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1 
 

Introduction 
 
 
“Interfere more and more. Interfere as much as you can. We beg you to come and interfere.”  
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Speech to the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations, 

Washington, D.C. 30th June 19751 
 
 
The European Union denounced it as “brutal repression”. The United States’ House of 
Representatives called the behaviour “disproportionate and extreme”. German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel and French President Nicolas Sarkozy suggested that they might not attend 
the upcoming Olympic Games opening ceremony in protest, and mass demonstrations 
suffocated the Olympics torch as it voyaged across the globe. 
 
Chinese security forces’ March 2008 crackdown on riots in Tibet sparked an outpouring 
of outrage and condemnation of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in the West at a 
level not seen for almost two decades. For some observers, the international campaign was 
a vital way of shining a light on authorities’ repressive policies in the region2. In the 
previous century, many Soviet dissidents—like Solzhenitsyn—had appealed passionately 
for Western leaders to speak out in this way against their own regime. Condemnation from 
abroad sustained them in their fight, not least because it passed on information about their 
government’s abuses of human rights to the Soviet people3. 
 
And the Tibet campaign did indeed in turn inspire Chinese citizens to launch their own 
mass online outcry and join in demonstrations around the world. But the outcry was not 
over the repression in Tibet. Instead, it was directed at the West, and directed against what 
for many was a provocative crusade of harassment and hostility against their country. 
Online campaigns sprung up to target foreign media organizations for their purported bias 
in covering the riots, mass boycotts squeezed French businesses over President Sarkozy’s 
threats to shun the Olympics, and marches outside embassies assailed Western leaders for 
their perceived support for the Dalai Lama, the exiled Tibetan spiritual leader. Many 
protestors focussed their ire not on authorities’ use of violence against their fellow citizens, 
but on the Tibetan activists and rioters themselves, and particularly on the Dalai Lama for 
his alleged role in organizing them4. 
 
Of course, when we look at China’s recent relationship with the West, the tensions of 2008 
are hardly unique. From authorities’ attempts to control how many children their citizens 
have, to their response to the emergence of the COVID-19 virus, there are few areas that 
have not been touched by very public international disapproval. United Nations resolutions, 
United States Presidential debates, even Nobel Peace Prizes have all locked their gaze on 
the Communist Party’s treatment of its people’s human rights at some point. Yet despite 
all this attention and condemnation, we have, surprisingly, almost no idea what happens to 
it within China itself. How do these kinds of international human rights campaigns matter 
inside authoritarian countries like China or the Soviet Union? Do they even reach people? 
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And if so, do they really help to strengthen domestic calls for liberty and democracy? Or 
do they backfire, turning people against human rights movements? 
 
In this book I argue that to understand why human rights in places like China have 
improved, stagnated, or even worsened in the face of international pressure, we need to 
understand how these countries’ rulers—and their citizens—deal with that pressure at 
home. I show that while Chinese leaders have decried attempts to put pressure on them 
over human rights on the international stage, they have also sought to use that pressure as 
a tool to bolster their own domestic support. The regime has, at times, strategically 
employed external pressure to help soften the public’s concerns about human rights 
violations in their country, and reduce their support for efforts to improve those rights.  
 
The goal is that by tracing through what happens to human rights pressure within 
authoritarian countries, this book can tell us something about how that pressure succeeds, 
but also how it fails. And China is not normally counted as one of international human 
rights campaigners’ (well-documented) success stories5. Many observers have applauded 
how the CCP has signed onto human rights treaties and released prominent political 
prisoners when the eyes of the world have been on it6, but evidence of underlying change 
has been far less promising7. As we begin the 2020s, the CCP is as intolerant of challenges 
to its rule as it has ever been. In global rankings of civil and political freedoms, the country 
is rooted near the bottom: the 14th least democratic8; the 3rd worst political rights9; the 4th 
least free media10. 
 
And despite increasingly powerful international human rights norms, laws, and 
transnational networks, China is just one of a growing number of high-profile failures. 
Leaders from Ankara to Manilla have fought back against human rights activism, reversed 
past liberalizing changes, and steadfastly refused to submit to international demands11. 
What explains these failures? The scholarship so far does not tell us how these countries 
have successfully fought off foreign activism, but instead has treated them as places where 
the power of human rights has not yet achieved fruition due to some roadblock or other.  
 
For China, the popular story has been precisely that – the conditions behind the human 
rights community’s triumphs in other countries are simply not present. Some argue that the 
CCP’s growing international power means that its leaders have no need to give in to 
economic or diplomatic threats12 , and as such are just less vulnerable to coercion or 
shaming13. For others, the failure comes down to the fact that repeated criticism from 
foreign actors has not been accompanied by a similarly strong push from the domestic 
population14. One of the foremost scholars of China’s human rights, Andrew Nathan, 
proposed back in 1994 that the only time that foreign pressure had been effective in the 
country was when “it pushed in the same direction as internal forces”15. Or in other words, 
when foreign efforts to push the Chinese government to respect human rights were also 
supported by powerful movements within China. And when surveyed, Chinese citizens 
express remarkably few concerns about the state of human rights in their country. In the 
face of rising crackdowns on legal, civil, political, and religious liberties, in recent polling 
almost 80% of the Chinese public said that their nation was democratically run, and over 
87% said that they believed human rights were well respected, a higher figure than liberal 
democracies like Australia and Taiwan16. The argument is that since Chinese citizens and 
activists have not expressed widespread grievances over human rights and democracy in 
recent years, international efforts have had little domestic unhappiness to tap into.  
 
What this argument misses, however, is that the international efforts themselves may have 
had an impact on that unhappiness. Foreign pressure may raise citizens’ awareness of 
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human rights violations, feed into their beliefs about whether those rights need to be 
improved, and build up their support for domestic activism – or it may spark their 
nationalist sentiment, lead to a backlash against the international community, and drive 
support for their government’s actions.  Either way, foreign pressure can influence the 
direction of internal forces. 
 
 

The Importance of Citizens 
 
I assume that ordinary people and their concerns about the state of human rights in their 
country can make a difference. Even in China, a country that scores the lowest mark of 0 
out of 14 on the CIRI international rankings of political freedoms17, the weight of public 
opinion has sparked changes in government policies over human rights. In late 2015 for 
example, following a concerted campaign over many years by women’s organizations and 
feminist activists, the legislature passed a national law banning domestic violence. The 
campaign had gradually picked up publicity over the previous decade in part due to the 
high-profile cases of women like Kim Lee, an American woman living in China, who 
publicized the abuse she suffered at the hands of her husband on Weibo, China’s Twitter18.  
 
The Chinese government has also taken steps in recent years to control its use of the death 
penalty, instituting reforms that led to a 75% decline in convictions from 2002 to 201319. 
Domestic opposition, in the form of public uproar over high-profile wrongful executions, 
has been the driving force behind these changes. See the famous case of Nie Shubin, who 
was exonerated of the rape and murder of a woman in Hebei province when another man 
came forward to confess his guilt – ten years after Nie was executed. The mass outcry, 
negative media coverage, and appeals from the legal community sparked a chain of events 
that led to reforms in the death penalty law20. 
 
Interestingly, the public have not just demanded that courts show clemency21, but in some 
cases called for them to impose the death penalty 22 . After social media campaigners 
protested the perceived lenient life sentence given to Li Changkui, a Yunnanese farmer 
convicted of murder in 2011, the court ordered a retrial, and Li was sentenced to death. 
This led some, like prominent legal scholar Liu Renwen, to worry that the public may have 
too much sway over judicial decision-making23: “On one hand, when the public holds the 
courts accountable, it prevents problems like corruption, and that’s a positive function. But 
on the other hand, [in this case] it seems like popular will has too much power.”24 
 
Perhaps we should be wary of putting too much weight on what members of the public 
think. Often what really matters for shifting government policy are the actions of a small 
number of dedicated human rights activists25. But we should not forget that public opinion 
can have seismic effects on the success of those activists. Public awareness and support for 
the human rights of vulnerable groups can profoundly affect the ability of groups to 
advocate for policy changes26. This is particularly relevant in authoritarian places like China, 
where small interest groups by themselves are likely to have very little sway on government 
policy. Activists in China who call for the reduction of the death penalty or for laws against 
domestic violence may have some limited success in changing government policies, even 
without any public interest in their actions. However, those issues on which the CCP has 
quickly implemented reforms in recent years, from abolishing detention facilities for 
migrants to cracking down on corruption, are often precisely those that have also seen a 
large public commotion27. At a minimum, governments will be far more likely to release a 
prisoner or change a law on family planning when the action is backed by a public outcry, 
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and far less likely to do so when the reform is opposed by the public. If we are to fully 
understand how international pressure affects human rights in China and elsewhere, we 
should know how it affects the people of that country.  
 
 

Impacts of International Pressure on Citizens 
 

The obvious answer is that it does not affect them. As a PhD student, I was sometimes 
questioned on why I was writing my dissertation on this subject. The Chinese Communist 
Party, with its vast censorship system, does not let its people hear about foreign countries’ 
criticism of their human rights violations – so why try and study something that does not 
happen. 

The logic behind why the CCP would do this is quite straightforward: when people find 
out something that is critical of their rulers, they will themselves become more critical of 
their rulers. For many human rights scholars, the international community can play a key 
role in this process 28 . From the international community citizens hear about foreign 
condemnation of their government’s repressive acts, learn about international human rights 
norms, and become more aware that their leaders are not respecting those norms29. As a 
result, they show their support to activist groups protesting those repressive acts, or voice 
their own displeasure online or on the street30. For authoritarian regimes like the CCP, this 
kind of dissent can be highly dangerous. The more people protesting the government and 
its actions, the more that others will be emboldened to join in and publicly announce their 
own grievances. At its most serious, this may lead to what Timur Kuran calls a 
‘revolutionary cascade’ of anti-government protests31. 

So regimes should cut the problem off at the source. They should use their powerful 
repressive and censorship apparatuses to strangle any dissenting voices, whether they are 
domestic or foreign. Any condemnation should be suppressed. In this way regimes can 
maintain the illusion that they enjoy widespread support at home and abroad and minimize 
any public discontent over their behaviour.  
 
The need for authoritarians to limit criticism in this way has become almost tautological. 
Part of the way that political scientists define what makes an autocrat an autocrat is the way 
they “stifle independent criticism and analysis”32, and “limit criticism of official policies and 
actions”33. The watchdog organization Freedom House, responsible for monitoring political 
and press freedoms around the world, codes governments as authoritarian based in part on 
their willingness to “censor or punish criticism of the state”34. Stopping criticism is what 
these regimes do.  
 
And this seems to be why the Communist Party has chosen to hide some of the most high-
profile criticism of its actions. When Xi Jinping visited Britain in October 2015, he was met 
with remonstrations over his treatment of human rights from members of the public, 
NGOs, opposition leaders and the British media 35 . While the visit itself was heavily 
advertised at home, none of these protests (front-page on British newspapers)36 were even 
mentioned in Chinese media. It is why, when Reporters Without Borders ranked China as 
175th most free country (out of 180) in its Press Freedom index, authorities decided to 
censor the news37. Or why, in 2014, they issued instructions like this:  
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“All websites in all locales are forbidden from reporting on U.S. President 
Obama’s call at APEC [Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation annual meeting] for 
China to open the Internet.”38 

 
A nice touch of irony, but exactly what we would expect an authoritarian regime to do. And 
this level of censorship might explain why, after all the international efforts through the 
1990s to publicly shame China for its human rights, at the turn of the century Chinese 
citizens still expressed fewer grievances about their human rights than those in most other 
countries (as shown in figure 1-1)39.  
 
  
[Insert Figure 1-1 here] 

 
 
I chose to write the dissertation not just because of those citizens who are willing to breach 
the internet firewall and visit forbidden foreign websites, but because, in contrast to the 
prevailing wisdom, Chinese authorities have themselves made foreign condemnation of 
their human rights violations quite freely available to the public. As discussed in the coming 
chapters, even Communist Party mouthpieces like the People’s Daily have chosen to regularly 
feature news about international efforts to pressure China on its human rights40.  
 
These reports have often touched on extremely sensitive topics. On the 11h of October 
2016, for example, Ilham Tohti, a well-known academic from the Uighur minority in 
China’s north-western Xinjiang region, was given the Martin Ennals Prize, an international 
award that honours human rights defenders41. The prize was notable, since at the time Tohti 
was languishing in a Chinese jail, having been imprisoned by authorities two years earlier 
for separatism. Despite being celebrated at the time, is it unlikely that the prize had any 
effect on Tohti’s conditions42, just as receiving the Nobel Peace Prize had few obvious 
impacts on Liu Xiaobo’s treatment in his own Chinese cell in 201043. Indeed, on Tohti’s 
arrest in 2014, Beijing paid scant attention to the entreaties of foreign states and 
organizations calling for clemency44, sentencing him to life imprisonment. The Martin 
Ennals prize received little attention in Western press outlets, but in China, the Communist 
Party allowed its domestic media to play up the news. State news agency Xinhua called the 
prize a “blasphemy and mockery of human rights”45, while nationalist tabloid the Global 
Times fulminated that the West was using the issue to “tear up” China46. 
 
In early 2019, one popular interpretation of Chinese authorities’ clumsy initial attempts to 
conceal the Coronavirus disease outbreak was that it was the regime’s ‘Chernobyl 
moment’47. The Spring 1986 nuclear meltdown at Chernobyl and the Soviet government’s 
subsequent attempts to downplay it, was in then-leader Mikhail Gorbachev’s own words, 
“perhaps the main cause of the Soviet Union’s collapse”48. The censorship of the disaster 
and of the subsequent foreign outcry was the archetypical authoritarian’s reaction – 
smother any negative coverage of their actions49. Yet in 2019, as discussed in chapter five, 
once the initial blanket censorship had subsided, Chinese authorities were only too happy 
to pass on news about Western criticism of their reaction to their public. Ironically, even 
foreign commentaries comparing the disaster to Chernobyl were freely discussed in state 
media, the People’s Daily itself posing the question to its readers: “Will the current crisis 
crush Beijing?”50. 
 
If criticism is as damaging as we have been led to believe, why does the Communist Party 
allow its official media outlets to discuss these sensitive stories so freely – and why some 
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stories but not others? What does this tell us about the role of international human rights 
pressure? In this book I challenge the assumption that international criticism always 
damages authoritarian leaders. To understand its impacts we need to go back to the 
foundations of how citizens respond to pressure on their country, and how authoritarian 
leaders use their control of information to manipulate those responses.  
 
Some human rights pressure may indeed have the effect we expect, sparking public 
grievances about human rights violations in their country. But this will not always happen. 
Hearing foreign actors pressurizing their country over a human rights issue in a way that 
appears to be a deliberate attack on their nation may qualitatively change the way that 
people think about the issue. Instead of considering it in terms of reducing injustice at 
home, they consider it in terms of defending their country against hostile outsiders. By 
fighting back against this pressure, they strengthen their belief that the treatment of human 
rights is acceptable in their country and become less willing to support efforts to change or 
improve that treatment.  
 
This defensive reaction will be more likely the more ‘hostile’ the pressure appears to be: the 
more closely linked it is to international competition, and the more divorced it is from real-
life injustice or abuse. This includes pressure that comes from a geopolitical opponent at 
times of high tension; pressure that addresses issues intimately tied to the integrity of the 
nation; or pressure that vaguely rehashes general attacks rather than new information about 
specific rights violations. 
 
We should not forget that the targets of human rights pressure are not passive recipients. 
They are governments, organizations, and individuals, who can manipulate that pressure 
for their own advantage. Since authoritarian regimes have strong control over the flow of 
information, much of the information about human rights that reaches members of the 
public comes ready-filtered through their censorship and media apparatus. This means that 
news about police shooting of protestors that comes from authoritative neutral sources is 
unlikely to get through. Instead, regimes will only allow their state media to report to their 
public the human rights pressure that appears to be the most ‘hostile’, and they will make 
it look as hostile as they can.  
 
Regimes will use this hostile pressure to push their citizens into seeing human rights 
violations in terms of fighting back against international threats, rather than as a matter of 
government oppression. But this will only work if the populace believes that their rulers 
represent their nation, and so any criticism of government policies is automatically 
construed as criticism of the nation as a whole. It is precisely because the Chinese 
Communist Party has been able to cultivate among its public this tight link between the 
Party and the nation as a whole that means it can so successfully weaponize international 
pressure for its own propaganda purposes. 
 

Public International Human Rights Pressure 

In the above conversation I sifted through a few different terms – ‘pressure’, ‘criticism’, 
‘condemnation’, ‘shaming’, ‘diplomacy’, without really defining what we are talking about. 
These concepts each capture some of the focus of the book, something I less mellifluously 
call ‘public international human rights pressure’. This is anything (made) public from an 
international source that seeks to make an actor—normally a government—protect human 
rights in a way that it would not otherwise have done.  
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The public instruments of pressure vary widely. At one end we have the blunt, direct tools. 
These are measures that tie behavioural change to economic relations51, or indeed measures 
that implement or threaten any kind of direct material punishment, from military action to 
the delivery of medical supplies. This kind of pressure is generally imposed by the most 
powerful actors in international relations, the states, but could also come from the threat 
of exclusion from international bodies like the World Trade Organization, or even from 
the public or corporations in the form of consumer boycotts. 

Then we have the softer tools – naming and shaming countries over their treatment of 
human rights. These are the instruments of human rights pressure that we most commonly 
see: United Nations’ condemnations of crackdowns on protests; Amnesty International’s 
calls for the release of political prisoners; mass public protests for gay rights. They do not 
impose direct punishments but rely on ‘unleashing opprobrium’52, using international or 
domestic norms to persuade states to change their behaviour. This is generally a more 
democratic kind of pressure, coming not just from states but from the media, non-
governmental organizations, and the public, and may range from harsh tongue-lashings to 
mild disapproval, or even just starkly stating the injustice of the abuses. Some persuasive 
tools may not even be particularly critical, instead relying on emotional appeals for states 
to have restraint or to take steps to improve the treatment of their citizens. 
 
Finally, we have the least explicit form of pressure, what Moravscik calls ‘cooptation’53. This 
is when the international human rights community works publicly with domestic actors 
fighting for human rights within the target country. This might include announcing funding 
for human rights activist groups, publicly meeting with opposition groups, or giving 
dissidents high-profile international awards54. Regimes may feel shamed by the prestige 
given to the activists, or worried by the challenge to their rule from more empowered 
opposition groups.  
 
Of course, some pressure is imposed secretly or in private, but unless it is leaked or 
otherwise reaches the public sphere, it is not the subject of this book55. If pressure is public, 
then it is information that is potentially available for the public to find out about, and 
therefore information that needs to be dealt with by regimes like the Chinese Communist 
Party. 
 

Authoritarian States and China 

As one of the most high-profile targets and failures of human rights diplomacy56, China is 
a good case study. It is a common example of a repressive regime subjected to three decades 
of all the tools in the human rights textbook, but also a case of uncommon importance as 
the world’s largest authoritarian state.  

One notable feature of authoritarian states is the regime’s control over information, 
including over any information coming from abroad. Rulers can take steps to manipulate 
any information about foreign human rights pressure, which means that the pressure 
citizens hear about is likely to be dependent on what their authorities choose to let through. 
This means that how regimes like the CCP deal with human rights diplomacy deserves 
special attention. And more often than not, it is these kinds of regimes that are in the 
crosshairs of the international human rights community. In 2016 for example, eight of the 
nine countries targeted for draft resolutions by the United Nations Human Rights Council 
were countries whose media was rated by the Freedom House watchdog as ‘not free’57. Five 
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of these were in the world’s top ten offenders. Shaming human rights abuses may in fact 
be most effective in these kinds of states precisely because the information will have more 
of an impact in such a restricted media environment58. Yet we have very little understanding 
of whether, and in what form, international pressure reaches citizens living under 
authoritarian rule.  

So while this is a story about what happens to international human rights pressure in China, 
the findings should also tell us something about authoritarian countries more generally. 
And in the book’s concluding chapter I use the theory to make some tentative predictions 
about what should happen beyond China, and why some countries’ governments should 
be better able to exploit international pressure for their own benefits than others. 

Looking at only one country of course has its limitations, since we cannot explore in detail 
how cross-national aspects like regime type, histories of colonialism and anti-Americanism, 
press freedom, and even past levels of government repression affect the reaction to 
international pressure. But an in-depth single-country analysis also has its advantages. Using 
a mixture of historical and statistical analysis of Chinese media reports, nationwide surveys, 
survey experiments, and mass interviews with members of the public, I can instead explore 
more deeply the impacts over time, between sources, issues, and individuals.  
 
A wide range of approaches also makes it possible to address one of the most serious 
concerns about this kind of project, that of research ethics. The research environment at 
the best of times in China prohibits research into the sensitive arena of human rights, and 
this is especially the case under Xi Jinping, who has cracked down further on civil society 
since coming to power in 2012. In my research for this book I carried out surveys and 
interviews in China, so had an ethical obligation to ensure that I did not ask respondents 
any questions where their answers would potentially put them at risk. Throughout my 
fieldwork, there was an ever-growing possibility that survey respondents or interviewees 
might be subject to attention from the authorities if they were to talk to a foreign researcher 
about human rights issues. There has been no clear guidance for foreign researchers or for 
the Chinese public over which topics or actions might attract unwanted attention. Given 
this uncertainty I needed to be overly cautious about the types of questions I asked people 
in surveys and interviews. 
 
In any case, asking people directly about most of their civil or political rights in recent years 
has become next to impossible, even in government-approved surveys (something possible 
even when I began this project in 2012). While I have taken advantage of some surveys that 
ask about political attitudes from the times before suspicion of academic research reached 
the fever-pitch under Xi Jinping’s leadership, in my two experimental surveys and most of 
the interviews I use the topic of women’s rights. While women’s rights in China have 
become a big part of Western condemnations of human rights in China since the arrest of 
feminist activists in 2015, I chose this issue primarily for ethical purposes. The CCP has, 
since its inception, portrayed itself as a liberator of women 59 , and as a result party 
propaganda can ill afford to condemn support for women’s rights. At the time of my 
surveys and interviews, at least, it was relatively freely discussed in academic research, and 
on traditional and social media.  
 
 

This Book 
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In the next chapter I begin with the dilemmas facing authoritarian regimes like the Chinese 
Communist Party in how to deal with international pressure over their human rights. Social 
psychological theories of motivational reasoning and social identity illuminate how different 
kinds of international pressure may influence citizens’ attitudes towards human rights, and 
give us some concrete predictions about how regimes will approach that pressure. 
 
The first half of the book examines how the CCP manages international human rights 
pressure. Chapters three and four analyse in detail the history of foreign attempts to target 
China over its human rights. I explore key case studies, from the massacre in Tiananmen 
Square in 1989 to the military crackdown in Tibet in 2008, that shine a light on how state 
media has chosen to pass on or censor highly sensitive information about human rights 
pressure to the Chinese public. The cases highlight the opportunities and risks of foreign 
criticism. Despite authorities’ efforts to cover up their human rights abuses, extensive 
foreign media and NGO coverage does sometimes force state media to address those 
abuses. Once the abuses are in the open, however, authorities then do their best to play up 
and weaponize any subsequent foreign pressure.  
 
In these chapters I rely primarily on the CCP propaganda mouthpieces the People’s Daily (人
民日报) and Xinhua (新华), but in more recent years also refer to state-owned commercial 
newspapers, most notably the Global Times (环球时报 ). The paper is a state-owned 
subsidiary of the People’s Daily, and its commentaries are often written by military and 
government officials60. While the newspaper’s paper and online circulation is less than 20 
million61, the website is the third most popular in the country, and the paper is hugely 
influential on international affairs, with much of its copy picked up and repeated in 
provincial newspapers.  
 
The Global Times is worthy of caution here, as it is not only driven by commercial 
imperatives, but is also unusually nationalistic in its commentary, and the newspaper’s 
editorials sometimes push at the margins of what is acceptable in Chinese state-owned 
media62. Some editorials have been later deleted from online editions if they cross that 
margin63, and the nationalistic tone that has been criticized by Chinese officials64. We should, 
therefore, be extremely careful of saying that the Global Times speaks for the Chinese 
leadership65, However, while the paper’s views and language are often more hard-line than 
official government standpoints66, it is unlikely that content containing news of sensitive 
government human rights abuses could be featured in the paper without some form of 
central approval. Indeed, stories about human rights are some of the news most likely to 
be censored by authorities67. 
 
