-
ers talk of a new world order in which China can now demand to 
be heard on a par with the USA.

As of 1 July, all new privately-owned computers must be supplied 
with compulsory new software, the Green Dam, pre-installed. Al-

China was determined to hold the best Olympic Games ever. Many critical voices were 
raised in the West ahead of the Games, mostly concerning China’s attitude to human 
rights. During the games themselves, though, it was not only the Chinese who were 
impressed. Beijing, 2008.
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though it is officially claimed that the software provides protection 
against pornography, critics claim it will give the authorities free 
rein to decide which websites Chinese Internet users may visit. 
Domestic resistance to the system is massive and, the day before 
the deadline, the project is postponed indefinitely.

In September, Taiwan’s former President, Chen Shui-bian, is sen-
tenced by a Taiwanese court to life imprisonment for embezzle-
ment, corruption and money-laundering. Critics call it a political 
ruling.

In China, system critic Liu Xiaobo is sentenced on 25 December to 
eleven years’ imprisonment for “inciting the subversion of state 
power”. He is one of the instigators of Charter ‘08 and has agitated 
for political reform in China via the Internet.

Three days before the end of the year, British citizen Akmal Shaikh is 
executed for heroin smuggling. It is the first time in more than fifty 
years that a foreign citizen has been executed in China.

A marriage between two homosexual men is reported for the first 
time by Xinhua, the state news agency. At the same time, it is em-
phasised that marriages between homosexuals are not “approved” 
in China.

2010
Google threatens to rescind its agreement with the Chinese authori-

ties as it has resulted in the blocking of specific search words in the 
Chinese version of Google’s Internet search engine.

A beauty conference for homosexuals in Shanghai is shut down an 
hour before it opens, officially because of the lack of approval for 
the event.

The Chinese economy overtakes that of Japan. China thus becomes 
the world’s second largest economy. It is estimated that the USA 
must relinquish its supremacy to China within fifteen to twenty 
years.

Official Chinese statistics show that there are now 420 million In-
ternet users in China, corresponding to thirty-five per cent of the 
population.

For years the Chinese government has expressed its displeasure with 
other nations by cooling diplomatic relations when they accept 
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official visits by the Dalai Lama, the exiled Tibetan spiritual leader. 
Now, in the first empirical study of the economic consequences of 
such chilly relations, two professors from Gottingen University in 
Germany conclude that, on average, countries whose leadership 
meet with Dalai Lama lose 8.1 per cent in exports to China in the 
two years following the meeting. Called the “Dalai Lama Effect”, 
the study concludes that the negative impact on exports to China 
began when President Hu Jintao took office.

Expo 2010, the World Exhibition in Shanghai from 1 May to 31 October, 
is a huge success. The statue of The Little Mermaid forms the 
centrepiece of the Danish pavilion. On Langelinje in Copenhagen, 
her usual place is taken by a large screen, which shows live around-
the-clock transmission from the Danish pavilion so that tourists 
in Denmark can still see her despite her absence. The video 
transmission is a work by the prominent Chinese artist provocateur, 
Ai Weiwei, who is in constant trouble with the authorities – a 
conflict which is to escalate seriously the following year.

The Nobel Peace Prize for 2010 is awarded to Liu Xiaobo, prominent 
leader of the student movement in 1989 and co-author of Charter 
‘08. China reacts strongly and introduces political and economic 
sanctions against Norway. It also refuses exit permits to anyone who 

It carries a big price tag for any state leader to shake hands with the exiled Tibetan 
religious leader, Dalai Lama. The result of this so-called ”Dalai Lama Effect” has been 
that fewer state leaders dare offer their hand. Copenhagen, 2011.
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could be expected to receive the award on behalf of the imprisoned 
Liu, among these his wife, Liu Xia, and his lawyer, Mo Shaoping.

On a couple of occasions, including a CNN interview in October, 
Premier Wen Jiabao says that the Chinese people’s “wishes for and 
needs for democracy and freedom are irresistible”. His statements 
are not reported in the Chinese media and Western experts are 
uncertain about what they actually mean.

Wang Chen, Vice Director of China’s Propaganda Ministry, reports 
that the country’s Internet censor has deleted 350 million pieces of 
information in 2010 in the form of text, photographs and videos 
which the authorities have, for a variety of reasons, deemed harm-
ful or offensive to the populace.