Xiao Gang, founder of the China Digital Times website, gives the example of propaganda 
instructions over the Nobel Peace Prize given to Liu Xiaobo: 
 

“When dissident writer Liu Xiaobo was awarded the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize, the 
CPD [Central Propaganda Department] ordered all websites not to create or post 
stories about the prize and to delete any that already existed. The SCIO [State 
Council Information Office] also issued a directive forbidding all interactive 
online forums, including blogs and microblogs, from transmitting prohibited 
words relating to the prize.”68 

 
Chapter five takes the lessons from the previous two chapters and studies them statistically. 
Under what conditions does the CCP choose to report international pressure? I combine 
two original databases, of all instances of international pressure on China’s human rights, 
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and all reports of international pressure on human rights in China’s state-run People’s Daily 
newspaper, between 1979 and 2011. I find that the newspaper has been far more likely to 
write about pressure that comes from the United States, particularly at times of bilateral 
tension, on issues of territorial integrity, and when that pressure provides little new 
information about concrete human rights issues. It even does so for obscure pieces of 
foreign criticism that would have been unlikely to have reached the public through other 
means. Together these three chapters provide strong evidence for the argument that 
China’s leaders see real propaganda benefits from certain types of foreign criticism and 
choose to pass this information on to their public. 
 
But why does it do so? What are these benefits? Looking at the regime’s actions along only 
tells half of the story. The second half of the book looks at how Chinese citizens react. In 
chapter six I examine the case study of women’s rights. While foreign pressure on women’s 
rights in China has had a relatively successful history, I use two online experiments to show 
that pressure from the United States reduces Chinese citizens’ concerns about the state of 
women’s rights in China, and their willingness to take actions to support domestic women’s 
rights activism. But when pressure comes from the African Union or is explicitly directed 
against Communist Party leaders rather than against the nation as a whole, this ‘backfire’ 
disappears or may even be reversed.  
 
I explore the thought processes behind these reactions in chapter seven, using over two 
hundred interviews with Chinese citizens approached randomly on the street in an Eastern 
Chinese city. These interviews not only asked about women’s rights, but about international 
pressure on air pollution, and the use of ivory in traditional Chinese medicine. Together, 
the interviews shed light on the logics that people employ when they encounter foreign 
pressure on a wide range of issues, and how they use it to form attitudes about their country,  
 
One concern with these interviews and experiments is that they do not reflect how Chinese 
citizens hear about foreign pressure in real life. In chapter eight I address this concern with 
a quasi-natural experiment. I make use of a nationwide attitudes survey that was the 
conveniently carried out in China around the time of President Obama’s meeting with the 
Dalai Lama in 2011. The timing of the survey allows us to explore this highly publicized 
piece of international pressure affected Chinese citizens’ beliefs about their rights – in this 
case making them significantly more likely to believe that their country was democratically 
ruled. 
 
Finally, chapter nine explores how these findings extend beyond mainland China, from 
Zimbabwe to the United Kingdom, and what this means for how we think about successful 
and failed international pressure. Pressure may backfire anywhere, but regimes that have 
the history and propaganda apparatus to be able to convincingly portray themselves as the 
sole, legitimate representatives of the nation, and portray any external pressure as ‘hostile’ 
are the most likely to be able to successfully elicit that backfire.  
 
Most books on this subject are, quite justifiably, highly optimistic about the multiple 
successes of international pressure on human rights. They view its failures, places like China, 
as places where pressure has not been powerful enough, not reached far enough, or not 
resonated enough. But failures of human rights diplomacy are not just an absence of success. 
Cases like China may betray a fundamental contradiction of the global human rights 
movement in some environments – the need to both coerce the leaders and persuade the 
public. Pressure does not push in the same direction for everyone. For some, it may stifle 
their willingness to support improvements in human rights, and increase their support for 
authoritarian, populist, and nationalist leaders.  
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Despite this, NGOs and activist groups have called out to the United States to publicly 
criticize the Chinese government69, and on a few occasions, the CCP has allegedly given in 
to foreign pressure, from foreign policy on Darfur70 to releasing political prisoners71. In the 
coming pages I do not argue that this kind of pressure is not effective or has not had 
powerful and crucial impacts on human rights. Instead, the fundamental point is that states 
and organizations need to pay close attention to how their efforts may have different 
consequences for different members of China’s domestic audience, and that what may work 
on the elites may have counterproductive effects on the citizenry. This has important 
implications for the sources, timings, and content of messages that are most likely to be 
successful in improving human rights in the long term. 
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2 
 

 

A Theory of  Responses to Human Rights Pressure 
 
What is the impact of international human rights pressure in authoritarian states? How do 
members of the public respond and how do their governments deal with the possibility that 
their citizens will hear this information?  
 
As discussed in the previous chapter, studies of human rights and autocratic politics tell us 
that foreign criticism of rights violations should pose a challenge to autocratic leaders. At 
its most basic level, this rests on the common-sense assumption that their citizens are 
rational individuals, who want to develop accurate opinions about their surroundings. They 
evaluate all the information they have been given to do so. When they hear condemnation 
from abroad telling them that human rights are not well respected in their country, and they 
believe it comes from a trustworthy or authoritative source, then they update their views 
about human rights in their country. They become more likely to believe that those rights 
are not well respected. If they care about their human rights and those of their fellow 
citizens—another assumption—then they will be more likely than before to try and put 
pressure on their government to improve those rights, by adding their own voice to 
criticism or by providing support to domestic activist groups calling for changes in policy.  
 
Authoritarian regimes like the Chinese Communist Party do not want any challenges to 
their policies and are equipped with powerful media and censorship apparatuses. They 
should, therefore, use those apparatuses to prevent their citizens from encountering any 
news about foreign human rights pressure. 
 
 

How do People Respond to Criticism? 
 

This is a pleasingly straightforward explanation, but it does not tell the whole story. To 
understand this, we need to start from the psychological foundations of how people 
respond to critical information about their country, and then see what these foundations 
can tell us about how the Communist Party might deal with different kinds of human rights 
pressure in China.  
 
The problem is that people are not merely rational individuals, adding together all available 
information to give themselves the most accurate depiction of their environment. Many of 
us have justifiably berated a referee for wrongly penalizing our team, but nodded sagely 
when the very same decision was quite reasonably given against our opponent. Many of us 
have avoided opening an email that may bring bad news about a job application or refused 
to accept that it was our poor timekeeping that caused us to miss a train. We all have 
different motivations in dealing with new information – we do want to try and develop the 
most comprehensive picture of what is going on in the world, but we also want to make 
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sure we ward off anything that makes us feel bad about ourselves, and seek out anything 
that might bolster our self-esteem. This is a phenomenon known as motivated reasoning72. 
 
Numerous studies have found, for example, that rather than adjusting our beliefs based on 
new information, we try to fit the information into those existing beliefs73. We have an 
emotional attachment to our beliefs – maybe we have vigorously maintained the virtues of 
a particular politician to our family, furiously dismissed their detractors on social media, 
travelled miles to proudly vote for them. Suddenly relinquishing those deeply held beliefs 
would hurt, so when we hear that the newly elected leader’s policies are hurting the 
economy we deny the reports, blame others for the failures, or argue that the economy is 
not that important in any case74.  
 
However, we are not just motivated to protect our existing beliefs. One of the more 
influential psychological theories of the last century is Henri Tajfel’s Social Identity Theory. 
This theory argues that our memberships of social groups like political parties, football 
team, or nations are an important way by which we define who we are75. In China, as in 
many countries, the nation is one of the most firmly held social identities76. Indeed, Chinese 
people of all ages, genders, and ethnic groups show some of the strongest national 
attachments in the world77. In the World Values Survey conducted in 2018, 89% of Chinese 
citizens said that they felt close to their country and 93% said they were proud of their 
country78. This attachment has been heavily promoted in recent decades by the CCP79, but 
has also become an important way by which citizens have been able to express political 
opinions in public over the last century80.  
 
A big part of our self-esteem, our sense of self-worth, comes from those groups – how well 
our football team is doing, how highly respected our political party is, or how secure and 
prosperous our nation is. If we think our group is performing badly, we feel hurt. If we 
think our group is being unfairly maligned, we feel personally attacked81. This is a feeling 
that we all recognize – a newspaper columnist who excoriates our chosen political party for 
its poor policies, or some rival manager is trying to have our team banned from a 
competition for flouting financial penalties. The pain is personal. 

In simplest terms, this means that we are heavily motivated to protect and defend our 
group – against perceived attacks, against disrespect, against anything that might make us 
feel badly about the group (especially in comparison to other groups) 82 . Things like 
international pressure on our country’s human rights. International pressure tells us that 
others are targeting our country for its behaviour, that they disapprove of it and judge it to 
be below the accepted standards of other countries, and that they are trying to put pressure 
on it to change its behaviour. According to the premises of Social Identity Theory83, then 
this pressure on our country may make us feel that we are personally under attack, and that 
our own self-esteem is being threatened.  
 
One way to protect ourselves is to lash out, to blame other countries for the problems or 
to vilify them to make our own country look better in comparison84. Another way is to 
assert our love for our country even more strongly85. This is popularly known as the ‘rally 
‘round the flag’ (or ‘rally’) effect, something mainly used as an umbrella term to describe 
the common phenomenon of publics rallying around their political leaders in times of 
national crisis or war86. In this case, it means that when people feel that their country is 
being threatened, or attacked, they unite against a common enemy. If the international 
community is attacking our country over its human rights, and this threatens our self-
esteem, then we may reflexively seek solace in our common national identity and uncritically 
lend our support to our country’s leaders87. 
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But we also protect our group through motivated reasoning of the criticism itself88. There 
is plenty of evidence to suggest that we reject out of hand information that attacks our 
ingroup or threatens its positive image, even if this information would help us form accurate 
opinions89. And if this critical information comes from ‘outsiders’, like other countries or 
international organizations, then we are even more likely to reject it90. One study shows, for 
example, that Australians were far less willing to agree with someone telling them that their 
country was racist when they believed the commentator was from overseas, than if they 
thought the commentator was a local91. This does not seem to be because they simply 
mistrusted any information that came from foreigners – indeed they were quite happy to 
lap up praise of their country, regardless of who it came from92. Criticism, from outsiders 
at least, is unique because it hurts.  

 
Fighting Back  

 
Does this mean that people will simply ignore any foreign condemnation of their country? 
After returning to the United Kingdom after graduate school across the Atlantic, I found I 
was much more enthusiastic about British food than when I had left. What had happened? 
Nothing to do with the quality of the American food I had faced, but because almost as 
soon as I moved abroad, I was informed by my friends—French, Indians, Americans, even 
Australians—of the blandness of British cuisine. While I was quite sympathetic to this, as 
a wavering patriot I did not particularly like hearing others tell me so, and it made me 
defensive. So I pushed back, insisting on my appreciation of the food. I thought about 
counterarguments, even did some research on the new wave of British gastronomy. Very 
soon I was convincing myself.  

The moral is that people do not just reject out of hand information that criticizes their 
nation. They often look to fight back, to take steps to actively defend it, especially when 
they feel like it is being deliberately targeted. An analogy often used to describe political 
partisanship is that each side sees their party like a sports team in a competition – they want 
to demonstrate that their team is superior to others93. Whether this is Republicans versus 
Democrats, or the Soviet Union versus the United States, they want to feel (and show) that 
they are winning the contest, because if they lose, they will personally suffer. Criticism—
especially if it seems to be deliberately trying to put down the team—is a direct threat to 
the team’s performance in this contest, and as members and supporters they will look to 
fight back, to show that their team is better.  
 
Part of this reaction comes down to simple belligerence: people are angry that their group 
is being attacked and want to do something about it, to respond in some way. Studies have 
shown that one of the main reasons that people support their leaders more in times of war 
or terrorist attacks is anger – they rally around their commander in chief, they start 
preferring hawkish politicians or aggressive policies, things that will allow them to best fight 
back against that attack94. In the same way, it is a natural reaction to ‘cheerlead’ for the 
nation, to play up the country’s positive qualities as a way of expressing allegiance and 
rallying support95. When it is being denigrated, vilified, or made to look bad in the eyes of 
the world, this is when cheerleading is most needed96, this is when the citizens must fight 
back.  
 
They also fight back by thinking through counterarguments to the criticism. There is 
plentiful evidence that our membership of some social groups is so valuable to us that we 
use all our mental resources to protect that group and our position in it97. Studies have 
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found that when we encounter information that criticizes that valuable group, we process 
the information for longer than we would otherwise, spending time to go over it and 
develop counterarguments98. And by thinking through these counterarguments, we may 
end up developing stronger opinions in the opposite direction99. In the United States, for 
example, Republicans surveyed after news of the drop in the unemployment rate in 
October 2012 under President Obama believed that the level of unemployment was higher 
than those surveyed before the news100. The information clashed with their identities as 
Republicans, identities that are partly bolstered by the belief that Democratic Presidents are 
bad for the country, but also the need to demonstrate that belief whenever they can around 
the time of a bitterly fought election campaign. 
 
So on encountering human rights pressure, people may manage their emotional distress by 
fighting back, asserting the positive qualities of their country, and insisting that it does 
indeed respect human rights. If they have the will and energy they may develop 
counterarguments, find logical flaws, or search their memory for evidence that their nation 
does not violate human rights, all making them more likely to believe that human rights are 
indeed well respected. They may also cheerlead for their country—verbally fighting back 
against its critics—even if they do not truly believe in their own words101.  
 
But even insincere cheerleading may have real consequences102. One study found while 
Americans do cheerlead for their Democrat or Republican teams when they evaluate 
whether their economy is good or bad, this cheerleading genuinely influences their 
behaviour – it makes them significantly more or less likely to choose to go out and spend 
their money103. Another study found that when ‘strongly identified gamers’ read articles that 
linked playing video games to aggression, they not only felt that their identity as a gamer 
was under threat, but became more likely to post comments online to try and discredit the 
articles104. The information challenged the gamers’ identity, it brought confusion, anxiety, 
and frustration, and it motivated them to take action to fight back105.  
 
Let’s take a stylized example. Imagine that the US President issues a statement criticizing 
political freedoms in, say, Venezuela. The statement provokes feelings of anger and anxiety 
for Luis, a Venezuelan citizen, as it challenges his proud collective identity as a member of 
a country that values political freedoms, and the President’s words feel like a deliberate 
effort to denigrate or even subjugate his country. As a result, Luis seeks to fight back against 
this attempt and reassert his country’s positive qualities. He angrily denies that there is any 
problem with political freedoms in Venezuela, and that there is no need to improve them. 
He searches through his memory for ways in which his country has supported political 
rights over the years, by freely allowing popular votes, or by allowing media that is critical 
of the regime. He then comes to believe even more strongly than he did before that there 
is indeed political freedom in Venezuela, and publicly voices this belief on social media, 
announcing his support for the government and his opposition to activist groups.  
 
 

Authoritarian Dilemma 
 
There is the potential, then, for international pressure to backfire. If citizens react like Luis, 
then pressure may reduce their grievances about their country’s human rights, make them 
less likely to support domestic human rights activists, and make them more willing to throw 
their backing behind an authoritarian government.  
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If so, these governments may benefit from revealing news about international pressure over 
their rights records to their citizens. The revelations may encourage more public support 
for their rule, but also may help manage the fall-out when their human rights violations are 
exposed. Autocrats cannot always hide human rights violations. In some cases, this will be 
because the violations are vital to a government policy that the public needs to be aware of, 
such as a ban on a particular social media application, or a policy to reduce electoral 
competition. In other cases, it will be because the incident or policy change is so significant 
that the information has already spread across the population through word of mouth, 
social media, domestic media, or even through international media and NGOs.  
 
While these kinds of human rights violations may sometimes be effective methods of 
deterring activism or opposition106, they also risk sparking public dissatisfaction107. Foreign 
human rights pressure may help to resolve this. Imagine a budding dictator. He has just 
abolished a rival opposition political party and arrested its leaders. His regime needs to 
inform the public that the group no longer exists, and in any case the news has been widely 
covered in foreign newspapers so is difficult to hide. There is extensive foreign pressure on 
the regime to reverse its decision, and widespread criticism of how the crackdown harms 
democratic norms. By using its state media to report foreign pressure on to its public, the 
regime induces members of the public to be more vocally supportive of the crackdown and 
less willing to support any activists protesting.  
 
But there are risks. Citizens may well be motivated to defend their nation, but this does not 
mean they do not still also have the desire to seek out accurate information about the world.  
Many will still respond to foreign pressure as rational individuals – they will evaluate the 
negative stories about human rights in their country and update their views that those rights 
are not respected. Moreover, advertising international opprobrium over human rights 
abuses does not just tell people about foreign effort to criticize their country, but also risks 
telling people news about the human rights abuses themselves, news of government 
violence that they might not have otherwise heard about108. Take the case of Morocco in 
1990. In response to an Amnesty International report that heavily criticized their abuses of 
human rights, the Moroccan government launched a domestic advertising campaign to 
denounce the story. But the campaign backfired, because instead of winning supporters, it 
just served to spread the news around the country about the government’s abuses of human 
rights that were contained within the Amnesty report109. 
 
And we should not forget that the ordinary citizens are not the only domestic audience that 
a government needs to worry about. People on the front line, activists, dissidents, and 
protest leaders enthusiastically seek out international solidarity for their cause110. There is 
evidence that this solidarity, from official statements in support of protests to threats of 
sanctions on leaders if they do not respect civil liberties, can galvanize activists111. The 
international attention reminds them that their cause is a legitimate one112, and bolsters their 
feelings of power against a vulnerable government113, which may boost their confidence to 
come out and protest. In late 2007, for example, the United States Congress awarded the 
Dalai Lama the Congressional Gold Medal. Despite media blackouts, Tibetan monks who 
had found out about the award through foreign radio broadcasts and Tibetan websites came 
out and celebrated – and were promptly arrested. A few months later, local authorities 
cracked down on protestors calling for the release of those monks, sparking mass unrest 
across the region114.  

So for regimes like the CCP, international human rights pressure poses a dilemma. If some 
pressure does indeed backfire, making citizens less likely to express dissatisfaction with 
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their human rights and less likely to support activists and dissidents, then rather than 
censoring all foreign pressure, it is in regimes’ interests to make sure that their citizens hear 
and read about this information. On the other hand, these regimes also need to prevent 
their citizens, activists, and dissidents from finding out about any pressure that they might 
respond to as rational actors, increasing the risk of dissatisfaction and unrest. In other 
words, highlighting foreign pressure can have a propaganda value, but carries risks.  

For governments that rule over open societies, the free press and internet mean that citizens 
are going to hear about all sorts of information, information that damages the government 
as well as information that backfires. But authoritarian regimes can do something about 
this. They can use their control of the media and the internet to manipulate foreign pressure, 
to make sure that their citizens only find out about the pressure that will backfire – and not 
about the pressure that will damage, to frame it in a way that encourages people not to seek 
accuracy but seek to fight back. The question then is: what to censor, and what to pass on 
to the citizens?  

 
Human Rights as Hostility 

 
People have a range of motivations when considering foreign pressure (as shown in figure 
2-1115) – from the desire for an accurate picture of the world, to protecting their previous 
beliefs, to defending their important social groups (including the rights of their fellow 
citizens), to personal interests in the issue itself116. When these motivations conflict with 
each other, as often happens when people hear criticism of their group, their response will 
depend on which is most salient and important to them.  
 
For example, when highly popular local activists are arrested, people’s empathy and 
solidarity with the plight of their fellow citizens may overwhelm any concerns about 
national pride or even personal interest. Or on ultra-politicized issues like climate change, 
around elections, in highly partisan countries like the United States, people’s political 
identities may well subsume any other considerations. Studies showing how Americans 
fight back against information that threatens their previous beliefs and identities, for 
example, have found that this backfire only seems to happen on a very small number of 
emotional, controversial issues that have come to symbolize bipartisan competition in the 
United States117, like the war in Iraq118, the Affordable Care Act119, or the unemployment 
rate at the time of a presidential election120. On issues less obviously linked to bipartisan 
competition, people generally relegate any partisan concerns and look for accuracy121.  
 
 
[Insert Figure 2-1 here] 

 
In China, like many one-party authoritarian states, people do not hold partisan political 
identities in the same way as in the United States. A huge online survey carried out between 
2012 and 2014 found that Chinese citizens’ ideologies do broadly fall somewhere along a 
spectrum from ‘authoritarian-traditional-non-market’ to ‘liberal-non-traditional-market’, 
but there is no clear partisan divide on this spectrum, no clear divide between right and left, 
or between regime supporter and regime opponent122. Perhaps because political opposition 
is almost non-existent in China, distinct partisan political identities have not been able to 
take root. Instead, as discussed above, the most powerful social identity is the nation. So 
rather than partisan competition, in China people’s response to foreign pressure is more 
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likely to be determined by the salience of national competition. Their response will depend 
on whether the pressure taps more strongly into their motivation to defend their nation in 
this competition, or their motivation to form accurate opinions about the state of human 
rights.  

To strip this argument down, if people’s motivation to defend the nation is not activated 
(and nor are their other competing motivations like strong existing beliefs or personal 
stakes in the issue), then they should judge the content of the foreign criticism on its own 
terms – as something that tells them about ongoing injustices and abuses. If they then judge 
this criticism to be important and accurate enough, they will become more negative about 
their country’s human rights, increasing the likelihood they will support activism to fight 
those injustices and abuses. Autocrats should use their censorship apparatus to prevent the 
public hearing about this kind of pressure.  

If the motivation to defend the nation is activated, however, people will bypass the content, 
and consider the pressure not as a piece of information about human rights issues, the 
individual injustices or abuses, but as an attack on their nation’s standing. They fight back 
against the threat, asserting their country’s respect for human rights or forming 
counterarguments against the criticism. They will be less likely to support actions that 
protest those conditions and will be more likely to take ‘positive’ actions like posting pro-
regime comments on social media. Autocrats should use their control of state media to 
strategically pass on to their citizens pressure that achieves this.  
 
To put this another way, certain kinds of international pressure can qualitatively change 
how people react to a human rights issue. Let’s imagine that your own government has 
cracked down on peaceful protests across your country. News about what exactly has 
happened is hazy, at best. Now consider two hypothetical pieces of international pressure 
on your government over these actions. On one side is a statement from your neighbouring 
country’s populist leader, a country with which you have numerous territorial disputes (an 
emotional issue for you) and that has sponsored separatist movements in your homeland 
in the past, denouncing your countrymen as human rights abusers and calling for mass 
international sanctions. On the other side is a statement from a coalition of local and 
international human rights NGOs, highlighting the pain of the arrests, the beatings, and 
the tear gas, calling out the government for its failure to protect its own people. 
 
Clearly this is an exaggerated case, and there are numerous other differences between the 
two pieces that might affect how you interpret the pressure. For the purposes of this 
argument, however, the point is a clear one – in comparison to the second, the first piece 
focusses the mind on the threat to the nation and its standing. The injustices and pain from 
the human rights abuses are relegated behind the motivation to defend the nation against 
this attack from abroad. This framing of the very same crackdown changes the way that 
citizens respond. 
 
My argument is that for an under-pressure government to successfully weaponize foreign 
pressure over a human rights issue and encourage its people not to fight the issue but to 
fight back, it needs to make them see the issue as one of international competition, and not 
individual injustice, to make them focus on the threat to the nation’s standing rather than 
the content of the human rights violation. To do so successfully, it needs to be able to 
present the pressure as a hostile attack on the nation and its standing. On some occasions 
it is easy to frame pressure as hostile in this way, and the regime will happily highlight this 
pressure for its public. On others, the source, the target, the issue, the timing all make this 
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strategy far more difficult, and when this happens, the regime will do what it can to stop its 
people from finding out. 
 
The question then is: what lessons can this general insight tell us about the real-life impacts 
of international pressure in China? What does this mean practically for the kinds of pressure 
that the CCP can successfully weaponize to bolster its position?  And what does this tell us 
about the actions that the international community should avoid, to prevent them being 
used as domestic propaganda? This book is about China, an authoritarian state with a 
peculiar history of colonialism, nationalism, and geopolitics, so in the following I draw out 
some of the practical implications of my argument for China. What about other countries? 
The dilemma of foreign pressure applies to any regime around the world, and I will come 
back to what it might mean for countries with different histories, political systems, and 
international relations in the final chapter. 
 
 

Implications for China 
 
Source 
 
The first indication of hostility is where the pressure comes from. It should be easier for 
regimes to make their citizens see foreign pressure as a hostile attack on their nation’s 
standing when it comes from a major geopolitical rival. In fact, one of the key reasons 
people are much less amenable to criticism of their country from outsiders than to criticism 
from their fellow citizens is because they believe that outsiders have destructive or hostile 
motives towards their country but assume that their compatriots have the best interests of 
the nation at heart123. The perceived motives of the criticizer are crucial. If people believe 
that another country is deliberately using human rights pressure to denigrate their nation, 
then the threat to their nation and its standing becomes clear and highly salient. 
 
A natural extension of this is that some outsiders will appear to be more hostile than others 
– most notably those who have a history of hostility, or who appear to have something to 
gain geopolitically in denigrating the nation. Citizens of the Soviet Union would have been 
far more likely to view pressure coming from the United States, its major geopolitical 
opponent, as a deliberate hostile act against the country than pressure that came from an 
ally like Cuba. The perceived hostility of a foreign country will also vary over time, as the 
bilateral rivalry increases and decreases in intensity. At the height of the Cold War, when 
the Soviet Union and the United States were trading barbs in the Cuban Missile Crisis, for 
example, then the sense of international competition would be even more salient for Soviet 
citizens, and pressure from the US on their country’s human rights would be seen as even 
more hostile. Regimes that wish to use the pressure to evoke a feeling of defensiveness 
amongst their citizens will have a relatively easy job at these times. 
 
Pressure that comes from a long-standing ally or a scrupulously neutral party on the other 
hand is much less likely to evoke this sense of hostility. Even with a geopolitical opponent, 
there are times when relations are more benign or positive, where both sides are seeking to 
sign a bilateral trade deal, for example, and the news is full of stories of cooperation and 
friendship. It is particularly difficult to accuse a criticizer of hostility if they seem to have a 
genuine interest in improving that human rights issue. Close allies, by their nature, have no 
obvious material gain from bringing down their partners, so any criticism is far more likely 
to be motivated by an honest concern with human rights. Others may have an even more 
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palpable interest in improving the issue itself: organizations whose sole job is to work to 
eliminate a particular human rights violation; or countries whose citizens are being 
physically affected124. The point is that it is much more difficult to frame as ‘hostile’ those 
who you have been calling your friends and partners, or those who have seemingly genuine 
reasons to want to improve the human rights issue125.  
 
The United States is China’s most prominent geopolitical rival, a rivalry repeated heavily in 
state media rhetoric and reflected in public opinion 126 . In 2012 a survey by Peking 
University’s Research Center for Contemporary China (RCCC) found that 63% of Chinese 
people said the United States represented the greatest danger to China (Japan was next with 
17%), and 74% saw the US as either a rival or an enemy to their country127. Almost half of 
the population believed that the United States was actively trying to prevent China’s rise128. 
Of course even such an enduring rivalry fluctuates over time. The heated rhetoric of 2020 
is a far cry from the calls for cooperation of 2010129 and the engagement of the 1980s130. 
State accusations of ‘hostility’ are also not just limited to the United States, however, often 
arising against whoever Beijing is facing a territorial or diplomatic dispute with. Japan is the 
obvious target, given its history, but other recent campaigns have focussed on countries 
ranging from Philippines to Vietnam, from India to Australia. 
 
This suggests that if the CCP wants foreign pressure to backfire, it should only pass on to 
its public pressure that comes from a geopolitical rival—ideally the United States—
especially when tensions are high, so it can easily claim that the pressure is driven by hostility.  
The obvious question is, why can’t the CCP manipulate who is a rival? Whoever criticizes 
China, whether it is a friend or an opponent, why is Beijing not just able to fire up its 
propaganda machine and bombard its public with accounts of the inherent anti-China 
hostility of the criticizer?  
 
The problem is that even with a powerful propaganda apparatus, some countries are far 
more difficult to suddenly portray as hostile than others. While Beijing has sought to calm 
public sentiment towards Japan in recent years, twentieth century history means that it 
would not be difficult for leaders to fire up the hostility again. On the other hand, set 
against a background of seventy years of stories of a “friendship deeper than the deepest 
sea, higher than the Himalayas and sweeter than honey”131, or even of weeks of positive 
messages about economic cooperation, a sudden shift in tone is difficult, a message of 
hostility much harder to make stick. The Party also needs to think about its other priorities. 
Suddenly turning against a key ally, calling it hostile, and directing public anger against it 
could seriously damage the country’s vital diplomatic relations, while even lashing out 
against established rivals like the United States at the time of a major trade deal could have 
negative economic consequences. 
 
 
Issue 
 
Whether the pressure is seen as hostile or not may also depend on the human rights issue 
that is under scrutiny. Some issues addressed by the human rights community are much 
more closely tied to the nation, its standing and power than others, and it may be far easier 
for under-pressure regimes to frame criticism on these subjects as hostile.  
 
This is perhaps most obvious for human rights that are related to a country’s borders, its 
separatist movements, or breakaway territories. Some of the human rights violations in 
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these territories will be the same repressions of civil and political liberties faced in the rest 
of the country, like gay rights, freedom of speech, or child labour. Other violations will be 
specific to the struggle for autonomy or minority rights in those territories – from the push 
for democracy in Hong Kong to the treatment of minority rights activists in Tibet and 
Xinjiang. International pressure on China often focusses on these kinds of territorial 
matters. 
 
By their nature, separatist movements threaten the integrity of the nation-state. Even 
movements that mention autonomy or minority issues highlight something about the 
country, its borders, and the national identity of its people. This is particularly stark for 
countries like China, which contain territories over which sovereignty has been closely 
contested in recent centuries, from Tibet and Xinjiang in the West to Macau and Hong 
Kong in the South. And just to make foreign interference even more sensitive, Western 
countries have played a central role in this contestation, from British rule over Hong Kong 
to CIA support for Tibetan insurgents in the 1950s132.  
 
So when international pressure addresses any rights that also touch on these issues of 
territorial integrity, it becomes much easier for the CCP to link this kind of criticism in to 
the nation’s integrity, to frame it as a hostile attack on the country that needs to be defended 
against. It is much harder to do this for criticism on issues concerned with more general 
nationwide human rights issues like the prevention of domestic violence or the 
strengthening of the rule of law133. 
 
This suggests a somewhat counter-intuitive hypothesis: the CCP will be more likely to 
broadcast news that it is under pressure from the international community when it comes 
over human rights in Tibet, Xinjiang, and Hong Kong. This is counter-intuitive because 
discussions of human rights in Xinjiang and Tibet are some of the most likely to be 
censored on Chinese social media134. We might expect that foreign comments about these 
topics should also be more likely to be hidden from the public. 
 
 
Form 
 
The actual form of the pressure itself, the way it is presented, may also affect this calculation, 
albeit more indirectly. Some pressure is highly specific – think of Amnesty International 
reports describing police discrimination against a religious minority in explicit detail, or of 
a foreign country’s diplomats accusing security forces of torturing one of their citizens. This 
kind of pressure is often novel—what we call the ‘naming’ part of naming and shaming—
in that it has not yet made it onto the news. If pressure is of this kind, and reveals specific 
information about acts of discrimination or individuals tortured, it should be far harder for 
a propaganda machine to make the population ignore the content of the violations and 
instead think about international competition. As we might expect, information supported 
by strong, detailed evidence has been shown to be more persuasive135 even when the source 
is not especially credible136. These are the kinds of information that autocrats are especially 
keen to stop their public from finding out about. 
 
On the other hand, pressure that merely references generic government failings over human 
rights—what I call ‘general’ pressure—will be much more weakly tied to the content of 
individual violations, and therefore much easier to link to international competition. Many 
instances of international pressure are of this kind, from sanctions to presidential 
statements and UN resolutions. One reason why some scholars have argued that naming 
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and shaming human rights abuses might be especially effective in authoritarian countries is 
because few people in these environments have been able to find out about the abuses in 
other ways137. But shaming will not tell people anything new if it is just rehashing broad 
generalizations that they have heard many times before. 
 
Consider two pieces of criticism of human rights violations in Tibet in 2008. In July 2010, 
Human Rights Watch issued a report on the crackdown on riots in Lhasa in March 2008, a 
report that included highly specific accusations. How, for example, police “were coming 
from the direction of Jiangsu Lu firing at any Tibetans they saw, and many people had been 
killed”138. Compare this to George W. Bush’s expression of general “deep concern” about 
the same situation in July 2008139, a statement that had been repeated numerous times over 
the previous months. The nature of the new, detailed information about highly specific 
incidents contained in the Human Rights Watch condemnation is much harder to reduce 
to international competition. The public will also be less likely to be already aware of this 
new information, so this kind of pressure may reignite grievances and provide mobilization 
opportunities for activist groups. General statements of concern like that from President 
Bush on the other hand, statements that are very similar to previous statements on human 
rights in China, provide very little new information, seem distant from the actual use of 
repression that went on in Tibet in March, and can therefore be much more easily portrayed 
by the Chinese authorities as just another American attempt to have a go at China. 
 
This brings us to one extra category of pressure, what I term ‘policy’ pressure. Some human 
rights abuses, like torture, are carried out covertly, generally unknown by the population. 
Others, like capital punishment, are carried out openly and overtly, and are generally well-
known by the population140. Policy pressure is pressure that addresses these overt abuses; 
existing, often unpopular, but widely known government policies, such as the one-child 
policy in China or the campaign against the Falun Gong.  
 
For these ongoing government policies, the costs to regimes from reporting foreign 
pressure are likely to be especially low, as illustrated by a survey of Chinese intellectuals in 
the 1990s. The survey shows that regular listeners to Voice of America—the American 
radio service in China that heavily covered the Tiananmen massacre—were the most likely 
to say that they opposed their government’s actions in 1989 and the subsequent jailing of 
political dissidents. This was presumably because they had picked up more information 
about those repressive actions than non-regular listeners. But listening to Voice of America 
had no effect on the level of support for the One Child Policy, the long-standing CCP 
policy that limited most Chinese parents to one child. Non-listeners and listeners alike 
would have been equally aware of the policy, so it is unlikely that foreign media provided 
any novel information about the issue beyond what people already knew141. A study twenty 
years later randomly exposed Chinese students in the United States to American news 
stories about different social and political problems in China. When students were given 
stories highlighting news of repression in Tibet or economic problems—topics that are 
heavily censored in China—they became far more critical of their government’s 
performance. However, when they were given stories about problems surrounding food 
safety—a serious issue, but one discussed relatively openly since the melamine scandal in 
2008—their evaluations of the CCP did not change, and even became more positive for 
those who already knew something about food safety in China142.  
 
So the more specific and novel the human rights violation featured in the international 
pressure, the more likely that citizens will focus on this content and downgrade their views 
about their human rights conditions143. In contrast, it is far easier for a regime to obscure 
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the content of human rights violations when reporting general human rights pressure and 
pressure that focusses on existing government policies. Moreover, given that the public will 
have already heard about the human rights issues featured, the risk of passing on this 
pressure is far lower144.  
 
 
Individual reactions 
 
We have talked so far about the sender of pressure, the topics they put pressure on, and 
the form in which pressure is delivered. But the impacts of that pressure will also vary 
considerably depending on who hears it. Most notable perhaps is people’s relationship to 
the victims of human rights abuses themselves. The stronger the ties that people have 
with those victims—they may be a member of the same persecuted ethnicity or religion, 
for example—then the more they should support foreign efforts to pressurize any 
government carrying out that persecution. 
 
For other groups, the impact of pressure could go either way. For example, people should 
be more likely to react negatively to human rights pressure if they care in some way about 
human rights. Those who do not particularly care how their country deals with freedom of 
speech and political rights may feel that they still need to defend their country against the 
attack, but would be less bothered by news that their country is not performing well on 
these measures.  
 
But then again, those who care strongly about human rights should presumably also be the 
ones who welcome foreign attempts to put pressure on, since they have personal or 
ideological interests in improving those rights. We know that people are more comfortable 
accepting information that fits in with their existing beliefs145, so those people who already 
believe that their country is repressive and hold strong grievances about their government’s 
behaviour should be less likely to feel that their nation’s standing is under attack if they hear 
news that others also think so. Pressure should instead be most likely to backfire for not 
just those people who already firmly believe that their country does not have a problem 
with human rights, but more importantly, people who have not conclusively made up their 
mind either way. After all, these are the people who might change their mind on an issue, 
rather than just digging in on their existing views.  

 
If true, this also means that that a backfire should also be most likely on those issues on 
which people have not yet made up their mind. Pressure on firmly held universal norms 
like norms against slavery or mass murder, or on norms where there is already strong local 
opposition, is unlikely to change many people’s views either way. Perhaps most likely to 
have an impact is pressure on complex situations where there is a range of competing 
norms—like the balance between security and liberty in the war on terror—or on previously 
neglected issues that many in the public had not considered much before – like transgender 
rights or internet privacy. 
 
These kinds of characteristics are important considerations to keep in mind when thinking 
about the impact of pressure, but they are not specific to the hostility hypothesis, and I do 
not spend much time evaluating whether they hold in this book. The hostility hypothesis 
predicts that there will be one main characteristic that is central to how people react to 
foreign pressure – how attached they are to their nation.  
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I should note that this is a subtly different logic to the traditional ‘rally ‘round the flag’ story. 
The traditional rally argument is that external threats unite people and strengthen their 
attachment to their nation. The hostility argument, on the other hand, does not predict that 
people will identify more with their nation, or become more patriotic after criticism. Instead, 
it argues that those who already have the strongest attachment, whose sense of self-worth 
is already most closely linked to their country, will be the most likely to interpret foreign 
criticism in terms of an attack146. The closer bond people have with their country, the more 
important that country’s performance, honour, and international standing will be for their 
self-esteem147, and the more they will feel like they need to fight back. Those who care little 
for their nation should care little about criticism of it. One implication of this is that, since 
members of persecuted groups have been widely shown to have lower national pride148, 
members of these groups may be more likely to react positively to foreign pressure, even if 
pressure does not explicitly address their own persecution. 
 
It also implies that at times when public nationalism is high – from international tensions 
and conflicts to war anniversaries and sporting events, international pressure should be 
more at risk of backfiring. It also suggests a more general rule, that for countries where 
there is a strong attachment to the nation amongst the population, it should be especially 
easy for the ruling party to weaponize foreign pressure (a theme to which I will return in 
the concluding chapter).  
 
 
The target 
 
For China, it is not just the firm attachment that many citizens have to their nation that is 
important, but also the form of that attachment. The target of most international human 
rights pressure is rarely the country as a whole. By its nature, pressure is exerted to try and 
change something, to push leaders to change their policies on human rights. As such, it 
normally targets the leaders, the authorities, the people who have the power to do 
something to improve human rights in their country. For authoritarian countries like China, 
this target is invariably the regime itself. 
 
The worry, then, for regimes seeking to weaponize foreign pressure and make their citizens 
fight back against the attack on the nation, is that the citizens do not really see the pressure 
as an attack on their nation – they see it as an attack on their leaders. They ignore the appeal 
to hostility and focus in on the content. The solution for the leaders is to strengthen the tie 
in their citizens’ minds between the government and the country as a whole; or in one-party 
states like China: the Party and the state. This policy is a familiar Stalinist one – devote all 
propaganda efforts towards the doctrine that the leaders and the people are one, and any 
threat to the leaders is a threat to the people149. 
 
As has been well documented, in the years after the Tiananmen Square massacre the CCP 
instituted a ‘Patriotic Education’ campaign in schools and the media150. This campaign was 
designed not just to instill a sense of patriotism in its population, but also to strengthen the 
link between the Party and the nation in the public’s imagination; to press home the 
message that the Communist Party is China, and that a threat to the Party leaders is a threat 
to China 151 . If this propaganda has succeeded, then when people hear about foreign 
pressure on the government’s human rights policies, they should view it as an attack on 
their country as a whole.   
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We should note here that the Communist Party as an entity is not the same as the leaders of 
the Communist Party. In 2020, over 90 million Chinese people were CCP members, many 
of whom joined not just for ideological reasons but to help further their career152. However, 
very few of these were policymakers in any form (only 8.4% worked for a party organization 
or civil service)153, and only a tiny proportion wield any real power over policy. Some might 
say this tiny proportion only includes the leader himself, Xi Jinping. And propaganda 
officials have also sought to closely tie Xi to the Chinese people and the Chinese nation154. 
Xi has become the ‘Core’ of the nation155, the ‘People’s Leader’156, the ‘Helmsman of 1.3 
billion people’s Chinese dream157. 
 
But what if the population do not equate the ruling party’s leaders with the nation as a 
whole, or with its people? What if the population sees its leaders as outsiders, as a narrow 
band of ruling elites who do not represent the people or the country? In these cases, a 
country’s citizens should be far less likely to view foreign criticism of these leaders’ policies 
as criticism of the country as a whole. Since it targets some small group of elites who do 
not represent them, they can safely dismiss it, or engage with the content of the criticism 
without feeling the need to fight back.  
 
What does this mean in practical terms for human rights pressure in one party states like 
China? If corruption is high, and leaders look like they are taking money from the citizens; 
if leaders have given away some of the country’s territories to appease foreign opponents; 
or if leaders have turned the military on ordinary people, then there may be cracks between 
the ruling party and the nation. Citizens may see their leaders as individuals acting in their 
own interest rather than in the interest of the country.  
 
More mundanely, foreign comments themselves could make the ruling party appear less 
representative of the nation, by explicitly framing foreign human rights pressure as targeting 
government leaders over their policies on human rights, and explicitly not targeting the 
nation or population as a whole. Pressure that praises the people, expresses solidarity with 
their cause, or emphasizes the patriotism behind human rights activism, may all serve to 
reduce the likelihood that a country’s citizens automatically see a foreign attack on their 
government’s specific violations of human rights to be a hostile attack on their whole 
country.  
 
 
Implications and tests 
 
Let’s bring all this together. Of course we cannot test all the above, but we do now have a 
number of implications that we can observe and test about the reactions of Chinese state 
media and citizens to international pressure. In table 2-1 I list only the implications that are 
a consequence of the hostility hypothesis, and which I will test in the coming chapters. 
Readers interested only in these implications should note that while I explore these 
hypotheses in chapters three and four, I will not systematically test them until chapter five. 

[Insert Table 2-1 here] 

 

Alternative—but Complementary—Explanations  
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There are two main alternative explanations for how autocrats might deal with foreign 
pressure, alternatives to weigh against my hypotheses as we go through this book. 

 

Informational   

The first is the common-sense argument that I have already discussed: encountering foreign 
human rights pressure makes citizens more concerned with human rights conditions in 
their country and makes them more likely to support domestic activism over it. If the 
information seems even vaguely credible, then authoritarian leaders should look to censor 
the information wherever possible, and not report it in domestic state media reports. The 
more ‘sensitive’ the issue, the more likely that the criticism will be censored. 

 

Media credibility  

Recent studies in China have begun to challenge the traditional view that autocrats censor 
all criticism. One influential article found that the CCP does sometimes allow people to 
criticize the government on social media, as long as this criticism does not call for protests 
in the streets158. A plausible explanation is that the act of carrying out censorship could itself 
be damaging for authorities, potentially more damaging than the risk of allowing people to 
read about low-level criticism on social media.  

With the growth of the internet, many citizens of authoritarian countries are already aware 
of some high-profile news stories, including prominent foreign criticism of human rights 
in their own country. For the increasing number of Chinese youths fluent in English, for 
example, there are plentiful sources of foreign news that are not blocked. Even for those 
without this language ability, Virtual Private Networks allow anyone to jump over the 
firewall and access Chinese language foreign news sites. Services like the blocked New York 
Times Chinese language website receive millions of visits per month, many from within the 
Chinese mainland159 . Several Chinese interviewees featured in chapter eight who were 
studying abroad said they had learnt of foreign human rights pressure when in China 
through the New York Times, BBC, and other foreign news services. If state media censors 
or does not mention criticism widely discussed on English-language sites then it may lose 
credibility, making it less effective as a trusted propaganda tool. Pre-emptively addressing 
the issue in state media avoids this risk and allows the CCP to frame the discussion the way 
it wants160.  

If so, Chinese state media should proactively report on foreign criticism of human rights, 
but only criticism high-profile enough that a sizeable proportion of the population have 
already encountered it through other sources. If credibility is the only driving force behind 
Chinese state media behaviour, we would not expect there to be domestic news stories 
about minor pieces of criticism barely reported in the international press, even if they are 
stories that are particularly threatening or hostile.  

It should also mean that state media reports of foreign criticism will be heavily influenced 
by the volume of foreign news stories flooding into the country through the internet. More 
internet access means more public exposure to foreign news, and more need for 
propaganda officials to be proactive. Note the difference with the hostility theory here. The 
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hostility theory expects that state media decisions will not just be affected by the amount 
of foreign pressure available to the public, but also by how willing and able the state is to 
push regime propaganda—in the form of foreign pressure—on to the public. In the next 
two chapters we will see that since 1949 the CCP has sometimes taken a more relaxed 
approach to political propaganda work in China. At other times, this ideological guidance 
has intensified161. If we find that at these high-control times—rather than at times when 
foreign media stories were leaking through to the public—the regime eagerly broadcasts 
foreign efforts to put pressure on China over its human rights, then this suggests that 
propagandists are proactively using that pressure for a strategic purpose. The competing 
predictions from these accounts are summarized in table 2-2.  

I should stress, however, that these accounts are not mutually exclusive. The goal of this 
book is not to rule out the other accounts of the Chinese government’s behaviour – but to 
provide a comprehensive explanation, an explanation that highlights how its behaviour is 
also determined by the desire to use foreign pressure as propaganda.  

We can easily imagine a scenario where these accounts all apply: where new information 
from foreign sources about a regime’s human rights abuses is censored by its media when 
it first comes to light. The regime holds off reporting on the news until the international 
media coverage is so high that it cannot hide it from domestic audiences—something that 
could take days or even weeks. At this point, once the abuses have come to light in domestic 
media, the regime will continue to report foreign shaming and efforts to pressure it into 
changing its behaviour—but only the efforts that it can easily frame as ‘hostile’.  

In the chapters that follow I will explore whether this account does indeed explain how 
authoritarian regimes like the Chinese Communist Party deal with international pressure 
over their human rights. 

 

[Insert Table 2-2 here]



 
	

	

32	

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Part II: 
The Regime 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 
	

	

33	

3 
 
 
 

Pressure as Propaganda: From Mao to Hu 
 
 
In January 2012, Human Rights Watch (HRW) issued its annual China report. The report 
issued sharp rebukes for arrests of human rights defenders, checks on freedom of religion, 
and hard-line policies on ethnic minorities over the previous year1. But on this occasion the 
Chinese government mouthpiece, the People’s Daily, did not censor the report, as it had in 
previous years, or even mention the document’s praise for China’s rapid economic 
development. Instead, it devoted a dozen separate articles to HRW’s detailed and often 
passionate criticisms of the state of human rights in the country. One People’s Daily article 
on the 27th of January, headlined “How does building houses for ordinary people violate 
human rights?” recorded HRW’s condemnation of Tibetan authorities’ forced relocation 
policy2. It went on to quote the report’s observation that “80% of the population of Tibet 
- including all herdsmen and nomads - were moved elsewhere”, before issuing an extensive 
justification of government housing policy in the autonomous region3. The following day 
another People’s Daily article focused on the criticism of authorities’ use of forced 
confessions, the failures to respect defendants’ rights, and the widespread use of torture. 
Again, the newspaper quoted the report’s (harsh) criticism, saying:  
 

“The police dominate the criminal justice system, which relies disproportionately 
on defendants’ confessions. Weak courts and tight limits on the rights of the 
defence mean that forced confessions under torture remain prevalent and 
miscarriages of justice frequent”4. 