At Foxconn in Shenzhen, 18 suicide attempts during the year results 
in 14 deaths. The suicides draw massive media attention worldwide 
and work conditions at Foxconn comes  under scrutiny. Taiwanese 
Foxconn is a major manufacturer of electronics employing more 
than a million people in Mainland China and caters companies 
like Apple, Dell, Hewlett-Packard, Motorola, Nokia and Sony. The 
Foxconn suicides are later referred to in Jia Zhangke’s 2013 movie, 
“A Touch of Sin”.

2011
President Hu Jintao meets US President Barack Obama during a 

state visit to the USA. At a joint press conference, he is pressured 
by American journalists to admit that “a lot still needs to be done 
in China in terms of human rights.”

The Chinese Communist Party celebrates its 90th anniversary.
EU Foreign Minister Catherine Ashton argues that the EU weapon 

embargo against China should be ended as it constitutes a serious 
obstacle to strengthening Europe’s economic ties with China. The 
weapon embargo had been imposed in 1989 as a joint response to 
the military intervention against the student demonstrations on 
Tiananmen Square.

Inspired by the Jasmine Revolutions of the Middle East and Northern 
Africa, calls to start China’s own Jasmine Revolution in thirteen 
cities around the country are sent via SMS, Twitter and other social 
media. People are to gather in certain places in each of the cities 

Foto: Tiananmen, 
Skulptur
In 2011, the Chinese Communist Party 
celebrated its ninetieth anniversary. 
The Party was formed at a time when, 
following several thousand years of 
unified history, the country was in serious 
danger of being torn apart by civil war 
and foreign colonisation. China was then 
known as “the sick man of Asia”. Today, 
the Party leads a country that boasts the 
world’s second largest economy and aims 
to become the largest. Beijing, 2011.
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every Sunday. The police turn out everywhere in force, however, 
and the demonstrations never happen. The actions are followed up 
with strict control of all IT media and the arrest of a large number 
of dissidents, defence lawyers, artists and others who could be 
expected to cause trouble.

In February, 13 offences are removed from the original list of 68 
crimes punishable by death. The offences are all economic crimes. 
Capital punishment is still available for some economic crimes 
such as large-scale corruption.

The Dalai Lama, the spiritual leader of the Tibetan people, announces 
from his exile in India that he is stepping down as political leader. 
He will continue as religious leader. Lobsang Sangay is sworn in as 
leader of the Tibetan government-in-exile.

During his annual TV-transmitted press conference in mid March 
following the session of the National People’s Congress, Premier 
Wen Jiabao says that China needs political reforms if continued 
development is to be assured. He emphasises that the Chinese 

In 2011, the Chinese Communist Party celebrated its ninetieth anniversary. The Party was formed at a time when, 
following several thousand years of unified history, the country was in serious danger of being torn apart by civil 
war and foreign colonisation. China was then known as “the sick man of Asia”. Today, the Party leads a country 
that boasts the world’s second largest economy and aims to become the largest. Beijing, 2011.
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people have a right to criticise the government. This is in direct 
contradiction to comments made publicly by Wu Bangguo, Chair-
man of the National People’s Congress, just a few days earlier. It is, 
however, not the first time that these two political leaders express 
themselves very differently on precisely this topic.

The political artist provocateur Ai Weiwei is arrested without expla-
nation in early April. Eighty-one days later he is released although 
charges against him for tax evasion are upheld. He is subsequently 
sentenced to pay fifteen million yuan in unpaid tax and fines. Ai 
Weiwei is in no doubt that this is the authorities’ way of punishing 
him for his political art.

Over the summer, continued disturbances in Xinjiang Province lead 
to deaths among Chinese police and local Uyghurs.

2012
As of January, more people live in the cities of China than in the 

country.
In January, 52-year-old Li Tie is sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment 

in Wuhan. He has written articles on the Internet, criticising the 
government.

At its yearly assembly in March, the National People’s Congress, the 
parliament of China, passes a revision of the Criminal Procedure 
Law that strengthens the role of defence lawyers, but also gives 
further powers to the security authorities.

The Chinese government creates a new agency, the State Internet 
Information Body, to “prevent disruptions to social stability”.

Only two years after China’s becoming the world’s second biggest 
economy, experts estimate that the United States will have to re-
treat before the People’s Republic of China as soon as some time 
between 2016 and 2018. Earlier, it was believed that this wouldn’t 
take place until some time between 2025 and 2040.