 
Why did state media alert citizens to this relatively obscure report? Not only did the articles 
feature criticism of government policies on extremely sensitive issues—Tibet and the use 
of torture—but criticism that it is hard to imagine many would have heard about through 
other sources. The HRW report barely received a mention in the international press.  
 
As we will see in the next two chapters, the Chinese Communist Party’s newspapers have 
written about this kind of foreign outrage far more than we might otherwise expect, often 
using the pressure as a tool to help introduce sensitive news about human rights, like the 
arrests of dissidents or crackdowns on protests. Leaders wield this tool most frequently not 
just at times of intense high-profile foreign criticism, but at times when the Party’s drive 
and ability to control the information environment in China is especially high. 
 
This chapter, which takes us from the Tibet crackdown in 1959 up to the Tibet crackdown 
in 2008, and the next, which brings us into the 2020s, give us an insight into the way that 
the CCP uses the international community to help frame human rights issues in China. 
 
 

Before Tiananmen 
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Between the attempts to abolish the practice of footbinding in the late 19th century 
(discussed in chapter six) and the Tiananmen massacre almost one hundred years later, 
foreign attention towards human rights in China was rare. Despite atrocities throughout 
the twentieth century, the rights community only pushed its head into the country when 
Tibet was concerned. The first was in March 1959, when a popular uprising in Lhasa spread 
into a full-scale revolt against Chinese rule. Mao Zedong’s response was swift, and 
Communist forces crushed the nascent rebellion within a few days, killing thousands of 
Tibetans and prompting the Dalai Lama to flee to India. The actions sparked condemnation 
around the world, the news of which Chinese newspapers eagerly fed their readers.  
 
At the time, the Party had almost complete control over the information that reached 
Chinese citizens5. Newspapers were not just state-run but the state’s mouthpiece6, and by 
1959, in the heart of his Great Leap Forward campaign, Mao was using the media as a 
personal propaganda tool, even penning his own editorials in the People’s Daily7. Given that 
China was closed off from the outside world at this time, for the public, state-run media 
was the only way that they could find out about what was going on beyond China’s borders. 
Through the 1950s much of this news came in the form of anti-American propaganda, and 
especially news of its aggressive interventions abroad, from Vietnam to Latin America8. 
 
For Mao, foreign condemnation over Tibet fed in nicely to this narrative. The People’s Daily 
focussed its ire on the ‘imperialist’ United States, where senators had accused Chinese 
forces of the ethnic cleansing of Tibetan citizens9. The paper also lavished attention on the 
British media, which had led the criticism of the crackdown. A People’s Daily report on the 
8th of April gave a summary of the denunciations from British newspapers, denunciations 
of the “violent suppression of the freedoms of powerless people” and “attempts to wipe 
Tibet off the map”10. In some ways this response from the People’s Daily is surprising. Given 
the rickety media infrastructure at the time there would have been almost no opportunity 
for the Chinese public to otherwise hear about their authorities’ use of repression in Lhasa, 
over 1,500 miles away from Beijing, never mind foreign disapproval of the actions.  
 
In October of the same year, Ireland and Malaya sponsored a United Nations General 
Assembly Draft Resolution calling for “respect for the fundamental human rights of the 
Tibetan people and for their distinctive cultural and religious life”11. The document passed 
with a vote of 42-9, only the Soviet bloc opposing. The Indian delegation abstained, despite 
pressure from MPs at home, as did the United Kingdom, France, and Belgium, perhaps 
mindful of what support for the resolution might mean for their own colonial behaviour. 
Further similar resolutions were tabled and passed in 1961 and 1965. 
 
The People’s Daily gave these discussions almost blanket coverage, with over fifty articles 
about the vote in the week of the 1959 meeting alone. In 1961 the paper told its readers 
how the General Assembly was “gravely concerned at the continuation of events in Tibet, 
including the violation of the fundamental human rights of the Tibetan people and the 
suppression of the distinctive cultural and religious life which they have traditionally 
enjoyed”12. The articles all sung an almost identical refrain, attacking the United Nations as 
a tool for American imperialism and Cold War hostility 13 , and postulating that the 
sponsoring countries had only done so under orders from the US14. Since Chinese soldiers 
had fought in Korea against forces under the United Nations banner a few years earlier, the 
accusations were not hard to make. In a front-page editorial on the 24th of October 1959, 
headlined “Opposing American intensification of the Cold War”, the paper said: 
 

“The United States’ conspiracies in the United Nations are just examples of its 
policies of aggression around the world, especially in the Far East. The United 
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States is madly slandering, attacking, and ceaselessly provoking the Chinese people, 
which just goes to prove that it still clings to a policy of hostility and aggression 
towards China”15. 

 
By the time the third resolution passed in 1965, the story was a clear one: the United States 
was using the United Nations to take over Chinese territory, just as it had with Taiwan16, 
and was using the process to cover up its own aggression in Vietnam17. According to a 
People’s Daily commentary on the 17th of October, the resolution “proves that US 
imperialism is the Chinese people’s most ferocious enemy; they are determined to destroy 
the unity of China’s ethnic groups”18. Conflicts along China’s western border in 1962 turned 
India into enemy number two for the press machine, the UN resolutions now the 
manifestation of a joint United States and Indian attack on China itself19.  
 
After this flurry of action, international attention to Mao’s treatment of his citizens died 
down. Despite the millions killed in the Great Leap Forward and persecuted in the Cultural 
Revolution, foreign concern over China’s rights conditions through the 1960s and 1970s 
was almost non-existent20. Perversely, it took the end of these campaigns and the opening 
up of China to attract the gaze of the international community. Amnesty International 
began its China research programme in 1976 and started to write up reports that addressed 
crackdowns on pro-democracy protests and treatment of political prisoners in the country. 
Amnesty’s reports did not go unnoticed in Beijing, and sensitive to the novel attention, 
CCP officials resolved to prevent details about any political prisoners from being released 
to the outside world21.  
 
Foreign interest grew into the 1980s as other non-government organizations began to focus 
on China, but in general, as Roberta Cohen demonstrates in her standout study, China was 
very much still the ‘human rights exception’22. The combination of the American wish to 
keep Beijing as a central cog in its anti-Soviet alliance and the recognition that conditions 
in China were far better than they had been ten years before meant that even while NGO 
and press attention grew, foreign governments tended to ignore it. And Chinese officials, 
perhaps confident in the good relationship their country was enjoying with Western 
countries, had no discernible domestic reaction to the criticism that did take place, reporting 
almost nothing from abroad in state media. Notably it was at this time, in spite of the 
limited overseas condemnation of his treatment of human rights, that then-leader Deng 
Xiaoping chose to adopt several international human rights agreements23, signing the UN 
Convention against Torture and joining the UN Commission for Human Rights24. 
 
 
Tibet 1987 
 
It again took repression in Tibet to arouse the international community’s interest25. In 
September 1987, Chinese forces met pro-independence protests in the region with arrests 
and violence. The crackdown ushered in, if not a torrent, a small stream of international 
pressure on Beijing. While the US State Department remained officially noncommittal over 
Chinese actions, Congress was much more forthcoming in its disapproval. In September 
the Dalai Lama was invited to Washington to speak26, in October the House and the Senate 
passed a resolution condemning China and linking arms sales to the treatment of Tibet27, 
and then in December, a clause that enshrined support for Tibet was entered into the 
Foreign Relations Authorization Act28. As riots and repression in Tibet continued through 
1988, condemnation grew from Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch as well 
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as from the British Parliament, while in June the European Union also invited the Dalai 
Lama to speak to the European Parliament about the conditions29. 
 
In comparison to their response in 1959, Chinese newspapers were subdued. There was a 
media blackout on the riots in Tibet throughout the whole of September, the People’s Daily 
deciding that grape production in the region was more worthy of attention30. It was only in 
October, after state media latched on to the Dalai Lama speech and the US Senate 
condemnation of the repression, that domestic news began to trickle out on the unrest 
itself31. Despite this, the People’s Daily ignored most foreign comments about the unrest, 
however, with even the Dalai Lama speech only receiving a short repost32. The only real 
mentions of anything untoward happening in Tibet came through mentions of some 
suspicious ‘anti-China’ activity in the United States Congress. Any avid People’s Daily reader 
in 1987 would have been very up to date on the progress of American congressional 
resolutions, although would have had little idea about the detail of what had actually been 
discussed. Articles mainly ignored the reasons for the congressional action, merely 
mentioning that the resolutions attacking China for repression in Tibet had ‘passed’ and 
focussing on the $200,000 worth of congressional funding given to the Dalai Lama33. In 
contrast to the rhetoric of the 1960s, there was little outrage, with any comments limited to 
criticizing the United States for interfering in China’s domestic affairs and calling for better 
bilateral relations34.  
 
What explains this restraint? On one side, we need to look at China’s geopolitical position 
at the time. Not only might a more belligerent reaction have risked the burgeoning 
relationship with Western nations35, but the Chinese public’s perception of the United 
States was very different to the early 1960s. After Mao’s death in 1976, state media had 
spent years creeping away from the old story of American rivalry and imperialism towards 
a new narrative of cooperation and friendship36. The People’s Daily certainly devoted plenty 
of attention to China’s diplomatic relations with the United States through the 1980s, but 
in contrast to the previous decade, barely any of this focussed on stories of conflict between 
the two states37. Given the ‘fragile’ but cooperative relations between the two nations at the 
time38, any proclamations of American hostility would have fallen slightly hollow. 
 
Moreover, at this time Deng Xiaoping’s government was suffering a post-Mao legitimacy 
crisis, with growing political instability from protests over corruption, inflation, and 
democracy39. In these pre-Tiananmen, pre-patriotic education days, the Party was subject 
to rising disquiet from disgruntled nationalists. Widespread anti-Japan demonstrations in 
1985 quickly became criticisms of the Communist Party’s failure to take a strong line against 
foreign aggression, criticisms that then morphed into calls for democratisation. The 
nationalist protests were not trying to defend the Party against attacks from abroad, rallying 
the people around the flag, but in some cases were targeting the Party itself40. 
 
There was also less centrally-led ideological propaganda than there had been under Mao. 
Deng’s government had relaxed controls over the country’s media, and through the 1980s 
there was an explosion in new daily newspapers, many with commercial goals that did not 
necessarily chime with the Communist Party’s own interests41. For the Party, this meant 
that the whole information environment within China was harder to control – especially 
information coming in from abroad. But despite the real possibility that news of foreign 
criticism of the events in Tibet would seep into the rest of the country, the Party was much 
more reluctant to talk about the criticism than in the closed off days of the 1950s. In those 
days Chinese media had a unified voice, a unified narrative, and portraying the United States 
as a hostile actor trying to use Tibetan unrest to divide China was an easy sell. In the late 
1980s, propaganda officials faced a more divided media landscape, a more divided message 
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on the United States, and a more divided populous. In this environment, foreign comments 
were potentially far more dangerous. 
 
 

Tiananmen 1989 
 
The Sino-American goodwill did not last the military crackdown on the streets of Beijing 
on the 4th of June 1989. Condemnation from around the world came almost immediately, 
from the United States 42  to the Philippines 43  and even the Soviet Union 44 . The US 
immediately banned weapons sales to China, and then in coordination with the G7 and the 
European Commission, expanded sanctions. Japan and the World Bank froze loans, the 
United Kingdom cancelled bilateral visits, and France opened its borders to democracy 
protestors hoping to flee China after the massacre45. 
 
The gamut of foreign condemnation gave the Deng regime a dilemma – hide the criticism, 
as with the riots in Tibet two years earlier, or follow Mao and play it up? To begin with, 
authorities took the first route and tried to limit public knowledge of the violence in Beijing 
and elsewhere as much as possible. Passing on stories of foreign accusations, sanctions, and 
the cancelling of economic and diplomatic deals might substantiate rumours and fill in 
details about what the Chinese forces had done in the night of the 4th of June, for those in 
the population who were unaware46. As a result, in the days and weeks following the 
massacre, Chinese state media was very careful about the foreign criticism it reported to 
the public. 
 
While the criticism arrived almost immediately, it was only four days later, on the 8th of 
June, that it started to trickle into Chinese state-run news. It began with a brief story in the 
People’s Daily, noting only that President Bush had suspended a US-China arms deal, for 
“things happening at present”47. The newspaper was more forthcoming about the news 
that Professor Fang Lizhi, a leader in the Tiananmen protests, had been given asylum in 
the United States’ embassy48. This story gave state media a chance to portray Fang and his 
colleague Li Shuxian as traitors, fleeing their nation to join anti-Chinese and anti-
Communist foreign forces49. Whereas articles about foreign criticism that directly attacked 
the CCP’s actions of the 4th of June would have shone a light on what happened that night, 
the dispute over Fang allowed the CCP to play the criticism and sanctions as a bilateral 
dispute between two international competitors, even giving the foreign ministry the 
opportunity to say that US actions were a “violation of international law”50. 
 
More than anyone else, state media focussed on the Voice of America (VoA)51. At this time, 
VoA was perhaps the most widely used foreign news source in China52, and a crucial way 
for locals to pick up information about the ongoing events in Beijing53. In 1989 around 80% 
of VoA’s Chinese news-time was devoted to the Tiananmen movement54, and the service 
may have had up to 100 million Chinese listeners by this time, using its Mandarin and 
Cantonese short-wave radio service to reach Chinese homes around the country55. Many 
students and urban intellectuals heard about the 1987 unrest in Tibet through the service56, 
and the Chinese government explicitly blamed it for spreading news about pro-democracy 
protests in 198657. In a 1996 survey, 63% of Chinese intellectuals working and studying in 
the United States said that they had listened to VoA at least once a week when they were 
in China, and the service had given them different interpretations of the stories covered in 
ordinary Chinese media58. As one respondent said, “my experience told me that VoA plus 
Chinese media equalled the truth”59.  
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From the 10th of June, almost a week after the massacre, the People’s Daily began to report 
in more detail on some of the stories coming out of Voice of America radio broadcasts, 
seeking to cast doubt on the station’s trustworthiness and motives. One article on the 10th, 
for example, gave an explicit account of the ‘rumours’, already reported on VoA, that over 
three thousand people had been killed and that tanks had entered Tiananmen Square, 
before going on to reject them as deliberate falsehoods60. This was a risky strategy, as even 
with the reach of VoA in China, repeating such damning stories in national newspapers 
would ensure that a far larger proportion of the public would learn about them. It seems 
that the sheer weight of news about the massacres from the VoA and other media outlets, 
as well as word of mouth, had made the events of the 4th of June impossible to ignore for 
Chinese state media.  
 
And as time went on and news of the crackdown became more widespread, criticism and 
sanctions from the United States became a useful brush with which to tarnish Voice of 
America, and stories on the two were often entwined, with the station framed as a tool of 
a hostile opponent that was intent of bringing China down. In the eyes of the People’s Daily, 
VoA was “dishonourable”61, a “government mouthpiece”62, and a tool for the “economic 
blockade” of China63. As the newspaper said when it admonished the US government on 
the 17th of June:  
 

“Why did the turmoil receive such support from the Voice of America and the 
American government? To put it bluntly, you have never given up your dream of 
interfering in China’s affairs, and your dream of changing the colour of China!” 64. 

 
We cannot know the consequences of this damage control, although Zhang and 
Dominick’s study suggests that even among liberal intellectuals living in the United States 
in the 1990s, Voice of America was not seen as very objective – respondents scoring its 
level of ‘bias’ as 3.88 out of the highest score of 565. Even so, the CCP made strenuous 
efforts to limit Chinese people’s access to the station through the decade, aware of the 
damage that this kind of unfiltered information could do. By 1996 its attempts to ‘jam’ VoA 
and the less-conspicuous BBC radio and Radio Free Asia had become more successful. 
One such tactic was the use of a ‘firedragon’ – a series of Chinese folk songs played on a 
loop on the frequency of undesirable radio stations so loudly that they drowned out any of 
the content66. These censoring tactics meant that Voice of America’s listenership declined 
to around 1.3 million by 199867, or just over 0.01% of the Chinese population, and when 
the station finally shut down its China coverage in 2011 it commanded around 2 million 
listeners a week.68 
 
 

Resolutions and Reports 
 
The events of June 1989 revived the international community’s interest in human rights in 
China, and foreign pressure on the issue continued throughout the early 1990s, especially 
from the United States and European nations. Despite the need to engage China for its 
help in ventures like the first Iraq war, NGO and American congressional attention meant 
that the issue of human rights in the People’s Republic remained at the top of many 
Western countries’ agendas.  
 
The aftermath of Tiananmen also brought forward an old foe for CCP leaders – the 
condemnatory United Nations human rights resolution. Every year from 1989 to 2001 
(except 1998) the United Nations Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR) tabled high-
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profile draft resolutions that criticized human rights violations in the country. Despite 
Chinese protests, two months after the Tiananmen massacre the UN Sub-Commission 
passed, 15-9, a somewhat anaemic resolution stating members’ concerns “about the events 
which took place recently in China and about their consequences in the field of human 
rights”69. While mild, the resolution was notable for being the first time a Security Council 
member had been called up on its human rights in this way70.  

What Rosemary Foot calls “an indication of the extent to which Beijing abhorred being the 
subject of a UN condemnatory resolution”71, a follow-up UNCHR resolution the next 
Spring faced enormous diplomatic pressure from the Chinese side. The forty-person 
delegation warned of economic and political reprisals and a ‘no-action’ vote on the 
resolution narrowly passed72. But in August 1991 the Sub-Commission returned, this time 
to successful pass a resolution over the ongoing crackdown in Tibet. The declaration 
strongly echoed the wording of those resolutions thirty years earlier on Tibet, with its 
concern at the “violations of fundamental human rights and freedoms which threaten the 
distinct cultural, religious and national identity of the Tibetan people”73. This would be the 
last successful draft resolution on China, as unrelenting threats and inducements from 
Beijing gradually weakened UNCHR activity through the 1990s. By 2001 many countries 
had replaced public condemnation with bilateral dialogues, and in 2004 only the United 
States, under pressure from Congress, was willing to sponsor a resolution. A ‘no-action’ 
resolution voted it down, 28-16.  

One goal of United Nations resolutions is to shame the target country into improving its 
behaviour74. So, as in the 1950s and 1960s under Mao, resolutions posed a dilemma for 
Chinese leaders. On the international side, resolutions could damage the country’s 
reputation and cause it to lose foreign investment and aid75. But they are one of the most 
high-profile examples of multiple countries agreeing in a respected international forum that 
the country does not uphold global norms to protect human rights. So they are also a real 
problem domestically, as officials need to work hard to persuade the public that this kind 
of cross-national disapproval is a hostile attack. But by the mid-1990s the Chinese 
leadership was in a much better position to deal with this kind of pressure than it had been 
in the 1980s. The patriotic education campaign, showcasing the mantra that love of China 
meant loyalty to the Party, was in full swing76, and propaganda officials could now more 
easily bend foreign condemnation of the leadership into an attack on the nation.  
 
The page was ready to write up the ‘hostile’ narrative. Having pushed down heavily on non-
state-owned media outlets in the years after the Tiananmen crackdown, Deng Xiaoping’s 
successor Jiang Zemin did start to relax restrictions on commercial newspapers again by 
the mid-1990s, at least on more ‘politically safe topics’, but at the same time worked hard 
to centralize control over the media industry, and in particular over the more sensitive 
human rights-related issues77. Authorities were very aware of the need to control foreign 
criticism on these issues. Through the 1990s and early 2000s the propaganda department’s 
classified journal ‘Neibu Tongxun’ issued regular cautions about the risks of the public 
finding out about unfiltered Western views on China. Guidelines told newspapers to “be 
very careful in selecting international news stories for publication in China-wide 
publications, don’t unwittingly promote the incorrect viewpoints of the West... don’t use 
our media to promote the views of the West”78.  
 
In the Voice of America’s heyday in the late 1980s, and in the foreign media spotlight of 
the early 1990s, when the treatment of human rights in China was on the front page of 
Western newspapers, details of the ongoing international machinations in the United 
Nations would have reached a fair number of interested Chinese citizens. But as state 
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control deepened, censorship and propaganda tightened, and overseas media interest faded, 
the proportion of the public who might have come across news of UN efforts to shame 
China would have been increasingly limited. Indeed, by the 2000s, news of the resolutions 
became scarce even in American media. Many newspapers ignored the 2004 UN human 
rights gathering completely, and those that did chose to relegate the failed China resolution 
to a sidenote79. 
 
But despite authorities’ increased vigilance to foreign criticism, the waning international 
coverage, and therefore the likelihood of people finding out about UN resolutions through 
other routes, Chinese state media still passed on news about the resolutions, almost without 
exception. The exception is worth noting. It came in 1991, when the Tibet resolution 
succeeded in the UN Sub-Commission. The People’s Daily ignored the news, except for one 
report that mentioned only that a UN ‘conference’ on Tibet was ongoing80. The successful 
resolution in 1989 did receive a strong refutation in state media, but with few rhetorical 
flourishes or detail on the resolution itself81, in contrast to the extensive discussions of the 
successful UN votes thirty years earlier.  
 
The contrast between propaganda officials’ reaction to the failed votes and the successful 
ones is telling, however, and gives an insight into both the damage and the strength that 
can come from international pressure. Successes tell of an international community coming 
together to agree that China has violated its norms – but failures tell of China’s victory over 
a hostile opponent. And the failed resolutions of the 1990s were given extensive coverage, 
although People’s Daily articles were much more tightly controlled than the free-ranging 
rebukes under Mao, with minimal detail about the wording of the resolutions themselves 
or about the conditions in China under scrutiny. Instead, the articles followed a familiar 
theme, condemning each year’s resolution as driven by the United States in a predictable 
“anti-China attempt”82, a pretext by Western countries to drag China down and prevent its 
global rise83. This is perhaps summed up best by Wu Jianmin, the head of China’s delegation 
to the UNCHR in 1996. According to Wu, quoted in the People’s Daily, the US was “not 
concerned with China's human rights, but with its own power and hegemony. It attacks 
China with all its might”. 
 
This rhetorical device not only obscured the actual content of what the UN was debating, 
but framed the resolution as an annual us-versus-them competition, an attack on the nation 
itself, which China’s brave leaders would invariably ‘foil’ 84 . As time went on, and 
international coverage of the resolutions diminished, the shock value of having the 
country’s human rights subject to international condemnation also diminished. As the 
resolutions provided no new information about human rights in China, all that was left was 
news of yet another attack from the hostile US-led “anti-China forces”85. By 2001 the 
People’s Daily was positively revelling in the news of another failed attempt, claiming that: 
 

“The United States and other Western countries’ use of human rights as an excuse 
to impose a hegemonic ideology and power politics has once again been proven 
bankrupt. These anti-Chinese UNCHR resolutions are not a new thing”.  

 
The paper went on: 
 

“The proposal is a ridiculous one that has no facts and is full of contradictions. It 
is designed to use human rights as an excuse to interfere in China’s internal affairs, 
undermine China’s stability, and obstruct China’s development and progress” 86. 
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Of course the United Nations was not the only source of foreign pressure. In the early 
1990s, human rights overshadowed the whole diplomatic relationship between China and 
the United States. One main area of tension was over China’s Most Favoured Nation 
trading status, which came up for renewal every year. Members of Congress repeatedly 
introduced bills that sought to link the trading status to improvements in China’s human 
rights situation, until President Clinton chose to permanently delink the two in 1994. For 
Foot, the decision “represented the end of a highly public and contentious dimension to 
the USA's human rights policy”87.  
 
But even as international pressure waned, propaganda officials under Jiang Zemin stepped 
up their coverage. The People’s Daily focussed on pressure from the West that followed a 
predictable pattern—threats of economic reprisals, sanctions, calls for improvements in 
China’s behaviour—especially anything that came from the CCP’s recurring enemy, the US 
Congress. These kinds of pressure rarely risked giving any new information about China’s 
human rights, instead providing a familiar picture of Western countries going on about the 
same old human rights problems. State media paid little attention to groups like Amnesty 
International, who were writing about like mistreatment of political prisoners and other 
very specific human rights violations. Coverage of American criticism, on the other hand, 
was widespread, and took a familiar form – angrily refute the claims, then attack the 
criticizer. The attacks decried US hostility towards China, and in language almost identical 
to the response to UN resolutions, called out its attempts to “use the human rights issue to 
vilify China’s international image, undermine China’s stability, and curb China’s 
development”88.  
 
By the mid-1990s, state media started to push a new line – criticism coming from the United 
States, with its own poverty, injustice, and discrimination, was hypocritical89. In 2001, one 
People’s Daily response to another American effort to pressure China to work on human 
rights was simply: “Americans do not enjoy the basic needs of the right to live, to be free 
from hunger…there are still a large number of homeless and beggars in American cities”90. 
How could the United States point fingers at China when it had these human rights issues 
of its own to deal with?  
 
One of the most predictable battlegrounds has been over the United States’ annual Human 
Rights Reports. Since 1994, the US State Department has issued a stand-alone report on 
human rights in China (at the same time as it issues reports about other countries), normally 
published between February and June every year. The reports on China have rarely held 
back, the one in 2015, for example: began: “repression and coercion markedly increased 
during the year against organizations and individuals involved in civil and political rights 
advocacy and public interest and ethnic minority issues”91, and filled the next 140 pages 
with detailed discussions of abuses and illiberal policies. International media outlets have 
often taken interest in the reports, although details about the content are often sparse, and 
coverage of the China report has declined dramatically in recent years. US newspaper 
articles about the release of the global reports in 2016 for example gave little attention to 
China, merely quoting that the report had been issued, and noting only that it was critical 
of Beijing’s human rights policies92. 
 
As we might expect by now, however, Chinese media has paid a great deal of attention to 
the dossiers. Indeed, since Xi Jinping came to power in 2012 and stepped up his control 
over the media environment, domestic coverage has increased, even as overseas publicity 
has slipped. In the early 1990s, People’s Daily articles about the reports were extremely 
detailed, discussing in depth the criticisms and issuing extensive retorts93, but by the late 
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1990s, state newspapers settled into a stock response: the reports were part of a geopolitical 
fight between the United States and China. Details of the violations condemned inside were 
written about less and less, to be replaced in 1998 with news of China’s own reports on 
human rights in the United States, often issued the day after the US report94. The US report 
was often featured diametrically opposite articles about the one on China, making the two 
reports appear as two sides of the same coin - what the People’s Daily came to call ‘tit-for-
tat’ accusations 95 . Rather than about human rights, the reports became framed in 
newspapers as a geopolitical game between two states fighting for power, the “stale smell 
of Cold War thinking, power and hypocrisy”96. Just to drive home the point, news of the 
2015 reports was placed in state-owned tabloid the Global Times under a fiery intertwining 
of the US and Chinese flags97 and in the People’s Daily a somewhat incongruous montage of 
American fighter jets98.  
 
 

Dilemmas of Human Rights Pressure 
 
Chinese authorities have made strenuous efforts to discourage international pressure over 
their treatment of human rights, yet have often used their state media to report that pressure 
to the citizens in extensive detail. On some occasions, the criticism has been so globally 
prominent that authorities have had no choice but to react in some way. The sheer volume 
of foreign news filtering into the country after the violence around Tiananmen Square in 
1989, for example, meant that hiding the condemnation from the public was almost 
impossible. 
 
But at the same time, a greater willingness to play up foreign criticism at home has also 
coincided with periods of stronger state propaganda and censorship. In the 1950s and 60s, 
Chinese citizens would have had little way of finding out about events on the Tibetan 
plateau, but Chinese state media under Mao still reacted bullishly to United Nations 
criticism of the crackdowns in Tibet. And then even as the media environment opened up 
in the 1980s and international attention began to grow over rights violations in Tibet, state 
newspapers were nonetheless much less willing to discuss foreign pressure from the CCP’s 
new allies in the West.  
 
The aftermath of the Tiananmen crackdown highlighted the danger from this attention, in 
particular the danger of unfiltered information about human rights coming into the country 
through radio broadcasts. And by the mid-1990s, a reinvigorated propaganda apparatus 
went back to the 60s and became far more aggressive in its treatment of any international 
criticism. This was even though this criticism, from congressional comments about 
dissidents to State Department country reports, was featured less and less in foreign 
newspapers or in the now-stifled shortwave radio broadcasts, so was increasingly unlikely 
to reach much of the Chinese public. Newspapers like the People’s Daily became more 
refined in their reporting, squeezing out the details of the human rights abuses that were 
the target of the criticism, and instead playing up the international confrontation that lay 
behind it. And as Jiang Zemin was replaced by Hu Jintao, Chinese state media settled into 
its own standard responses to the periodic state department and congressional human rights 
outcries, accusing the United States of hypocrisy and hostility, but happily ignoring most 
of the criticism from other sources. As we will see in the next chapter, however, this settled 
pattern was shaken up again in 2008. The sheer scale of international coverage and criticism 
of the March crackdown in Tibet served as a jolt to the system, pushing the Party to once 
again consider how best to deal with foreign pressure on its human rights.  
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Hostile Human Rights: Tibet, Hong Kong, and 
Beyond 

 
 

Tibet 2008 
 
On the 14th of March 2008, rumours of heavy-handed police treatment of monks 
commemorating the anniversary of the 1959 Tibetan uprising turned peaceful protests to 
riots. Tibetans from Lhasa to Gansu joined increasingly violent demonstrators, who clashed 
with security forces, attacked and killed Han civilians, and burnt cars and businesses. After 
a period of initial quiescence, the Chinese authorities responded with force, sending 
thousands of armed police and troops into Tibetan areas, issuing curfews and mass arrests1. 
According to Human Rights Watch, the troops used “disproportionate force in breaking 
up protests, proceeding to large-scale arbitrary arrests, brutalizing detainees, and torturing 
suspects in custody”2. 
 
Western media seized on reports of state repression as they leaked out of Tibet on the 14th 
and 15th of March. Newspaper articles and television reports spoke of the furious protests, 
and most pointedly the scale and violence of the crackdown. Even the more dispassionate 
reports such as that from the New York Times, which widely quoted Chinese government 
sources and Han residents about the violence from the demonstrators, also highlighted the 
vast military presence in the region and drew parallels to the Tiananmen Square crackdown 
in 19893. Other newspapers like the Daily Telegraph disregarded all nuance, leading with 
headlines like “Tibet protest crackdown claims up to 100 lives”4 and “Could Tibet be 
another Tiananmen?”5. CNN was one of the biggest advocates of the story of Chinese 
brutality against peaceful protests, its commentator Jack Cafferty calling the Chinese leaders 
“goons and thugs”6 for their response to the riots. 
 
Western and non-Western leaders alike were quick to condemn. United Nations Secretary-
general Ban Ki Moon expressed his concern about the level of violence and called for 
restraint7, while the Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd in a joint meeting with US 
President George W. Bush said “it’s absolutely clear there are human rights abuses going 
on in Tibet”8. Calls for restraint were echoed by leaders from Taiwan9 to India10, twenty-
one Nobel laureates11, and forty Olympic athletes12. The European Union paid special 
attention to the repression, with the Presidency’s declaration of concern13 followed by a 
special EU Foreign Ministers meeting on the issue14. In a parliamentary resolution on the 
10th of April, the organization said that it “firmly condemns the brutal repression by the 
Chinese security forces against Tibetan demonstrators” and “criticizes the often-
discriminatory treatment of non-Han Chinese ethnic minorities”15. 
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Around the world people protested in front of Chinese embassies16  and took part in 
candlelit vigils, even briefly within China itself17. The torch relay for the upcoming Beijing 
Olympic Games provided a perfect opportunity for demonstrators. Over a thousand pro-
Tibet protestors created chaos on the London leg by attempting to grab the torch, a feat 
that was trumped in the Paris stop on the 8th of April, where protestors extinguished the 
torch five times and managed to injure Jin Jing, a Chinese Paralympic fencer who was 
carrying the flame at the time18. There were further protests on the torch route through 
North America, India, Australia, Japan, and South Korea19. Immediately after the violence 
began in Tibet, calls came for a boycott of the Games20, and on the 27th of March the Polish 
Prime Minister Donald Tusk became the first head of government to announce that he 
would not attend the Opening Ceremony, closely followed by the Czech leader Vaclav 
Klaus21. The following day German Chancellor Angela Merkel said that she would not 
attend, amid domestic pressure22, while French leader Nicolas Sarkozy suggested that he 
would not rule out following suit23. 
 
At first, the CCP worked hard to prevent news of the unrest in Tibet from reaching the 
public. In the aftermath of the violence on the 14th of March, YouTube, Yahoo, Google 
News, BBC, and CNN were blocked24, the word ‘Tibet’ was censored on Baidu.cn, the 
main search engine in China25, while internet news sites like Sina.com were banned from 
carrying any news beyond that provided by the state news agency Xinhua26. Xinhua itself 
carried only one story on the unrest in the first few days after the protests; a five-line note 
saying that a government representative had answered some questions on fighting in Tibet 
(which had been organized by the Dalai Lama)27, while the state China Central Television 
news service gave only brief clips of rioting Tibetans two days after the unrest began28. 
Coverage of the unrest began on the 18th and 19th of March, finally becoming the main 
news story over a week after the riots had begun, on the 22nd of March. Foreign journalists 
were forcibly ejected from Tibet and prevented from reaching Tibetan areas in 
neighbouring provinces. Some were detained and threatened for trying to cover the protests 
and forced to delete any footage they did have29. 
 
Despite the heavy censorship, it appears that by this time many citizens were aware of the 
violence that had been taking place. Tibetans learnt about the protests through mobile 
phone networks and—just like in 1989—through foreign radio stations30. Many in Tibet 
and through the rest of China found out about the unrest through online forums, despite 
government attempts to stop them. In the Tianya forum for example, a site with over six 
million members, netizens used innocent-looking streams about the beauty of Tibet to 
circumvent the censors31.  
 
The dilemma for Hu Jintao was that acknowledging foreign criticism would provide the 
public with news about the unrest and would potentially frame the subsequent crackdown 
as a violation of international norms. But as with the Tiananmen response nineteen years 
before, the quick spread of information and weight of foreign media coverage had already 
made the unrest and crackdown impossible for state media to ignore. And under Hu’s 
leadership, domestic media had shifted from a policy of ‘guiding’ public opinion (舆论导
向 ) to ‘channelling’ public opinion (舆论引导 ). While seemingly subtle, this shift 
encouraged propaganda officials to focus less on suppression and censorship of bad news, 
and instead on actively directing coverage, getting ahead of the story, to ensure that events 
were framed according to the Party’s interpretation and agenda32. 
 
So once the CCP had agreed on a unified response on the 22nd of March, foreign 
interference again became a useful way of channelling what was going on in Tibet. State 
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media stories about the unrest began to be accompanied more and more by stories 
attacking foreign media coverage33 and criticism from the West34. By April, any discussion 
of what had happened in mid-March in Lhasa was lost under the sheer volume of news 
about Western condemnations, protests, threats, and boycotts. 
 
The response to foreign criticism was two-pronged. According to a Chinese newspaper 
editor, the first strategy was to start an “unprecedented, ferocious media war against the 
biased Western press”35. Throughout March and April state media piled into any and every 
mistake made in Western news on the unrest in Tibet, from a poorly cropped picture to a 
misleading headline36. Many of these errors were self-inflicted, such as the BBC use of a 
picture of Tibetan protestors being beaten in Nepal to illustrate a story about Chinese 
government repression37. Chinese authorities had of course deliberately limited the ability 
of foreign news organizations to report accurately on the events in Tibet by banning them 
from the region, naturally increasing the likelihood of inaccurate reports. 
 
Genuine reports of repression of Tibetans were then grouped together with these 
journalistic errors, all portrayed as fabricated rumours from biased Western media 38 . 
Chinese newspapers tracked down as many sources as possible to suggest that Western 
reporting was biased – even comments on internet threads39. According to the first Global 
Times article to address foreign criticism on the 22nd of March, “in the Times website on 
Tibet…a man called ‘Arabian Users’ said “to say that it seems Han and Tibetans are 
reluctant to live together is completely wrong. In fact the Han Chinese and Tibetans are 
like brothers””40. Commentaries accused Western media of having ulterior motives arising 
from “deep-rooted prejudice against China”41. Jack Cafferty’s “goons and thugs” comments 
only helped to play into this portrayal, and as such were jumped upon by domestic media 
outlets, with ten Xinhua headlines alone about the comments in April and May. In a piece 
on the 17th of April entitled “Cafferty’s ‘violence through words’”, the People’s Daily insisted 
without hyperbole that:  

 
“Cafferty’s remarks are long beyond freedom of the press and freedom of speech. 
They are not only an insult to the Chinese people, but also a challenge to the 
conscience and justice of all mankind, and a blasphemy for the common values 
of human society.”42 

 
Cafferty’s comments also reinforced the second media message: that China and its hosting 
of the Olympic Games was under attack. Despite the potential shame that could come from 
hearing that other countries’ leaders did not want to attend the Games, Chinese media 
reported heavily on calls to boycott the Opening Ceremony, in particular by France’s 
President Sarkozy. The trigger was the attempt by pro-Tibet activists to seize the Olympic 
torch in Paris from Jin Jing, who became a national heroine of sorts in Chinese media43. 
Foreign pressure on China was an attempt to destroy China’s Olympics, and Sarkozy’s 
threat to boycott the Opening Ceremony and the French public calls to boycott Chinese 
products were emblazoned in state media throughout April44. The People’s Daily imagined 
what Western politicians were thinking: 
 

“If we can use the Olympics to help the Dalai Lama achieve his dream of a 
‘Greater Tibet’, then we can occupy the moral high ground of ‘human rights’ and 
‘freedom’. We can ruin the dreams of the Communist Party, realize our goal of 
splitting up China, and maybe relive our old dream of invading and dividing the 
country, even robbing and murdering the people.”45 

 



 
	

	

46	

46	

The threat to the Olympics from the boycotts and attacks on the torch relay provided a 
focal point for the Chinese public to organize around, and to fight back against. In the 
aftermath of the Paris incident, a Chinese user of an online message board called for a 
campaign of resistance against foreign bullying of China, and a movement to boycott 
French goods grew. By the 18th of April this had built up into full-scale mass protests in 
front of stores of the French supermarket Carrefour46.  
 
The protests were excellent propaganda, whether or not the Communist Party had 
organized or encouraged them. Chinese citizens’ efforts to publicly defend their country 
and its Olympics against perceived foreign attacks were accompanied by increasingly visible 
support for the CCP’s actions in crushing demonstrations in Tibet. In the first small anti-
Carrefour demonstration on the 12th of April in Beijing, protestors unfurled a banner that 
read “against separatism, let’s protect the Olympic flame” 47 . Many Chinese citizens 
appeared to agree with (and even helped to encourage) the CCP’s accusations of Western 
media bias. In March a Chinese student Rao Jin set up the site ‘anti-CNN.com’, which 
became an emblem of the people’s resistance to perceived Western media bias against 
China. Authorities were quick to endorse the site48. A government-sponsored internet 
campaign on Sina.com on the 30th of March against biased foreign coverage had the title 
“Oppose Splittism, Protect the Torch”, and received over five million signatures49.  

Protecting the Olympics, protesting Western media bias, and opposing independence 
movements in Tibet all became tied closely together. Some Chinese citizens even 
complained that the authorities had not done enough to crack down on the rioters50.  Jessica 
Chen Weiss argues that within China, any protests directly related to Tibet, even pro-
government ones, would have been too risky for the CCP to allow51. Abroad however, 
there were no such risks, and pro-China protests continued in cities from London to Sydney. 
These youthful protestors, often overseas Chinese students, demonstrated against 
perceived biased Western media coverage, but also the Dalai Lama himself and ‘splittism’ 
in Tibet, burning Tibetan flags in university campuses and attacking pro-Tibet movements. 
After the attempted disruption of the Olympic torch relay in London, the protests morphed 
into a global movement to ‘protect the torch’52, a very visible expression of defensiveness 
against foreign attacks.   
 
While the devastating earthquake in Sichuan Province in July put a temporary end to 
hostilities, the August Olympic Games in Beijing provided a perfect venue for worldwide 
attention on China’s human rights. International NGOs used the Games to highlight 
Chinese government abuses, from Amnesty International adverts appealing the use of 
torture53 to Human Rights Watch stories of the disappearance of protestors54. On his visit 
to China for the Opening Ceremony, George Bush made a highly critical speech about 
violations of basic human rights in China and the detention of dissidents55. Yet this time, 
in marked contrast to the previous months, and even though the speech and the other 
stories critical of China’s treatment of protestors at the Games circulated widely on 
international media, Chinese media chose to ignore it all. The Amnesty International 
adverts had been circulated on online Chinese messaging boards and were criticized by 
Beijing in international statements but were left out of the domestic press56. 
 
This is a pattern around high-profile diplomatic or political events in China, where media 
attention and foreign criticism gathers over China’s human rights but is completely left out 
of Chinese domestic media. Whenever Western leaders have visited China, they have often 
been under pressure in their own countries to bring up the issue of human rights, and their 
comments on the issue have been closely covered by foreign reporters. Chinese media on 
the other hand has almost invariably chosen to ignore any comments about human rights 
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on these visits. President Bush’s comments in 2002 about the absence of political and 
religious freedoms were cut from the official media coverage of his speech to an audience 
of Chinese university students57. President Clinton visited Tiananmen Square in 1998 and 
in a press conference with Jiang Zemin criticized the CCP for the massacre there nine years 
before58. None of his comments were reported.  
 
Criticism of China when its leaders visit other countries has seen similar treatment. While 
Xi Jinping was feted by British government officials on his visit to the UK in October 2015, 
he was also met with public protests59 and criticism from opposition leaders and media 
outlets60. In 2012 Hu Jintao’s visit to India was subject to extensive Tibetan protests, 
covered heavily in international media61. Premier Li Peng on his visit to Europe in 1994 
faced demonstrations over his role in the Tiananmen massacre five years earlier62, and 
cancelled meetings and visits in Germany to avoid further public outcries63. In the end he 
chose to cut back his trip early, rather than deal with the unwanted attention64. On these 
occasions, the Chinese media omitted any mention of the protests, focussing purely on the 
red-carpet welcome and the business deals made.  
 
As we will see in the next chapter, censorship of foreign criticism at these times reflects the 
competing pressures on Chinese authorities. It suggests that messages of hostility are harder 
to make when the overall media narrative is one of cooperation and diplomacy. While a 
picture of international conflict and bullying from the West is sometimes a useful one to 
put to the public, at other times leaders want to show they are international statesmen, 
respected members of the international community. Events like the Olympics and bilateral 
visits are key tools for pushing this narrative – and the CCTV news channel is rarely free 
of stories of Chinese officials shaking hands with their foreign counterparts over some 
trade agreement or other. 
 
 

Dalai Lama, Dissidents, and Lawyers 
 
A common theme in state media coverage of the 2008 Tibet protests was to blame the 
Dalai Lama and his ‘clique’ for the riots and accuse them of organizing the international 
reaction. As I discuss in detail in chapter eight, one way in which the international 
community has expressed displeasure with Chinese policies in Tibet and sought to raise 
visibility over the issue is by setting up meetings between national leaders and the Dalai 
Lama. These meetings have occurred on a regular basis since 1987 but have declined over 
recent years in part due to Chinese economic and diplomatic pressure. One risk for Chinese 
authorities in allowing the media to report on the meetings is that Tibetan activists find out 
and gain encouragement for their cause. As discussed earlier, the US government’s award 
of the Congressional Gold medal to the Dalai Lama in 2007, discovered by Tibetan monks 
through foreign websites and radio broadcasts, was partly responsible for the unrest in 2008.  
 
And in the 1990s, even though international coverage of the meetings was often quite 
extensive, and Tibetans would have been able to find out about them through the Voice of 
America, they were rarely mentioned in Chinese media. When they were mentioned, as in 
1990 following an official meeting between the Dalai Lama and German President 
Weizsacker, all the People’s Daily did was to briefly state that the meeting “hurt the feelings 
of the Chinese people”65. As figure 4-1 shows, all that diffidence changed in 2008, when, 
despite their declining number, almost all the meetings were picked up by state media. 
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[Insert Figure 4-1 here] 
 
 
There are two plausible reasons for this change. The first is that Tibetans, the group most 
likely to mobilize, were generally aware of the meetings in any case, and by 2007 the CCP 
was seemingly unable to control their access to foreign news about the Dalai Lama. The 
second is that the aftermath of the Tibet riots had demonstrated that there was some public 
sympathy for the notion that the Dalai Lama had been responsible for the unrest and was 
conniving with foreign nations and media to push his independence agenda. As I 
demonstrate in chapter eight, post-2008, far from being an embarrassment or source of 
information about China’s human rights problems, Western leaders meeting with the Dalai 
Lama could play into the Chinese government’s hands and increase public support of the 
regime. 
 
When Nicolas Sarkozy met the Dalai Lama in Poland in December 2008, state media 
reported widely on the summit. According to Xinhua, the meeting “seriously hurt the 
national sentiments of the Chinese people”66, while the Global Times reminisced about the 
threats that Sarkozy had posed about skipping the Olympics months before, suggesting 
that we would again see angry boycotts from the Chinese public67 (and there were indeed 
renewed online calls for a boycott against Carrefour)68. When Barack Obama held an open 
prayer meeting with the Buddhist leader in Washington D.C. in February 2015, state media 
claimed that “Obama is acquiescing to the Dalai Lama’s attempt to split Tibet from 
China”69, and compared Obama calling the Dalai Lama a “good friend” to the CIA’s 
funding of Tibetan separatists in the 1950s70. But at the same time, and often in the same 
paragraphs, articles also attempted to play down the diplomatic importance of the meeting 
– arguing it was low key and brief, and was just one part of Obama’s meeting with other 
religious leaders71. The need to address two audiences—Tibetan groups and the broader 
public—helps to explain this somewhat confusing desire to both dismiss and dramatize the 
meeting. 
 
And foreign pressure over exiled or imprisoned dissidents like the Dalai Lama does bring 
risks for the CCP. It highlights the Chinese justice system’s failure to meet international 
standards, and gives a platform for the issue that the dissident was arrested or exiled for in 
the first place, potentially making the dissident a martyr for their cause. This may be why 
the international community’s protests over imprisoned dissidents were very rarely reported 
in Chinese media before 2008. High-profile efforts through the 1980s and 1990s to secure 
pro-democracy activist Wei Jingsheng’s release received minimal coverage in China72, for 
example, and even up to 2007, prominent appeals on behalf of Hu Jia, an activist arrested 
for petitioning for land rights, were ignored in Chinese media73.  
 
This changed after 2010, when China’s most renowned dissident, Liu Xiaobo, was given 
the Nobel Peace Prize. This was the first time a Chinese citizen had been given a Nobel 
prize—albeit a citizen who was resident in a prison in Beijing—and unsurprisingly the news 
was front-page across the globe. The award was quickly condemned by the CCP74, which 
warned of damages to bilateral ties with Norway75, and in a flash-back to the days of fighting 
UN resolutions, put hefty diplomatic pressure on other leaders to not attend the ceremony76. 
Domestically, the news of the prize immediately became a top-trending topic on several 
microblogs77, and according to the China Digital Times, received a few messages of support 
amongst Weibo users. For some, a Nobel honour for a Chinese human rights stalwart was 
something for Chinese people to applaud78. Some even tried to stage celebrations of the 
award, celebrations that were quickly shut down by police79, and Liu’s supporters were 
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arrested across the country80. In response to the prize, twenty-three retired Communist 
party officials wrote an open letter calling for free speech, a letter again quickly pulled down 
from internet sites81.  
 
In a familiar reaction, the CCP first tried to censor all news of the prize, jamming foreign 
television services that carried the news and cutting terms ‘Liu Xiaobo’ and ‘Nobel Peace 
Prize’ from search engines and social media82. According to a leaked document in the China 
Digital Times, the propaganda ministry issued instructions that: “Websites are not to create 
news items or exclusive stories on the Nobel Prize.  Exclusive stories that do exist must all 
be deleted…The Xinhua News Agency will shortly circulate copy”83. This copy, released to 
state media, was one short article that called the award ‘blasphemous’84. This coordination 
of media lines is what Margaret Roberts calls ‘flooding’, a form of censorship often used 
around particularly sensitive dates or events that pushes one approved message to prevent 
the spread of more damaging or sensationalized information85.  
 