In March, Bo Xilai, Central Politburo member and Party Secretary in 
Chong qing and a very possible candidate for the all-powerful new 
Polit buro Standing Committee to be formed later the same month, 
is stripped of his posts. His wife is charged with murder. This is 
viewed as a sign of a power struggle behind the scenes, which 
remains unclear to the outside world.
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In March, local free and democratic elections are held to replace the 
town leadership of Wukan in Guangdong Province. It happens after 
months of protests against the old town leadership, which town 
members (mostly peasants) accused of illegal seizure of land. In 
December, the old town leadership had been thrown out of Wukan, 
which was then barricaded to hinder police and military interfering.

In April, political artist provocateur Ai Weiwei, who in 2011 was 
sentenced to pay fifteen million yuan in unpaid tax and fines, takes 
out a summons against the tax authorities. He says that during the 
case against him, he had no access to proofs or witnesses. He loses.

Blind activist Chen Guangcheng flees his house arrest and seeks 
refuge at the embassy of the United States in Beijing while US 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton is on an official visit. Thereby, 
he creates a week-long crisis between the USA and China, which 
is resolved when he gets permission to leave for the USA to study. 
Chen leaves China with his wife and two children.

China’s president Hu Jintao is on a state visit to Denmark from 14 to 
16 April. Danish media wonders if Prime Minister Helle Thorn-
ing-Schmidt will dare to address human rights issues, because 
President Hu carries with him business contracts worth around 18 
billion yuan. Indeed, human rights are low on the agenda during 
Hu’s visit.

Queen Margrethe II hosted Chinese President Hu Jintao’s state visit to Denmark in 
April. Human rights issues only took up a fraction of any of the political discussions 
President Hu had with any of the Danish politicians. Copenhagen, 2012.
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Chinese author Mo Yan is awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. 
Among others, Wei Jingsheng criticizes the prize as an effort to 
appease Beijing, which lashed out in 2010 over Liu Xiaobo’s peace 
award. The political artist provocateur Ai Weiwei also criticizes 
the prize.

In mid November, Hu Jintao steps down as General Secretary of the 
Chinese Communist Party. He is succeeded by Xi Jinping.

2013
In March, Xi Jinping is chosen as President of the Peoples’ Republic 

of China when Hu Jintao’s second term ends.
Spring in Beijing is marred with extremely heavy air pollution.
In July, Western media report that, four months after Xi Jinping came 

to power promising reform, Chinese authorities have detained 
dozens of activists in a crackdown on dissent.

Foto: Hu and the 
Queen
Queen Margrethe II hosted Chinese 
President Hu Jintao’s state visit to 
Denmark in April. Human rights issues 
only took up a fraction of any of the 
political discussions President Hu had 
with any of the Danish politicians. 
Copenhagen, 2012.

Some would argue that China is still a police state. However, a lot of legislation is drawing the country away from 
that image despite obvious problems with implementation. Police is visible in many places in the cities all over 
the country. Here, an officer on bike upholds order at a Shanghai university. Shanghai, 2013.
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In September, Bo Xilai, former Central Politburo member and Party 
Secretary of Chongqing, is found guilty of corruption and sen-
tenced to life imprisonment.

In September, Beijing is again covered in a thick blanket of smog. Au-
thorities try to limit the number of cars on the streets and closing or 
upgrading the facilities of 1,200 factories. Environmental problems 
have been an increasing source of social unrest. By July the number 
of cars on the streets of Beijing have reached 5.35 million. The of-
ficial aim is to keep the number below 6 million by 2017.

As of the end of September, 122 Tibetans since 27 February 2009 have 
tried to commit suicide by self immolation as a protest against the 
Chinese authorities in the autonomous region of Tibet. Almost all 
of the self-immolators have died.

On 28 October, a car plows into a group of people in front of the 
Gate of Heavenly Peace, the gate featuring the Mao portrait at 
the north end of the Tiananmen Square in the middle of Beijing. 
The car explodes and five people are killed, 38 wounded. Three 
of the dead are those in the car. They are identified as belonging 
to the Uighur ethnic minority from Xinjiang Province. Chinese 
authorities describe the incident as a terror attack. Riots in Xinjiang 
are regularly reported in Chinese media.

Plans to relax the one-child policy are made public in November. 
Legislation will be introduced allowing couples to have two chil-
dren if at least one parent is an only child. 

Plans for abolition of the “re-education through labour” camps are 
released.