A few days later the People’s Daily attacked the award and Liu himself in more aggrieved 
tones through a series of articles. In one, entitled “Against the wishes of the Nobel Peace 
Prize”, the paper trawled through an extensive history of the prize and its purported use as 
a Cold War instrument, linking it variously to the attack on the Olympics in Beijing, the 
dispute over censorship with Google, and the conflict over the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands86.  
 
The Prize highlighted how difficult it was to completely censor coverage of such a high-
profile individual. And state media was beginning to be more proactive in how it dealt with 
foreign pressure over activists and dissidents. Let’s take a few examples. 
 
 
Ilham Tohti 
 
Chinese authorities arrested the well-known Uighur academic Ilham Tohti in early 2014, 
before sentencing him to life in prison for ‘separatism’87. Prior to 2010, the Propaganda 
Department had generally suppressed news of this kind of political imprisonment. The 
arrest and sentencing of Tohti, however, both received quite extensive attention in state 
media88. In contrast to Liu Xiaobo, whose name is still completely censored on the site, 
news about Tohti’s arrest and sentence was also kept available on Weibo, although this was 
limited to state media news stories. Comments on these stories or mentions of Tohti that 
strayed beyond the official news narrative were deleted. There was plenty of foreign media 
coverage of Tohti’s treatment, and notably the People’s Daily report on Tohti’s arrest 
explicitly referred to stories about the incident in the Wall Street Journal and BBC online 
(both websites with Chinese editions)89.  
 
The arrest was met with appeals and condemnation from Amnesty International, the 
European Union, the United Nations, and the United States90, and these appeals formed a 
large part of the reporting on Tohti in China. Indeed, state media used American pressure 
as a way of introducing the story. The People’s Daily’s first news about the arrest led with the 
headline: “Uighur scholar Ilham Tohti of China Central Nationalities’ University is arrested: 
The United States puts pressure on China”, and before even setting out the reasons for the 
arrest, described the US State Department’s “deep concern” over the incident 91 . In 
response to renewed US pressure over Tohti’s life sentence later in the year, Xinhua 
suggested that American concern was proof of the link between the US and Uighur terrorist 
groups92. In an indication of the sensitivity of the sentencing, the Central Propaganda 
Department issued instructions for media to stick to Xinhua copy93. 
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Xu Zhiyong 
 
Just a week after the arrest of Ilham Tohti, in January 2014, Beijing’s First Intermediate 
People’s Court published the news on Weibo that Xu Zhiyong, a high-profile human rights 
activist, had been sentenced to four years imprisonment for what it called an ‘unlawful 
gathering’94. Xu had drawn the ire of the CCP as one of the founders of the ‘New Citizen’ 
movement, a group that campaigned for the rule of law and against corruption in China.  
 
Xu’s name was briefly uncensored in Weibo searches, presumably to allow the public to 
see the official verdict95 , and the People’s Daily issued a cursory note summarizing the 
sentence96. Accompanying articles focussed primarily on the critical reaction from Western 
countries, however. As with Tohti, when the Global Times passed on news of Xu’s sentence, 
the first paragraph included a statement that the US State Department was “deeply 
disappointed”97. Other articles in the People’s Daily began with the American response, one 
under the headline “Supporting Chinese dissidents: The Western conspiracy”98 sought to 
tie Western criticism over Xu to an attempt by the West to stifle China’s growth.  
 
After the initial relaxation, Xu’s name was once again blocked on Weibo99 (and remains 
blocked years later). The only information available about his case on Weibo is through state 
media commentary, which focussed heavily on the Western reaction to his sentencing. We 
cannot read too much into the public posts underneath these stories, in part since they are 
carefully pruned by the authorities for their own propaganda purposes and appear to be 
dominated by posts from paid government commentators. Typical examples under these 
stories were brief exclamations like “Breaking the law should be punished!”, or “China 
needs a stable social environment!”.  
 
Nonetheless, different framings of the story do appear to influence the tone of online 
comments over Xu’s sentence. For example, one Global Times story about Xu Zhiyong 
discussed Western intervention but focussed primarily on the chaos that activists like Xu 
would bring to China. While most comments underneath firmly supported this view, a 
surprising number were highly critical of the sentence, and of the government’s actions in 
arresting him100. A story by the same paper a day later focussed instead on Western efforts 
to have Xu and other Chinese dissidents released. Comments under this story were, 
unsurprisingly, far more anti-West, along the lines of “Anti-Chinese forces in the West are 
using this to mess up China, and their efforts are totally useless!”, with very few expressing 
any kind of anti-government position101.  
 
 
Human rights lawyers 
 
At 4am on the 9th of July 2015, Tianjin police arrived at the house of Wang Yu, a lawyer in 
the Fengrui law firm, and took her into custody. The next day, seven more members of 
Fengrui were detained, and by the end of July, over two hundred lawyers and activists from 
across the country were under police investigation 102 . Many of the lawyers had been 
celebrated for taking on the cases of those disadvantaged by government policies, from 
food safety to minority rights. In the days after the arrests, Weibo comments on the lawyers 
were censored103 and the only information available online was an official announcement 
from the Ministry of Public Security stating that police had “smashed a major criminal gang 
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that used the Beijing Fengrui Law Firm as a platform to organize, plot, and hype-up over 
40 sensitive incidents and severely disturb social order”104. 
 
An accompanying Xinhua article went into rigorous detail about the lawyers themselves and 
their supposedly illegal actions 105 . Such proactive state media coverage of the arrests 
suggests that this high-profile crackdown was at least in part designed to send a message to 
other ‘rights-defence’, or ‘Weiquan’ lawyers, while also ensuring that the narrative of the 
events was kept tightly controlled. Soon, state media began to feed news of foreign pressure 
into this narrative. Two days later, Xinhua devoted a piece to the US State Department’s 
criticisms of the arrests, calling the words attacks by ‘Western forces’ on China’s internal 
affairs. It continued with a rousing call to arms: 
 

“Eliminating the criminal gang of ‘rights defence lawyers’ is not only necessary to 
ensure China’s security and stability, but also necessary to make Chinese people 
more confident and united in winning the fight between Chinese and Western 
ideology. This is a battle for law and order and a battle for humanity, and our fight 
in the next battle should be no less serious than in the last” 106. 

 
Whilst many on Weibo appeared to support this approach, one popular comment is worthy 
of note. According to the user ‘Favourite Three Grandfathers’: “if it wasn’t for the 
Americans’ comments, we wouldn’t even know about these [arrests]”. This comment 
encapsulates the fine line the CCP walks when reporting on outside criticism of sensitive 
human rights issues. Foreign pressure may provoke defensiveness and nationalism, but may 
also inform people about repression they may not otherwise have known about.  
 
After this initial barrage, Chinese state media trained their sights on rights lawyers, using 
international criticism of their arrests to push the claim that the lawyers were merely tools 
of hostile foreign forces107. One example is Pu Zhiqiang, a high-profile Weiquan lawyer and 
activist, who had been arrested in May 2014 for ‘causing a disturbance’ after attending a 
private meeting to commemorate the Tiananmen Square anniversary and in December 
2015 was eventually given a 3-year suspended sentence. Perhaps because of the widespread 
foreign media coverage of Pu’s trial, or perhaps because of the wish to send a message to 
other human rights lawyers, Chinese state media devoted numerous articles to the 
sentencing, mainly on the (lukewarm) criticism of it from the United States and European 
Union108. Xinhua took care to repeat the US State Department’s assertions that the CCP 
was “detaining Pu Zhiqiang without trial”109, and accused Western critics of using Pu as a 
“hidden way to push their political interests”110.  
 

 
Hong Kong 

 
Chinese state media has seized upon international efforts to promote democracy and 
human rights in Hong Kong, but did so even before the city returned to Chinese 
sovereignty in 1997. In 1994 for example, when British Governor Chris Patten pushed 
through proposals for electoral reform, the Chinese government’s opposition was 
vociferous, with articles in the People’s Daily loudly attacking the British proposals as “lies 
and deceit”111 and attempts to “undermine China’s unity”112.  
 
In September 2014, tens of thousands of peaceful demonstrators took to the streets in 
Hong Kong as part of the ‘Occupy Central’ movement. The movement called for universal 
suffrage by staging a sit-in in Central—the main financial district on Hong Kong Island—



 
	

	

52	

52	

and grew into what was termed the ‘Umbrella Revolution’, after the umbrellas that 
protestors used to protect them from police tear gas. The CCP, concerned that the 
movement might spread to the mainland, suppressed information about the events. Photo-
sharing site Instagram was blocked, and terms linked to the protests were censored on 
Weibo113. The narrative was strictly controlled. State television freely showed images of 
rioting protestors, but held back images of tear-gassing police, and imposed blackouts on 
CNN and BBC news coverage114. 
 
From the start, Beijing sought to portray the protests as the brainchild of ‘hostile foreign 
forces’. Mainland Chinese media highlighted the financial assistance given by one American 
NGO, the National Endowment for Democracy, to train democratic political parties in 
Hong Kong115, and stories in Hong Kong’s pro-Beijing press referred to ominous American 
‘black hands’ stoking the demonstrations116. Hong Kong’s Chief Executive CY Leung 
announced that ‘external forces’ were behind the movement117, while a People’s Liberation 
Army General suggested that Occupy Central was another Western attempt to instigate a 
‘colour revolution’118. Leaked propaganda directives show that officials called on news 
websites to “prominently re-post” rumours of shady US involvement119. 
 
Perhaps wary of these accusations, the foreign forces themselves were loath to explicitly 
support the movement or criticize the Hong Kong establishment’s attempted crackdown. 
The British Foreign and Commonwealth Office stayed mainly silent throughout the 
Autumn, only issuing a statement saying “It is important for Hong Kong to preserve [the 
rights to demonstrate] and for Hong Kong people to exercise them within the law”120. US 
leaders also refrained from explicitly supporting the movement, and President Obama was 
pushed to publicly deny that the US had any role in encouraging the protestors in a press 
conference with Xi Jinping121 . Other countries were less reserved in their appeals for 
democracy in Hong Kong, most notably Angela Merkel, who called on Beijing to recognize 
freedom of speech and democracy in the territory122. 
 
Leaders of the Occupy Central movement were equivocal about the role of the international 
community. Joshua Wong, a student leader of the movement, actively called on Merkel to 
make pro-democracy statements prior to her visit to Beijing, arguing that domestic 
pressures could only work if there was also a top-down push on the CCP from the 
international community. Fellow movement leader and Hong Kong University Professor 
Benny Tai was more reticent about how the international community could best support 
the protests. In 2015, he said that from the start his goal had been to ensure maximum 
international exposure for the movement – but emphasized that the movement needed to 
be a domestic one123. According to Tai, while there could never actually be any evidence of 
foreign influence over the movement, the accusations alone helped to shift the debate in 
Hong Kong, forcing activists to deny that they had accepted money or assistance from 
abroad124. This may have been precisely the aim of the government’s ‘hostile forces’ rhetoric 
– to force activists onto the defensive, and by discouraging foreign governments from 
getting involved, sway international public opinion on the protests.  
 
On the mainland, any British or American concerns that did arise about the handling of the 
protests became a feature in state media125. After a British parliamentary debate criticized 
the Hong Kong police, Chinese authorities refused to issue a visa to those who spoke at 
the debate, and their ‘fact-finding’ mission was cancelled126. But the nationalist Global Times 
reported the debate in extensive detail for its readers, even directing them to the 
Committee’s website for further information127. An editorial in the paper by John Ross, a 
British scholar at Beijing’s Renmin University, claimed that: 
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“If we turn time back to the 19th century or start of the 20th century, after this kind 
of parliamentary debate the British might have sent a military expedition to 
China … with the fall of the empire that the sun never set upon, the British 
Parliament can no longer use gunboats, and must instead use a ‘verbal cannon’ to 
interfere in China's internal affairs”128.  

 
A sign of how propaganda chiefs sought to frame calls for democracy in the territory comes 
from social media. Almost all the Weibo search results for ‘democracy in Hong Kong’ are 
either news stories about British or American pressure on Chinese authorities, or stories 
about Hong Kong activists’ demands for independence. The (uncensored) comments on 
these articles are in turn overwhelmingly defensive and nationalistic, blasting the protestors 
and the foreign powers129. Anecdotal reports suggest that these views were not unusual, 
and that there was indeed limited mainland support for Occupy protestors on the mainland. 
Chinese students interviewed in the Washington Post, for example, showed little sympathy 
with demands for democracy in Hong Kong, and support for the government line that the 
unrest was the fault of radicals and foreign actors130. 
 
In the mass protests of 2019, this pattern repeated itself. Some Hong Kong demonstrators 
waved US flags and chanted pro-America slogans to try and encourage President Trump 
to increase American pressure against Beijing. Yet while members of Congress made 
statements of solidarity with the protests, the official US response was as lukewarm as 2014, 
with Trump determined not to derail ongoing trade talks131. The British government also 
stayed relatively silent, merely issuing statements expressing concern for the ongoing 
violence on both sides132. But even half-hearted expressions like this were again leapt on by 
Chinese officials and state media, which accused both administrations of hostility and 
hypocrisy by not condemning violence from the protestors133. In late November 2019, 
under pressure from Congress, Trump gave in and signed the Hong Kong Human Rights 
and Democracy Act, an act that links Hong Kong’s trade status to its political status and 
threatens legal sanctions for human rights violations. The signature was roundly celebrated 
by protestors on the streets of Hong Kong134, but was castigated by local Chinese media. 
Multiple People’s Daily and Xinhua articles attacked the legislation for its “hypocrisy and cold-
bloodedness”135, its “sinister intentions”136, and as a “weapon for waging wars”137.  
 
With the world’s attention on the protests, such a harsh state media reaction might not 
come as a surprise. However, as we will see further in the following chapter, arguably more 
incendiary statements from non-Western sources have generally been ignored.  When the 
Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir bin Mohamad called on 2019’s Chief Executive Carrie 
Lam to resign138, for example, the comments were left out of any domestic Chinese news 
websites.  
 
 

Controlling the Narrative 
 
Since 2008, whenever Western countries have decided to make even bland statements of 
concern about human rights in China, state media has been notably quick to pounce. One 
reason for this increased attention to critical Western comments has been the internet, and 
its availability through the 2000s has amplified Chinese people’s ability to find out about 
foreign criticism of human rights in their country. The sheer volume of stories potentially 
now available to any citizen with access to a VPN clearly affects how state media deals with 
those stories. Looking just at political prisoners in China, for example, coverage of a 
detainee in Chinese state media is much higher if they have already had some foreign media 
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attention. Using a sample of 1199 political prisoners released in China since 1987 (from the 
US Congressional Executive Committee on China’s database), we can see that when the 
New York Times writes about a politically motivated arrest or sentencing in China, Chinese 
newspapers are significantly more liable to then go on and report the news. If the prisoner 
is featured in the New York Times, then the People’s Daily is 11% more likely to subsequently 
write about that prisoner, and other Chinese media almost 20% more likely to write about 
the prisoner139. 
 
But the growth in internet access does not seem to be the whole story. As discussed, even 
through the mid-2000s in China, the People’s Daily barely reported any foreign pressure on 
the CCP to free its political prisoners. As figure 4-2 illustrates, this was true for all kinds of 
human rights pressure, as even with Chinese citizens’ mounting access to the internet, the 
overall proportion of foreign pressure reported by the People’s Daily actually dropped 
through the 2000s140. It was only after the Tibet unrest in 2008 that the newspaper began 
to start picking up its coverage.  
 
 
[Insert Figure 4-2 here] 
 
 
The unrest accelerated a change in the CCP’s approach to sensitive human rights-related 
events. It is no coincidence that it was in June 2008, just three months after the March riots, 
that Hu Jintao delivered his first major speech on media policy. His message was a clear 
one: state media could no longer merely passively react to unexpected events like protests 
and riots but had to ‘actively set the agenda’141. Rather than just treat websites as things to 
be shut off whenever they became inconvenient, authorities needed to take the initiative 
and use the internet as a platform to proactively push out the Party line142. This view was 
one that Hu had long maintained, but it was made even more urgent by the furore over 
Tibet143. According to China Media Project’s Qian Gang and David Bandurski, the CCP 
regarded its initial response to the unrest—days of total censorship before, belatedly, 
putting out its own unified version of events—as a failure144. The passive reaction allowed 
international media networks tell their own story of what was happening, a story that 
Chinese authorities then had to react to. Even before the Nobel Peace Prize for Liu Xiaobo, 
the events in Tibet highlighted that officials could no longer simply sit on a sensitive news 
item, which could be picked up by foreign reporters and spread into the social media ether 
before they could start to bury it. Propagandists needed to be proactive. Follow-up 
editorials to Hu’s speech in the People’s Daily emphasized that they needed to “touch 
sensitive issues”145, and the newspaper itself should “dare to speak, to speak early”146. 
 
On the sensitive issue of political prisoners, this newfound enthusiasm is clear. Instead of 
complete censorship, since Hu’s speech propaganda officials have reacted by talking more 
openly about arrests or prison sentences, flooding one authoritative story through media 
outlets147, whilst blocking any social media comments that might tell a different story. And 
foreign pressure has been a vital part of this authoritative story. Indeed, often the only 
information available on social media about a political prisoner has been state media articles 
about foreign countries putting pressure on China to release them. The events in Tibet 
visibly demonstrated not only the need to control the narrative, but also that a sizeable 
group of citizens were receptive to the CCP’s claims that the West was using human rights 
violations to attack China. Being more proactive about these violations has meant being 
more proactive about foreign pressure. 
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5 
 

When does Pressure become Propaganda?148  
 
 
It was easy to miss Causeway Bay Books, burrowed up a small flight of stairs between a 
pharmacy and a clothes store. For more than twenty years it had perched in the middle of 
a busy shopping district in Hong Kong Island’s Causeway Bay, making a successful business 
publishing and selling books about Chinese history and politics.  
 
In late 2015, five staff members of the bookstore completely disappeared. One vanished 
from his holiday home in Thailand, three fell out of contact whilst on trips to the Chinese 
mainland, and one went missing from Hong Kong itself. The problem, it appeared, was 
that Causeway Bay Books had begun to make a lucrative trade in fictional and often 
salacious stories about Xi Jinping, the leader of the Chinese Communist Party. In 2015, 
with its publishing house Mighty Current Publishing, the shop had been putting together a 
new book on Xi’s love life, by all accounts to be called ‘Xi Jinping and his Lovers149. It may 
have been this book that crossed the line for Chinese authorities. 
 
The bookseller who vanished from Hong Kong was Lee Bo, a joint Hong Kong and British 
national. Lee’s disappearance was, at the time, a shock to many, because if Chinese 
Communist Party agents had indeed arrested him inside Hong Kong’s territory, then this 
was an unprecedented (and illegal) abduction of a Hong Kong citizen from outside the 
agents’ jurisdiction. These concerns were hardly eased a week later when pro-Beijing 
newspapers reported that Lee had faxed his wife a handwritten letter from the other side 
of the Hong Kong border, saying: 
 

 “My visit to the Mainland this time is entirely my personal decision, in order to 
get an understanding of some personal issues. It is none of anyone’s business. I 
do not understand why it is made into such a big deal.”150 

 
The incident sparked criticism from Hong Kong’s former colonial power. In February 2016 
the United Kingdom’s Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) issued its annual report 
on the territory to the British parliament, calling Lee’s disappearance a “serious breach” of 
the bilateral treaty between the UK and China on the handover of Hong Kong in 1997151. 
While many observers criticized the FCO report for being too easy-going in its treatment 
of the crackdown on civil liberties in the city152, China’s governmental-controlled media 
took a different view. On the 14th of February several state and commercial newspapers 
simultaneously printed an article entitled: “British Report Fantasizes that they have Special 
Rights to Interfere in Hong Kong’s Affairs”. The article described both Lee Bo’s case as 
well as the Foreign Office’s ‘serious concerns’ in full, including the accusation that Lee had 
been transferred to the mainland – a transfer that directly contravened Hong Kong laws153. 
Other newspapers called the British criticism “irresponsible” and “unreasonable 
accusations”154, and castigated the United Kingdom for trying to claw back some of its 
imperial control over the territory155. At the same time, authorities were careful to make 
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sure that all terms relating to the Causeway Bay booksellers were censored on Chinese social 
media sites, so these state media stories became the only sources of information that were 
available about the disappearances. 
 
On the face of it, this was a risky strategy on the part of propaganda officials. The articles 
explicitly informed Chinese citizens that their ruling party had allegedly violated its firm 
commitments made in the 1997 handover, abused its own laws in deploying police forces 
in Hong Kong, and was squeezing the rights and freedoms of Hong Kong citizens. Yet as 
we have seen, despite having one of the most extensive censorship systems and internet 
firewalls in the world, the Chinese government has regularly passed these kinds of highly 
critical and sensitive pieces of information about its human rights situation on for public 
consumption.  
 
But when are authorities most likely to do this? We know that the Communist Party-run 
press has also chosen to hide prominent pieces of foreign pressure on human rights from 
the public, including other criticism from the United Kingdom. As just one example, when 
Britain’s then-Prime Minister David Cameron publicly criticized the treatment of foreign 
journalists on the first day of his high profile 2013 visit to China156, the comments were left 
out of Chinese press discussions of the meeting. And as we saw in the last chapter, while 
state media has pounced upon comments about Hong Kong coming from the UK, when 
the United Nations Human Rights Committee took a similar line in 2014 and called for 
universal suffrage in the territory, the appeal was ignored in Chinese newspapers and 
television and censored in social media157. 
 
To understand how regimes like the CCP view foreign pressure, we need to understand the 
conditions under which they are most likely to proactively tell their citizens about it, and 
when they are most likely to ignore or censor it. This requires a systematic exploration of 
the decisions made by China’s state media. To do so, I gathered together one new database 
of all instances of human rights pressure on China along with another new database of all 
the articles about that pressure in the Chinese government’s primary mouthpiece, the 
People’s Daily. As we will see, the kinds of stories reported in the newspaper—and the times 
they were reported—are precisely what we would expect to see if the CCP was looking to 
use foreign pressure as a propaganda tool to provoke a defensive reaction in its citizens.  
 
This chapter is the first opportunity to test the implications of the hostility hypothesis. In 
it I examine directly how the source, the content, and the timing influenced how the CCP 
Propaganda Department has chosen to deal with foreign pressure. 
 
 

The Party’s Battle Position 
 
According to David Shambaugh, “virtually every conceivable medium which transmits and 
conveys information to the people of China falls under the bureaucratic purview of the 
CCP Propaganda Department”158. The Propaganda Department decides what news the 
Chinese people should hear: what should be censored from them and what should be 
widely circulated. It issues directives to all kinds of media organizations, from social media 
companies to television directors, informing them which kinds of topics should or should 
not be covered.  
 
These ‘pre-publication’ directives normally take one of four forms: push positive coverage 
of an issue (the lightest touch); carry only Xinhua coverage on the news, but allow the 
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newspaper to write its own opinion pieces; carry exclusively Xinhua coverage for news and 
opinion; and then most severely, a complete ban on all coverage of an issue159. As we saw 
in the last chapter, breaking human rights stories generally fall into one of the last two 
categories, with the Propaganda Department since 2008 tending to flood the media with 
Xinhua copy rather than resorting to complete censorship. 
 
The directives are often vague, however, and editors are often forced to guess at how they 
should deal with a particular breaking news story. Normally this means that journalists self-
censor and choose to stay away from potentially sensitive topics160. If they miss the mark, 
however, and write up a piece that crosses the line, the Propaganda Department (or 
sometimes local officials) will quash the story, or even order it to be removed after 
publication if not spotted in time161. Authorities will order internet search engines like Baidu 
or social media websites like Weibo to delete posts on the story and to omit the topic from 
their search results162. There are stories of newspapers being (often literally) pulled from the 
shelf to contain an aberrant piece, and offending journalists or editors warned—or 
sometimes fired—over their conduct163. 
 
The People’s Daily (or Renmin Ribao, 人民日报) is perhaps the most tightly controlled of all 
these mediums—a paper that Xi Jinping has called “the Party’s battle position”164 —and 
the most authoritative media outlet in China. The newspaper is closely overseen by the 
Propaganda Department, with CCP leaders sometimes writing their own editorials to 
broadcast the views and position of the central leadership to the Chinese people165. As such 
we can be confident that any news contained within the paper, including foreign criticism, 
has been approved by the Propaganda Department for dissemination166. 
 
To test how human rights pressure is reported by this ‘battle position’, I first created a 
database of all foreign attempts to get the Chinese government to improve its behaviour 
over human rights over the period from the country’s opening up in 1979 until the end of 
2011. The database includes a wide range of tactics, from generic criticism to sanctions, 
from meetings with Chinese dissidents to public appeals for liberalization. This gives us a 
grand total of 1337 separate instances of international pressure on human rights in China 
between 1979 and 2011, shown in figure 5-1.  
 
 
[Insert Figure 5-1 here] 
 
 
This graph demonstrates just how dramatically pressure grew after the Tiananmen massacre 
in 1989, before gradually waning again from the mid-1990s, and then peaking over the Tibet 
unrest and Olympic Games in 2008. Of course this database only provides a limited sample 
of all the foreign pressure on China, not least because it only contains pressure from English 
language sources, and also misses the kinds of low-key appeals from small non-
governmental organizations that would not have been picked up in any media coverage. 
However, the goal of this chapter is not to calculate an exact figure of the total amount of 
pressure on China over the years. The goal is to have a relatively unbiased sample of high-
profile pressure, and to use this sample to see how different kinds of pressure is treated by 
the Chinese media. For those interested, I provide an account of how this sample was put 
together in the appendix. 
 
I then searched for whether each of these instances of pressure was written about in some 
form in the People’s Daily167. A surprisingly large 228 separate instances (around 17%) were 
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reported over the 33 years, with some pieces featuring in over a dozen separate articles. 
This means that, since Tiananmen, even Chinese citizens who only read the People’s Daily 
would be consistently aware of foreign pressure on their country’s human rights record, 
seeing on average nine instances of pressure per year. As figure 5-1 shows, the amount 
covered has varied quite considerably over time, however, with the paper reporting on as 
much as 30% of all pieces of foreign pressure in the years after Tiananmen. By the mid-
1990s, it was only featuring half of that amount, however, and was covering as little as 10% 
by 2007, before returning to almost 30% by 2010. 

 
 

Which Kinds of Pressure are More Likely to be Reported in 
the People’s Daily? 

 
As a reminder, the hostility hypothesis predicts that pressure from ‘hostile’ sources, 
especially at times of bilateral tension; pressure on issues related to the country’s territorial 
integrity; and pressure on existing government policies or general human rights issues is 
more likely to be actively reported on by state media. The media credibility theory suggests, 
moreover, that this reporting is also likely to be affected by how much the pressure is 
covered in international media. I use logistic regressions to examine whether there are 
indeed particular characteristics of the pressure—who it comes from, what it is about—
that affect whether it is featured in the People’s Daily168. All the following results are robust 
to various analytical tests and control variables169.  
 
 
International media coverage 
 
Let’s start with the impact of international media coverage. If the ‘media credibility’ 
argument discussed in chapter two is correct, then newspapers—even state-owned ones—
may face credibility issues if they choose not to publish widely featured foreign news stories 
about China. A piece of low-key criticism that is barely reported in foreign press, however, 
will be much more difficult for even sophisticated internet users to access, and therefore 
poses much less of a risk to the Propaganda Department.  
 
This means that the more high-profile a piece of foreign pressure, the more likely the People’s 
Daily should be to write about it. A decent guide for the level of international coverage is 
whether the pressure is featured in the New York Times. And pressure that is reported in the 
New York Times is indeed almost twice as likely to be reported in the People’s Daily (see table 
3: the key regression output is provided in the book’s appendix).  
 
This is not a particularly surprising finding. We saw in chapters three and four how even 
when the CCP has initial tried to hide all news about a sensitive incident from the public, 
the extent of global outrage has meant that state media has eventually been forced to 
address it in some form. Take the case of dissident Liu Xiaobo, who we encountered in 
chapter four winning the Nobel Peace Prize. In 2017, Liu died of liver cancer whilst in 
Chinese custody. Initially, the Propaganda Department sought to completely shut off all 
information about his long illness, relatively successfully as it turned out170. However, the 
sheer volume of foreign media coverage of Liu’s final few weeks made it impossible for 
Chinese media to continue to entirely ignore the international reaction. While censorship 
remained high, the Global Times eventually used an editorial to address Liu’s death and attack 
the negative comments raining in from the outside world171. 
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This finding does have an implication for our other tests, however. It means that the People’s 
Daily may be more likely to write about certain kinds of pressure—from the United States 
for example—for the simple reason that these stories are more high-profile than news 
about pressure from non-Western states. To address this possibility, I also include as a 
control in my other regressions for whether the pressure appeared in the New York Times.  
 
 
The form of the pressure 
 
I argued in chapter two that the form of the pressure should matter – whether it highlights 
new, specific abuses or instead talks about well-known human rights issues. To examine 
this, I split the database into three different kinds: ‘policy’ pressure (addressing widely 
known existing government policies like the one-child policy, rules on elections in Hong 
Kong, or laws regulating foreign NGOs); ‘general’ pressure (including resolutions or 
statements that do not mention specific instances or policies, but refer generally to concerns 
about human rights conditions in China); and ‘specific’ pressure (referring, as its main topic, 
to a specific violation of human rights, such as the killing or torture of protestors)172. Note 
that while these specific abuses are often previously unreported, I focus just on whether 
the pressure targets specific abuses, not whether those abuses are new. 
 
The results are clear: pressure that is general in nature is reported over twice as much as 
pressure that addresses specific human rights violations. Pressure that addresses existing 
policies is especially well covered, almost four times as likely to be featured in state media 
as specific pressure (see table 3). 
 
This finding helps explain some otherwise puzzling behaviour from Chinese officials. As 
mentioned back in chapter one, when President Obama called for China to open up its 
internet at the APEC summit in 2014, government authorities ordered the call to be deleted 
from all websites173. But when Obama’s Secretary of State Hillary Clinton launched an 
attack on Beijing’s use of censorship at an internet forum in 2010, the Central Propaganda 
Department instead issued orders for media to report the speech, using Xinhua copy only174.  
 
Obama’s criticism did come in the midst of a high-profile diplomatic event in Beijing, the 
kind of event that, as I discuss below, makes it difficult for authorities’ ability to play up 
geopolitical tensions. What is interesting in the Clinton case, however, is that unlike most 
human rights issues, foreign criticism of press freedom in China is almost always 
censored175. There was something different about Clinton’s speech, and it seems that this 
something was the speech’s peculiar content176 . Of the dozens of high-profile public 
criticisms of censorship in China made by foreign countries and organizations up until 2012, 
only five have been printed in the People’s Daily. These were all about one event – the hack 
of Google’s servers in early 2010 and the company’s subsequent decision to refuse to censor 
its search results in China. While Clinton’s speech addressed a range of concerns around 
internet censorship in China, the repost in domestic media focussed purely on her 
condemnation of the hacking and censorship of Google177. This was not just an everyday 
critique of internet freedoms, but an attack on an explicit government policy, a policy that 
would push Google out of the mainland Chinese market. 
 
Or take Amnesty International, which issued hundreds of reports on the state of human 
rights in China through the 1990s. Yet none of its reports about state crackdowns on 
peaceful protests and arrests of political prisoners were reported in Chinese state media. 
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The People’s Daily only mentioned three Amnesty reports in total in the decade – and two 
of these were reports that criticized authorities’ policies on the use of the death penalty178.  
 
Foreign countries’ headline-grabbing broadsides about the state of human rights in China 
are also a popular feature in the People’s Daily. The US State Department’s annual country 
reports on human rights are a prime example. While every year they include over one 
hundred pages of rich analysis of human rights violations in China, in recent times foreign 
media articles have only mentioned the report’s headline, the same every year: human rights 
in China remain poorly respected179. And as chapter three shows, these repetitive headlines 
are invariably highlighted in Chinese media, with as many as a dozen separate People’s Daily 
articles talking about the report in some years. 
 
Criticism that focusses on specific, new, human rights violations on the other hand is rarely 
featured. In June 1989, foreign denunciations of the massacres around Tiananmen Square 
came immediately and were heavily discussed across global media networks. However, 
since the criticism provided new and precise information about what had happened the 
previous night in Beijing, none of it was reported in Chinese media. Using the time-series 
analysis discussed later in this chapter, we can see that in the week after the Tiananmen 
massacre, foreign pressure was around a sixth as likely to be reported in the People’s Daily as 
at any other times, despite the massive increase in outside attention. It was only towards 
the end of June that Chinese newspapers began to properly react to the mass foreign 
condemnation, by which time news of it had already seeped into the country, and the 
crackdown had become an official ‘policy’180.  
 
Foreign criticism also flooded in immediately in the days following the 2008 Tibet riots on 
the 14th of March. However, once again, authorities were unwilling to let new information 
about the events reach the public, and in the week after the riots foreign pressure was less 
than a third as likely to be reported in the People’s Daily as at other times. The People’s Daily 
only began to write about foreign (American and French) condemnation over a week after 
the demonstrations began, on the 22nd of March, just as the CCP publicly acknowledged 
the existence of the riots and made re-establishing stability in Tibet an official policy.  
	
	
The topic of the pressure 
 
The hostility hypothesis predicts that when pressure comes on issues of territorial integrity 
it is more likely to be reported on by state media. For China, this means pressure that 
mentions, as its main topic, human rights in potentially or historically separatist regions: 
Tibet, Xinjiang, Inner Mongolia, Hong Kong, or Macau181. In China, issues related to these 
regions are highly sensitive, and social media posts on the regions are—normally—much 
more likely to be censored 182 . Repnikova quotes one Chinese journalist’s mantra: 
“completely avoiding some clearly outlawed topics, such as…the issues concerning 
contentious minorities, like Tibetans and Uyghurs.”183  
 
But in stark contrast, when foreign human rights pressure comes on these ‘clearly outlawed 
topics’ it is far less likely to be hidden from the public. As shown in chapters three and four, 
Western criticism of the unrest in Tibet in 2008, Xinjiang in 2009, and Hong Kong in 2014 
was regularly featured in Chinese newspapers and television. In fact, pressure on territorial-
related issues is almost twice as likely as pressure on non-territorial issues to be reported in 
the People’s Daily (see table 5-1)184. 
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[Insert table 5-1 here] 

 
Where pressure comes from 
 
The People’s Daily was far more likely to write about pressure that originated from the United 
States than to write about pressure from almost all other sources, as shown in table 5-2185. 
Pressure from other Western countries was the next most popular (albeit less than half as 
much). Under the hostility hypothesis, this is not particular surprising. Western countries 
are quite easily portrayed as hostile through their histories of imperialism and alliances with 
the United States, but are not direct rivals of China in the same way as the US186. As might 
be expected by those who have read the last chapter, quite a large proportion of these 
reports of Western pressure were of British criticism over Hong Kong, and of French 
outcries over Tibet and the Olympics in 2008. 
 
 
[Insert table 5-2 here] 

 
Only United Nations Human Rights Council/ Commission on Human Rights draft 
resolutions were reported more than pressure from the United States. As chapter three 
showed, these resolutions were often led by the US and were widely featured in 
international media (at least in the early 1990s). All apart from one were reported in the 
People’s Daily. On the other hand, pressure from the most neutral places—non-Western 
countries 187 , the United Nations (that was not a draft resolution), and international 
NGOs—was far less likely to be reported than pressure from any Western sources, a 
difference that was highly statistically significant. While pressure from these sources was 
quite rare—non-Western countries only issued a total of 59 pieces of criticism in total in 
the database—it was still almost never featured in Chinese state media. 
 
The Propaganda Department’s reaction to foreign pressure around the crackdowns around 
Tiananmen in 1989, Tibet in 2008, and Ürümqi in 2009 demonstrate how important the 
source of that pressure is. In 1989, countries from around the world issued strongly worded 
protests against the violence around Tiananmen Square. But Chinese state media focussed 
almost purely on criticism from the United States, from President Bush’s statements about 
the massacre, to the sanctions applied on China, and the refuge of Chinese activist Fang 
Lizhi in the American embassy in Beijing188. Over the next few weeks, practically all the 
articles published in the People’s Daily about foreign criticism were about the United States, 
the one exception being the story of the United Kingdom postponing a bilateral meeting 
in protest189. 
 
In March 2008 criticism also arose across the globe over the events in Tibet, but yet again 
Chinese state media attention stayed mainly on what was being said in America. The People’s 
Daily concentrated on US House of Representatives’ Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s stated support 
for the Dalai Lama190, House of Representatives resolutions that criticized CCP actions in 
Tibet191, and CNN and the BBC’s purported bias in reporting the crackdown192. The United 
States was joined as a hostile protagonist in the eyes of the Chinese media by France, an 
easy target due to the attacks on the Olympic torch relay in Paris. The People’s Daily was 
incensed by French President Nicolas Sarkozy’s threat to boycott the Olympic Games in 
Beijing. Yet Sarkozy was not the most outspoken in his comments: Polish leaders were the 
first to threaten a boycott of the Games 193 , joined by Germany’s Chancellor Angela 
Merkel194 – yet neither of these threats were mentioned in the newspaper.  
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Perhaps chastened by the Chinese public’s angry reaction to this criticism, when violence 
erupted between Han and Uighur groups in the north-western city of Ürümqi the next 
summer, the Western reaction was much more equivocal. While some European countries’ 
leaders showed concern and appealed for calm195, the most explicit censure came from 
Islamic sources. The Turkish government 196 , Iranian newspapers 197  and Azerbaijani 
politicians198 all harshly criticized Beijing, with Turkish ministers calling the subsequent 
crackdown on Uighurs ‘genocide’199. The Organization of Islamic States, while choosing 
not to issue an official resolution condemning the violence, complained vehemently about 
authorities’ “disproportionate use of force”200.  Barely any of these criticisms were reported 
in Chinese state media, however, which having realized it had a receptive audience the 
previous year, trained its focus on French and American media for their coverage of the 
clashes201. In each of these cases there was plenty of prominent and angry non-Western 
criticism of Chinese activities, but state media almost exclusively reported pressure from 
those sources perceived to be hostile towards China.  
 
One especially high-profile case of criticism from non-Western countries came in early 
2020. As fears of a second wave of COVID-19 grew through China, the Guangzhou local 
government put in place strict measures for African nationals, including surveillance, testing, 
and quarantine. The result was an overflow of discrimination against the migrant 
community. Landlords rushed to evict African tenants 202 , businesses refused African 
customers203, and there was a dramatic spike in racist and xenophobic posts on Weibo204. 
Videos of Africans sleeping rough on the streets, roughly accosted by police, and being 
turned away from shops and hospitals spread quickly through social media in Kenya, 
Nigeria, Uganda, Ghana, and beyond. These viral videos sparked a public outcry, with 
Twitter users sharing their outrage under the hashtag #ChinaMustExplain, and calling on 
their own countries’ leaders to react. The story became front page news across the continent, 
one dramatic headline in Kenya’s popular Daily Nation newspaper announcing: “Kenyans 
in China: Rescue us from Hell”205. 
 
The result was an almost unprecedented procession of condemnation from African 
diplomats and politicians. Chinese ambassadors were summoned (the Nigerian House 
Speaker Femi Gbajabiamila published a video of his own stern admonishments on his 
Twitter page 206 ), a dozen African ambassadors wrote to China’s Foreign Ministry 
demanding action207, and the South African Human Rights Commission called for an 
independent investigation into the discrimination208.  
 
The mass condemnation was not just front-page news throughout Africa, but across the 
world, from the United States to Hong Kong. But while China’s foreign ministry 
spokesmen and state media’s outwards-facing English-language editions offered up an odd 
mixture of acknowledgement and denial209 , the domestic Chinese-language media was 
remarkably silent. Official government websites merely mentioned “some of the problems 
that African friends have with China’s anti-epidemic work”210 , while the People’s Daily 
referred obliquely to ‘incidents’ in Guangzhou and a ‘meeting’ of Chinese ministers with 
African ambassadors211, without ever discussing the ambassadors’ criticism itself. In fact 
while news of the outrage across Africa was available on some Chinese blogs212, the only 
story that mentioned the continent-wide discontent was one Global Times story, which noted 
the existence of some “malicious statements claiming that China discriminates against 
Africans”. But in place of any detail about those statements or recognition of the 
widespread condemnation from African diplomats, the article instead went on to feature 
Namibian and Botswanan statements that cast doubt on the accounts of discrimination in 
Guangzhou213. 
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The media reaction to American comments about the incident was very different. After the 
US State Department issued a statement calling it an example of Chinese “xenophobia” 
and “abusive and manipulative behaviour”, Xinhua and People’s Daily articles seized on the 
remarks, calling them “arrogant and provocative”214. The Propaganda Department settled 
on a familiar theme: the incident was an attempt by the United States to create unrest, and 
to drive apart the relationship between China and African countries. This theme was 
repeatedly widely in diplomatic tweets and state media coverage over the following days215. 
 
 
When is Foreign Pressure More Likely to be Reported in the 

People’s Daily? 
 
Over the last thirty years, the diplomatic relationship between the United States and China 
has not always been as tempestuous as it was in early 2020. Periods of relative stability 
between the two countries have been punctuated with heated military, economic, and 
political flashpoints. If the relationship between the target and the source of pressure is an 
important factor, then we would expect American human rights pressure to be reported far 
more in Chinese media in these periods of hostility. In times of more benign relations, 
however, US human rights pressure should be reported less often216. 
 
To examine this question, I first needed times when the relationships with the United States 
was particularly hostile. To do so I looked at the twenty-eight days after a major 
international incident with the United States: including the NATO bombing of the Chinese 
embassy in Belgrade in 1999; the US spy-plane crash in Hainan in 2001; calls for protests 
against the Iraq War in 2003; US officials allowing Taiwanese leader Lee Teng-Hui to visit 
the country in 1995, sparking the Taiwan Straits Crisis; Chinese naval harassment of the US 
Naval Ship ‘Impeccable’ in 2009; and the large American weapons sale to Taiwan in 2010217.  
 
For more ‘benign’ relations, I looked at the twenty-eight days after an official visit by 
Chinese leaders or foreign ministers to the United States and the twenty-eight days after a 
visit by US leaders or foreign ministers to China. Perhaps the main reason for official visits 
to another country is to improve bilateral relations218, and there is evidence that American 
Presidents and Secretaries of State choose their destinations based on the strategic interests 
of the United States at the time219. US-China visits often involve trade deals, flattering 
speeches, and red-carpet welcomes, and so we would expect the Communist Party to try 
and portray bilateral relations in a positive light to the public around the visits. As we saw 
in chapter four, Chinese state media often uses such international gatherings to emphasize 
the statesman-like vision and diplomatic wisdom of Chinese leaders. 
 
However, there may be other reasons why Chinese papers feature more American pressure 
when relations are poor. American leaders may seek to publicly condemn human rights 
abuses in China to gain an advantage in ongoing geopolitical disputes, or may hold back in 
doing so in the lead up to delicate bilateral meetings. In my analysis I therefore control for 
the volume of international human rights pressure and the volume of foreign news (in the 
New York Times) about that pressure.  Secondly, every Spring the CCP holds its annual 
meetings, known as the ‘Lianghui’ (两会). These are periods where international and 
domestic scrutiny is high, but also periods when the Party is potentially more sensitive to 
foreign criticism, so I control for this period in my model. Since the amount of domestic 
unrest might also affect how authorities deal with foreign criticism (and may also make 
international disputes more likely), I also include controls for the levels of protest and 
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repression over the previous twenty-eight days220. Finally, we also need to account for the 
passing of time since 1979, as since the 1980s both US-China tensions and the public’s 
access to information from abroad have grown.  
 
A time series model with these controls shows that, as predicted, in the twenty-eight days 
of tension after a geopolitical incident with the United States, the People’s Daily was 
significantly more likely to write about foreign human rights pressure on China221. In these 
periods, the paper reported on average almost three times as much foreign pressure as 
similar twenty-eight-day periods in the rest of the year. Yet this increase seems to be limited 
to pressure from the United States, which was reported over five times as often at these 
times. Pressure that did not come from the US was reported at the same rate as any other 
times.  
 
The Chinese reaction to NATO’s bombing of its embassy in Belgrade in 1999 illustrates 
the role of geopolitics. After the incident, which killed two Chinese journalists, there was a 
barrage of anti-American propaganda in state media. American criticism of human rights 
in China formed a key part of this propaganda. Chinese media reports featured new 
instances of human rights pressure coming from the US, like a congressional resolution to 
commemorate the tenth anniversary of Tiananmen Square222 (an occasion otherwise rarely 
discussed in Chinese media), as well as old and ongoing efforts to condemn China for its 
rights situation223. The reports were seemingly designed to link the denunciation of the CCP 
over human rights with the very real attack on Chinese property and civilians. In some 
People’s Daily reports this link was made explicit. The article on the Tiananmen Square 
resolution, published a few weeks after the bombing, reads: 
 

“In the US Congress there are some people, who consider themselves ‘human 
rights defenders’, who, for their own political ends, or from a hegemonic 
bullying mentality, have called for ‘human rights above sovereignty’. They fly the 
flag of so-called ‘human rights’, ‘democracy’, and ‘freedom’ in order to interfere 
in others’ internal affairs and trample upon their sovereignty, in order to impose 
their social system and values onto other countries and dominate the world. US 
actions in Yugoslavia fully illustrate this point” 224. 

 
Linking human rights pressure to bombs in Yugoslavia had two effects. It helped to prop 
up the CCP’s narrative that the bombing was a deliberate attack to punish China for its 
support for Yugoslavia; but also the narrative that American human rights pressure was 
driven by hostility towards China – hostility exemplified by the attack on the embassy.  
 
On the other hand, in the twenty-eight days after Chinese leaders visited the United States, 
the People’s Daily reported far less pressure from the US – little more than a third as much 
as normal times, even though American criticism of Chinese human rights violations was 
20% higher225. This willingness to ignore American barbs over human rights is reflected in 
generally more positive Chinese state media coverage towards the United States, with the 
People’s Daily using the term ‘American friends’ (美国朋友) almost twice as much after the 
visits as at other times. 
 
Blurring this picture a bit is the finding that in the twenty-eight days after American leaders 
visited China, the People’s Daily only reported pressure from the United States very slightly 
less than at other times, and indeed did not use the term ‘American friends’ to any greater 
extent. For some reason, Chinese media appears to be more inclined to play up positive 
bilateral relations with the United States in the month after outgoing (but not incoming) 
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visits226.  Instead, the pacifying effect from these incoming visits seems to be a short one: 
in fact if we look only at the seven days after incoming American visits there was an almost 
complete absence of stories about pressure from the United States in the People’s Daily 
(despite the paper featuring human rights pressure from other non-American sources at 
the same rate as it had at other periods). Once the Americans had left, Chinese state media 
returned quickly back to its normal state of hostility. 
 
Another way of glimpsing the impact of geopolitics is to take a longer-term perspective. 
Over the past forty years, bilateral visits have been sure signs of warming US-China 
relations, from Richard Nixon’s diplomatic venture to China in 1972 to Jiang Zemin’s visit 
to the United States in 1997. On the other hand, both sides have also cancelled official trips 
to show their displeasure, from American cancellations of high-level calls on China after 
the Tiananmen massacre in 1989227 to Chinese officials’ withdrawal from visits to the US 
over Taiwan tensions in 1995228. Figure 5-2 shows how the geopolitical relationship (as 
represented by the existence of high-level bilateral meetings in that year) influenced how 
American human rights pressure was dealt with in China. Those years where there were no 
bilateral meetings have clear spikes in the likelihood of US human rights country reports 
on China being featured in the People’s Daily229, even though the content of the reports over 
each of these years was almost identical.  
 