Tensions between China and Japan escalate when in late November 
China declares an air defence zone over a swathe of the East China 
Sea, including islands claimed by both countries (called the Diao-
yu Islands by China, the Senkaku Islands by Japan). South Korea 
also claims sovereignty over some of the zone and both Japan and 
South Korea protest the Chinese move. The area is believed to be 
rich in natural resources.

On 14 December, China successfully lands the Yutu (“Jade Rabbit”) 
robotic rover on the surface of the moon.

World-renowned filmmaker Zhang Yimou is to be fined seven mil-
lion yuan for having three children with his wife. In December, 
Zhang apologises publicly.
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On the last day of 2013, the Ministry of Land Resources releases a 
survey showing that as much as two per cent of China’s farmland, 
equivalent to 3.3 million hectares, is too polluted to be used for 
growing crops. By the end of 2012, China’s arable land totalled 
about 135.4 million hectares.

Movie director Jia Zhangke releases his film “A Touch of Sin”. The 
movie draws inspiration from incidents involving four ordinary 
Chinese citizens who reacted violently to injustice at the hands 
of society and the authorities: Hu Wenhai in 2001 (see pages 
246–247, Deng Yujiao in 2009 (page 148), the Foxconn suicides in 
2010 (page 254) and Zhou Kehua in 2012 (page xxvii). The movie 
is not explicitly forbidden but it is not cleared by the censors and 
receives no attention from public media. At the Cannes Film Fes-
tival, however, it receives the prize for best screenplay.

In what is China’s first workplace gender discrimination lawsuit, a 
young woman files a suit against Juren School, a private training 
centre in Beijing. The case is settled on 18 December. The young 
woman had had her job application rejected on the basis that the 
school only recruited male candidates. Originally, the young wom-
an had demanded compensation of 50,000 yuan (approximately 
5,000 euro), but she and her attorney, Liu Minghui, a professor 
in gender studies, ends up accepting 30,000 yuan and an apology.

2014
On 26 January, Xu Zhiyong, lecturer at Beijing University of Post 

and Telecommunications, is sentenced to four years in prison for 
“gathering crowds to disrupt public order.” Xu Zhiyong is a founder 
of the NGO Open Constitution Initiative and also of the New Citi-
zens’ Movement. Furthermore, he has been an active rights lawyer.

On 26 February, Kevin Lau, an esteemed former editor-in-chief 
of the Mingpao Daily and one of Hong Kong’s most influential 
editors, is stabbed several times and left critically wounded. Nine 
people are arrested for the stabbing two weeks later. Random vio-
lent crime is rare in Hong Kong, and many interpret the assault as 
an attack on press freedom in the Special Administrative Region. 
Under Lau’s tenure, Mingpao Daily’s reputation as a hard-hitting 
newspaper was strengthened. However, Lau had been dismissed in 
January, stirring up resentment among staff who saw his dismissal 
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as politically motivated. In 2014, Reporters Without Borders ranks 
Hong Kong number 61 in its world press freedom listing; in 2002, 
Hong Kong ranked number 18. Among Lau’s most prominent 
achievements of investigative journalism was his participation in 
exposing the offshore bank accounts held by China’s top leaders.

On 1 March, 29 people are killed as they are lining up for tickets 
at the Kunming Train Station in Kunming, capital of Yunnan 
Province. They are attacked by eight men and women armed with 
long-bladed knives. More than 140 are wounded. Chinese media 
describe the attackers as Xinjiang seperatists. 

25 years after the student uprising in Tiananmen Square, Taiwan has 
its own student uprising. On 18 March, about 300 people climb 
over the fence surrounding the parliament, the Yuan, in Taipei 
and occupy the building, protesting the Cross-Strait Service 
Trade Agreement (CSSTA) made between intermediaries of the 
People’s Republic and Taiwan. This Sunflower Movement consists 
of students, academics and members of a number of civic groups. 
The protesters argue that the CSSTA will leave Taiwan vulnerable 
to political pressure from Beijing, while advocates of the agree-

Critically wounded, former editor Kevin Lau is rushed to a Hong Kong hospital. On 28 
February, he was stabbed outside of his home, which gave rise to fears that the threat 
against freedom of the press had increased to a new level. In 2002,  Reporters Without 
Borders ranked Hong Kong number 18 on its world press freedom listing. In 2014, it 
ranks number 61. Mainland China ranks number 175 out of 180 countries. Hong Kong, 
2014. (Photo: Scanpix/Reuters)
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ment argue that it is a necessary step to secure further Chinese 
investments to boost Taiwan’s economy. At the height of the pro-
tests, more than 100,000 people gather on the streets outside the 
parliament. What sets off the protest is disputes about a line-by-
line review of the agreement. On 6 April, legislative speaker Wang 
Jin-pyng promises to postpone the review of the agreement until 
legislation for monitoring of all cross-straits agreements has been 
passed. This leads to the protesters leaving the Yuan on 10 April.

Ending an 11-day visit in Europe, President Xi Jinping on 1 April 
defends the monopoly of power by the Chinese Communist Party. 
He emphasises that China should not copy any foreign political or 
development model as it might lead to catastrophic consequences. 
“Constitutional monarchy, imperial restoration, parliamentarism, 
a multi-party system and a presidential system, we considered 
them, tried them, but none worked”, he says.

Queen Margrethe II of Denmark makes an exception to her rule of 
only making one official trip to any country outside of Scandinavia 
when she revisits China on 24 April. The visit lasts for five days. 
She is accompanied by four Danish government ministers and a 
160-strong business delegation, by far the largest delegation ever 
sent by Denmark to China. Queen Margrethe visited China for the 
first time in 1979.

A Tiananmen Square museum opens in Hong Kong on 24 April to 
commemorate the victims of the 4 June 1989 massacre in Beijing 
and to make it possible for mainland Chinese to obtain information 
about the event.

On the last day of a four-day visit to Xinjiang Province by President 
Xi Jinping on 30 April, an explosion occurs at Urumqi South 
Railway Station in the province capital. Three people are killed 
and 79 injured when assailants apart from detonated explosives 
use knives in the attack.

On 6 May, six people are wounded in yet another attack – the third 
in two months – at a train station; this time in Guangzhou. The 
attackers begin slashing indiscriminately, but are quickly stopped by 
police. There are no immediate reports regarding the background of 
the attackers, but the car explosion near the Gate of Heavenly Peace 
in Beijing in October 2013 plus the recent train station attacks raise 
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fear of a more systematic series of terror attacks done by islamic 
militants from Xinjiang Province.

The Dalai Lama, the exiled spiritual leader of Tibet, visits Norway 
on 7 May at the invitation of a number of civil society groups, 
partly to celebrate the 25th anniversary of his Nobel Peace Prize. 
However, no representatives of the Norwegian government wish 
to meet him. A spokesman for the Chinese Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs states “China has noted the Norwegian government’s 
recent new position”, adding “if you say that they made a mistake 
in the past, and can now change it, that is worth encouragement 
and approval.” Diplomatic relations between Norway and China 
have been frozen since December 2010, when the Norwegian 
Nobel Committee awarded that year’s peace prize to the jailed civil 
rights dissident and veteran of the 1989 pro-democracy protests in 
Beijing, Liu Xiaobo. The Norwegian Foreign Minister defends the 
government’s stand on the issue by saying that it wants to normal-
ise Norway’s relationship with China.

As the 25th anniversary of the violent 4 June Beijing crack-down on the 
Tiananmen Square student demonstrations is getting nearer, reports 
of preventive arrests occur. Among the arrested is Pu Zhiqiang, a 
prominent rights lawyer, who was also among the demonstrators 
on the square in 1989. Others include journalist Gao Yu, her son 
Zhao Meng, lecturer Hu Shigen, researcher Xu Youyu, internet 
writer Liu Di (screen name: Stainless Steel Rat) and professor Hao 
Jian. Prominent leader of the political preassure group Tiananmen 
Mothers, Ding Zilin, who lost her son on 4 June 1989, will reportedly 
be kept out of Beijing until the anniversay has passed. 

On 12 May, Chinese media report that as of 8 May, 150 armoured 
vehicles are patrolling the streets of Beijing. A police officer is 
quoted: ”The patrolling corps will become the city’s primary force 
to crack down on terrorists, mass violence and gun crimes.” The 
official reason given for patrolling in Beijing is the recent terror 
attacks on train stations in Kunming, Urumqi and Guangzhou. In 
the media, it is suggested that this might be a long-term campaign. 
Armed police patrols are reportedly being enhanced nationwide, 
but no details are given.

Cheng Pingyuan, a professor of Nanjing Normal University and 
main author of the Annual Report on China’s Education, concludes 
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that China’s test-oriented educational system is the cause of many 
suicides among elementary and middle school students. According 
to China Daily, teenage suicides have raised concern after dozens 
of such cases were reported in 2013. Specific figures on suicides 
among students are not published in China.
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