 
[Insert Figure 5-2 here] 
 
 
As a further check, we can look at the impact of bilateral US-China human rights dialogues. 
These dialogues are ways for Western actors to push China on human rights in a private 
arena and were very much in vogue in the late 1990s and early 2000s230. Aware of the 
popularity of the dialogues, Chinese leaders have periodically cancelled them as a way of 
expressing anger with the more public human rights pressure (it suspended the US dialogue 
in 2004 following American sponsorship of a UN resolution targeting China and suspended 
the UK dialogue in 2012 following David Cameron’s meeting with the Dalai Lama). As 
such, the passage of the US-China dialogues is a reasonable sign that relations between 
China and the United States are smooth. And in these more benign periods, the twenty-
eight days after a US-China dialogue, public human rights pressure from the American side 
is mentioned less than a tenth as much as at other times231.  
 
These results are quite conclusive. But it is not all good news for the argument. I also 
predicted that when public nationalist sentiment is high in general, foreign criticism might 
be more effective as a government propaganda tool. In contrast to this prediction, the 
People’s Daily was no more likely to report international pressure in the twenty-eight days 
after nationalist incidents like war anniversaries or in the twenty-eight days following major 
geopolitical incidents with Japan232. This could be because public nationalism has little 
impact on people’s responses to foreign pressure, or it could be that newspapers’ attention 
is primarily directed towards Japan on these days, and their focus is taken up by war 
memorials and retrospectives. Either way, it appears that public nationalism only leads to 
more reporting of foreign pressure when nationalism is directed at the source of that 
pressure. 
 
 

Alternative Explanations 
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An increasingly popular take on autocratic politics is that criticism can be quite useful for 
leaders. One influential recent study shows that the CCP does sometimes allow the Chinese 
public to express criticism of its policies on social media, as long as the criticism does not 
encourage people to join together in large-scale protests233. So why might criticism be useful? 
One argument is that small public protests or criticism on social media may provide 
information about public discontent, which can then be dealt with before it spirals into 
large-scale mobilization234. Allowing people to criticize their government may also signal to 
the public that leaders are willing to listen to their concerns, and that their voices are being 
heard235. Moreover, if leaders already believe that the tide of public opinion is on their side, 
then it might be helpful to allow citizens to freely discuss these sensitive issues. A vocal 
majority in favour of a harsh crackdown on protests could dissuade some sympathetic 
would-be protestors from joining in236. 
 
This does not tell us too much about foreign criticism, however. Leaders are already aware 
of this criticism before they advertise it, and there is little need for them to signal to foreign 
critics that they are listening to them. Giving air to more pro-regime voices on sensitive 
topics might explain why a regime would report heavily on foreign praise for human rights 
in their country, but makes the decision to allow critical foreign voices to enter the public 
discourse appear even more puzzling. 
 
Perhaps highlighting outside criticism is an underhand way for media elites to criticize their 
country’s leadership? If true, we should mainly see reports of foreign criticism when the 
propaganda chief is from a different political faction to the current leader. For example, in 
his first term of office, there were reportedly tensions between Xi Jinping and his 
propaganda chief, Liu Yunshan, an ally of former leader Jiang Zemin 237 . Yet this 
explanation does not explain the disparaging way in which foreign criticism is reported in 
the People’s Daily, nor why it is explicitly framed as an attack on the Chinese nation rather 
than the leader himself. Moreover, the People’s Daily wrote about foreign pressure quite 
freely between 1992 and 2002 when Jiang Zemin was in charge, a leader with few obvious 
conflicts with his propaganda chief, Ding Guangen. 
 
There is one persuasive alternative explanation for these findings: like any newspaper 
readers, Chinese audiences are drawn in by conflict and drama. They want to read about 
geopolitical ructions, and about attacks on their country from a hostile adversary. 
Comments from a major rival like the United States on nationalist issues like Tibet or 
Xinjiang are just much more interesting to readers. Even state-run outlets need to sell 
papers, and in the commercial world of post-1990s Chinese media, they have been pushed 
in a more and more nationalist direction, to cover stories that play up conflict and 
geopolitical tensions238. The musings of the state-owned (but commercially driven) tabloid 
the Global Times over the last few years are clear examples of this tendency. 
 
The interest factor also means that, as Susan Shirk says, “keeping the Chinese people 
ignorant of a speech by Taiwan’s President, Japan’s Prime Minister, or the US Secretary of 
Defense is no longer possible”239. The Great Firewall is porous enough that interested 
citizens will find out about these speeches sooner or later. And if enough interested citizens 
have already sought out American criticism of China through other routes, then the 
Propaganda Department will need to get its own account out as quickly as possible240. 
 
 
High-profile, commercially attractive news is often censored 
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This is a powerful argument, but surely cannot be the whole explanation. Firstly, if public 
interest is what is driving the People’s Daily to write more about American pressure, then 
this should also be at least partly picked up by the New York Times control, which will 
overestimate those high-profile and dramatic pieces of pressure coming from the US. 
Secondly, if all that is happening is that the Chinese state media is reporting comments they 
believe the people will find interesting, this does not explain why most pieces of foreign 
pressure—from high profile condemnation from the United States to accusations of 
‘genocide’ from Turkish ministers—are barely reported. As shown in the above analysis 
and in chapter four, when leaders travel to important foreign partners like the United States 
the visit is given exhaustive coverage on Chinese state television and newspapers, but 
discussions of human rights or any protests and criticisms that accompany the trip are 
blocked almost completely. The difference with the cases Shirk alludes to is the level of 
sensitivity that human rights criticism brings: unlike a speech on Taiwan or the South China 
Sea, foreign condemnation of the government’s human rights violations does not just risk 
sparking nationalist sentiment, but also anti-government activity. Even the Global Times, 
which is driven by commercial interests, is state-owned and could not report on sensitive 
topics like human rights in Xinjiang or Tibet without official endorsement.  
 
And the CCP has regularly sought to prevent its citizens from hearing about international 
pressure on all kinds of ‘sensitive’ issues, even when these issues dominate international 
media coverage. A good example comes from 2003, when Chinese officials responded 
slowly to an outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in the country, 
covering up the scale of the outbreak and refusing access to World Health Organization 
(WHO) officials for over two months. Criticism of the CCP’s response rained in from 
around the globe, with the crisis front-page news from Indonesia to Ireland. CNN241 and 
the Wall Street Journal242 published highly critical editorials about the outbreak, and the 
head of the WHO called out Chinese leaders for their slow reaction243. But despite their 
prominence and public health importance, the criticisms were blocked in domestic media244. 
The comments may well have attracted widespread interest, but that was part of the 
problem – they would also have provided new information to interested Chinese citizens 
about the extent of the crisis and of government mishandling. It was not as if authorities 
were unaware of the international reaction – even while censoring the WHO’s criticism, 
Chinese state media was reporting that the organization had “praised China and ASEAN 
for strengthening cooperation to deal with SARS”245. 
 
Echoes of the SARS coverup came in 2008, when infant formula from the Chinese 
company Sanlu was discovered to contain melamine, a substance that allows substandard 
milk for babies to pass nutrition tests. Melamine can cause urinary problems and even 
kidney failure, and reportedly led to over 300,000 Chinese infants being taken ill246. The 
scandal and its subsequent cover-up by Sanlu and local Party officials caused outrage in 
China and abroad. Criticism came from the United States247, the United Nations248, and the 
World Health Organization249 amongst others. The US Food and Drug Agency quarantined 
Chinese products and warned American customers to avoid Chinese-made formula250, 
while a highly-publicized WHO statement called the scandal ‘deplorable’ and called for the 
Chinese government to improve food safety standards251. But again, despite the high-profile 
nature of the criticism and obvious public interest in the scandal, all these critical foreign 
comments were ignored in domestic Chinese media. Just as with the SARS crisis, the 
WHO’s statement on the scandal was discussed briefly in some outlets but stripped of any 
mention of untoward behaviour. Xinhua merely noted that the WHO and China 
“exchanged opinions on further strengthening food safety cooperation”252, while the Global 
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Times reported that the organization had “commended the Chinese government for its 
response to this crisis”253. 

 
It is worth mentioning here, albeit briefly, Chinese authorities’ reaction to foreign criticism 
of its actions over the COVID-19 outbreak. Censorship of the outbreak was immediate, 
with all comments about the virus blocked from social media up until the 18th of January 
2020254. Remember Hu Jintao’s exhortation for the Party to “dare to speak, to speak early”? 
Over these weeks in early January, the People’s Daily, the voice of the Communist Party, did 
not speak about the unfolding tragedy. The paper devoted itself to the upcoming annual 
Lianghui meetings, and to a special series about Xi Jinping visiting people’s homes255. 
 
But as rumours spread in the build-up to Chinese New Year, the censors loosened their 
grip, and social media lit up with stories, debate, and even heavy criticism of the Wuhan 
authorities’ handling of the outbreak. After Xi Jinping’s speech about the virus on the 21st 
of January, Chinese state media belatedly crawled into action, with the People’s Daily 
eventually placing the crisis on its front page a few days later256. By the beginning of 
February, the Propaganda Department rumbled back to take hold of the story, and to 
dampen down some of the increasingly angry public response. Weibo stories were deleted, 
Weixin chat groups were shut down257, and a new, centrally coordinated narrative about the 
crisis was flooded through Chinese media. 
 
Central to this new narrative was what Chenchen Zhang calls “disaster nationalism”258: 
Chinese people were fighting together against a hostile virus and a hostile West, and those 
who criticized the government for their response were betraying that fight. The reaction to 
Fang Fang, whose Wuhan Diary regurgitated the chaos and despair of the early lockdown, 
was a perfect example. The Global Times called her “a handy tool for the West to sabotage 
Chinese people’s efforts to fight the COVID-19 outbreak”259 , and Fang Fang herself 
received abuse and death threats260. 
 
This time, unlike with the SARS or Sanlu crises, foreign criticism played a part in the 
COVID-19 story. Of course at the start, almost all the foreign condemnation, from Africa 
to Southeast Asia261, was indeed withheld from state media. But this time, the short period 
of opening up in mid-January meant that most of the population was pretty aware of the 
origin story of COVID-19. And as the lockdown Spring opened into Summer, American 
criticisms of China’s response to the virus began to be plastered all over state media. The 
People’s Daily did not try to hide the accusations that China—and Communist Party officials’ 
initial coverup—was responsible for the spread of the virus around the world262. The paper 
repeatedly circled around one theme: America was ‘passing the buck’ (‘甩锅’)263; and around 
one culprit: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo. In an echo of 1950s propaganda, a torrent 
of articles in May and June accused Pompeo of being “disgusting” 264 , “arrogant and 
absurd”265, and the “public enemy of mankind”266. American attacks were swiftly linked to 
those domestic critics like Fang Fang. The Global Times was particularly unsubtle, noting 
that: 

 
“[Fang Fang’s] book comes at a time when the US has been trying to shift blame 
over its inability to combat the outbreak onto China and has constantly slandered 
China's efforts in dealing with the pandemic.”267 

 
Was this narrative successful? Mass censorship of critical social media comments makes it 
hard to know for sure, but some commentators noted the shift in the tone of the public 
debate over the virus in China through the Spring of 2020268. Early calls for freedom of 
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speech269 were tempered as authorities successfully contained the virus, and other nations 
failed to do the same. By the late Spring the online conversation around the outbreak was 
more nationalistic than condemnatory270, with many openly taking the government line that 
those like Fang Fang were unpatriotic and even traitorous for siding with Western critics271. 
In surveys carried out in April 2020, Chinese citizens expressed some of the highest levels 
of satisfaction with their government’s response to the crisis of any country around the 
world272. 
 
Of course in a time of heavy censorship and reprisals for government criticism273, we cannot 
take these survey responses and online commentary at face value. Future work will be 
needed to gauge the true impact of the virus, the response, and the propaganda on people’s 
views of their government. What is clear is that in this case, once the total censorship of 
SARS had been abandoned, foreign criticism played a key role in building the new narrative. 
 
 
Low-profile, hard-to-access news is often reported 
 
Look back to chapter three. In the 1980s, there was an explosion in commercial media in 
China, with the number of newspapers going from 280 in 1979 to a peak of 2322 in 1988274, 
but news of foreign criticism remained relatively limited and civil. Compare this to the 
1950s and 1960s. Media was exclusively state-run and tightly controlled. Any news 
contained within was there to serve the Party, not the market. But at this time, despite the 
lack of commercial incentives, and little possibility for interested citizens to find out 
through other means, newspapers included extensive coverage of foreign condemnation, 
and especially condemnation that came from the adversary, the United States. 
 
Even after the mass expansion of the internet, there are cases of foreign criticism of human 
rights in China that are picked up by the People’s Daily and other state-run media outlets, 
but hardly mentioned in mainstream international media – cases that most Chinese citizens 
would be unlikely to otherwise read anything about. The British government’s 2016 report 
on Hong Kong, for example, barely received any global press attention275, meaning that it 
would have been extremely difficult for Chinese citizens to find out about the report, short 
of scouring the UK Foreign Office website. Unlike its reaction to the World Health 
Organization reports on SARS and the Sanlu scandal, Chinese state media ignored the 
explicit praise for Hong Kong’s political and economic conditions written in the opening 
paragraphs of the report. Instead it brought only the criticism to its public’s attention. 
Criticism that came from a former colonial power, that addressed an issue closely tied to 
China’s territorial integrity, and talked about the CCP’s existing political policies in Hong 
Kong.  
 
State media has not just reported unheralded criticism from obvious adversaries like the 
American and British governments. In recent years, newspapers have started to highlight 
criticism from places where there is little obvious commercial interest. In February 2015, 
the international NGO Human Rights Watch (HRW) issued its annual report about the 
state of human rights in China in 2014. The report criticized many aspects of the CCP’s 
performance on human rights, from its actions in Tibet to its lack of progress on women’s 
rights276. Despite these criticisms, and the fact that international coverage of its release was 
sparse at best, the report was featured widely in Chinese state media. The People’s Daily 
focussed only on the section that criticized Chinese policies in Tibet, issuing a detailed 
rebuttal that described China’s developmental successes and investment in the region277, 
while Xinhua focussed only on the section that addressed CCP’s approach to judicial reform 
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and policies on the rule of law278. Other articles attacked Human Rights Watch directly, 
accused it of producing biased reports, and called it “an excuse for Western countries to 
impose their hegemony on the world”279. 
 
As shown in table 4 earlier in the chapter, between 1979 and 2011 criticism from 
international NGOs was rarely mentioned in Chinese media. Since 2012, however, the CCP 
has heavily publicized attacks on its behaviour from rights advocacy groups like Human 
Rights Watch. This approach to international NGOs is a new one in China and is one worth 
noting. After the role that civil society played in driving the Arab Spring in 2011, 
authoritarian states around the world became paranoid about foreign NGOs. Many issued 
laws that restricted NGO funding and curtailed their activities. China was no exception, 
and the CCP began to accuse these groups of seeking regime change, both on the mainland 
and in Hong Kong, and in 2017 pushed through a law that placed foreign NGOs under 
tight police control. 
 
While Chinese media had ignored HRW reports for years, after the Arab Spring state-
owned newspapers began to publicly call the group out as an American proxy trying to 
constrain China’s rise. Although Chinese citizens would have been unlikely to encounter 
HRW publications by their own devices, by 2012 the organization’s annual reports were 
splashed all over state media. Figure 5-3 shows the jump in the number of HRW annual 
reports on China featured in the People’s Daily after the Arab Spring – a jump that occurred 
in spite of the fact that none of these reports were featured in major newspapers like the 
New York Times after this date. This is quite a puzzle, because it means that it was only when 
the Communist Party leaders started to believe that international NGOs like Human Rights 
Watch were dangerous, hostile groups intent on sparking unrest in China, that they chose 
to pass their words on to the public. Only if we see hostile words themselves as being a 
potential propaganda boost for the CCP can we explain this puzzle. 
 
 
[Insert Figure 5-3 here] 
 
 
Obscure foreign media criticism has also been a source of propaganda. In November 2015, 
French journalist Ursula Gauthier wrote a piece for the magazine ‘L’Obs’ that criticized the 
CCP’s hardline policies towards the Uighur ethnic minority in Xinjiang. Gauthier, who was 
based in Beijing, argued that the Chinese government had to take its own share of 
responsibility for the level of violence in the region280. The Chinese government responded 
as expected, revoking Gauthier’s visa to China and attacking her in state media. The attacks 
extensively quoted Gauthier’s criticism of Beijing’s policies in Xinjiang281, calling her article 
‘extreme’ and ‘prejudiced’282. 
 
The original piece by Gauthier barely caused a stir in international media circles, and it was 
only after her visa was not renewed and the attacks in Chinese media began that 
international media attention turned to the issue (leading to further foreign criticisms of 
press freedom in China283 and further Chinese rebuttals284). In this case foreign media 
attention to Gauthier’s criticism and its consequences came after the Chinese media reports, 
suggesting either a clumsy attempt by the CCP to pre-empt other foreign stories about the 
issue, or a deliberate strategy to use Gauthier for propaganda purposes. Like the Human 
Rights Watch piece, this was a critique of Chinese policies in its restive regions, as well as a 
critique from France, a country portrayed as hostile to China since the 2008 Tibet riots and 
the Carrefour boycott. Gauthier was therefore a reasonably risk-free target.  
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Why Report Hostile Pressure? 

 
The last three chapters have shown how the Chinese Communist Party allows its citizens 
to find out about information from abroad that questions the country’s respect for human 
rights. They have also shown how the Party allows its citizens to find out about foreign 
pressure that appears most hostile to the nation – pressure that comes from geopolitical 
opponents at times of high tension on already well-known and highly-charged nationalist 
issues. In other words, pressure that highlights international competition above real-life 
injustice. For traditional accounts of authoritarian politics, where autocrats abhor all 
criticism and seek to hide news of their abuses from their people, this is puzzling behaviour. 
Even more puzzling is that the decision to publish foreign criticism does not seem to be 
purely motivated by the hope of making state media appear more credible, or by the need 
to satisfy the citizens’ desire for more salacious geopolitical gossip.  
 
So why would a powerful but hyper-sensitive authoritarian regime allow its citizens to find 
out about such potentially damaging information? In the second half of this book I look at 
the citizens to provide the answer. I will show that exposure to foreign pressure—and in 
particular the pressure that the Communist Party deliberately passes on to its people—
significantly affects the way those people think about human rights. 
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PART III: 
The Citizens 
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6 

 

 

Experimental Activism: How International Pressure 
on Women’s Rights Affects Public Attitudes1 

 
 
On the evening of the 6th of March 2015, a group of young Chinese feminists were working 
out the final details of their mission to mark the upcoming International Women’s Day. 
The plan was a modest one: go onto buses and subways in cities around China the next 
morning and hand out leaflets and stickers to raise awareness about sexual harassment. At 
around 11pm that night, however, police stormed the houses of ten of the organizers and 
volunteers of the project. They soon released five activists, but held the remaining five—
Li Tingting, Wei Tingting, Wang Man, Zheng Churan, and Wu Rongrong—without charge. 
Li Tingting, a 26-year-old Beijing native, was held in her city’s Haidian detention centre for 
thirty-seven days, interrogated daily by security agents determined to find the group that 
was organizing her ‘subversive’ activities. Li recounts how the agents called her ‘lesbian’ 
and ‘whore’, woke her in the middle of the night to scrub floors, accused her of being a spy 
for unnamed foreign forces, intimidated her with warnings of ten years in jail, and 
threatened her parents2. 
 
While all news about the activists was censored in China3, the arrests sparked a storm of 
international criticism and media attention. The American Ambassador to the United 
Nations Samantha Power questioned China’s commitment to women’s rights, while former 
US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton called the arrests ‘inexcusable’ 4 . Condemnation 
poured forth from the United Kingdom, Canada, the European Union, and NGOs from 
Japan to India. Finally, after far-reaching public and private attempts to secure their release5, 
on the 13th of April the activists were finally charged with the nebulous crime of ‘gathering 
crowds to disturb order’ and allowed to leave on bail6.  
 
As we will see, this kind of foreign pressure has a substantial impact on Chinese citizens’ 
views about their government’s treatment of women’s rights. Pressure on women’s rights 
is both an easy and a hard case for this book. An easy case, because compared to pressure 
over more immediately emotive abuses like police beatings or torture, it is much simpler to 
portray foreign pressure over the abstract ideal of women’s rights as driven by hostility 
rather than genuine concern for the victims. A hard case, because it is much more difficult 
to wave away foreign concerns when you have publicly depicted yourself as an emancipator 
and a vocal advocate of women’s rights, as the Communist Party has done. 
 
The goal of this chapter is to uncover the impact of international pressure on people’s views 
about women’s rights in China today, pressure on cases like the arrests of the ‘feminist five’. 
Using survey experiments, it will show that this impact is dramatically different depending 
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on whether the pressure comes from a geopolitical opponent or a more politically neutral 
source; whether it explicitly targets Chinese leaders or the country as a whole; whether it 
touches on territorial issues like Tibet; and what kinds of people read it. 
 
But before we do that, to begin to understand the history of the international community 
and women’s rights in China, we need to go back to the fading days of the Qing dynasty in 
the late 19th century. 
 
 

The Movement Against Footbinding 
 
At this time, young aristocratic women were given the ancient Analects of Women, an 
educational ‘textbook’ from the 9th century Tang Dynasty, to guide their behaviour. One 
piece of practical advice from the textbook went as follows:  
 

“Keep your daughter indoors as a rule and only rarely should you allow her out: she 
ought to be under your total command. You should scold her roundly if she is not 
quick to obey, remind her often of self-discipline and household duties”7.  

 
And for almost one thousand years, the practice of footbinding was used to exert this total 
command. Girls as young as six had their toes tied under their feet and then bound tightly 
to prevent them from growing. Having three-inch so-called ‘golden lotuses’ was a sign of 
status for women, to show that they did not need to engage in manual labour, and the tiny 
feet became something of a fetish for aristocratic Chinese men. By restricting their 
movement8, even to the point of crippling them, footbinding made sure that women could 
only work around the house9. Despite the ruling Qing Empire’s occasional attempts to ban 
the practice over the previous centuries, by the mid-19th century the tradition had grown to 
such an extent that it afflicted up to 80% of Chinese women10. 

It was footbinding that drew the international community’s attention to human rights in 
China for the first time. In the late 19th century, just as the practice reached its height, the 
European nations’ semi-colonization brought missionaries and their families into China. 
Many in the missionary community were shocked by the brutality of the practice, and their 
outspoken condemnations of footbinding attracted Chinese Christian women in their 
congregations, even leading some to pledge to not bind the feet of their daughters11. The 
movement developed rapidly, and in 1895 Mrs. Archibald Little, an English woman, helped 
to set up the ‘Natural Foot Society’ (天足会), a group that drew both foreign and Chinese 
campaigners. The society’s pleas to the Empress Dowager to ban the practice eventually 
caught the attention of leading Qing officials in the Bureau of Foreign Affairs, who replied 
dismissively: 
 

“The usages and customs prevailing in China are different from those of Western 
countries … Custom has made the practice. Those in high authority cannot but 
allow the people to do as they are inclined in the matter … they cannot be 
restrained by law.”12 

 
Amongst Chinese intellectuals, however, the missionaries found a fertile bed of support. 
Reformers Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao saw the end of footbinding as the star turn of 
their battle for women’s liberation and vigorously joined the campaign13. Indigenous anti-
footbinding societies sprung up around the country, and gradually the tide of public opinion 
shifted. In 1902 the Empress Dowager Cixi, five years after her officials had stated that 
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footbinders could not be restrained by law, issued an edict to abolish the practice14. When 
the Qing Dynasty itself fell just a few years later, the new Republican government issued a 
nationwide ban. The tide had turned against footbinding, and the practice fell out of fashion, 
eventually dying out. Almost 1000 years of tradition ended in under 50 years15. 
 
It is hard to know whether footbinding would have disappeared in such a dramatic way 
without the influence of Western missionaries. Many writers have emphasized the vital role 
that the transnational movement played16. What is surprising is that this would happen in 
the face of gales of anti-foreign sentiment that had been whirling around China since the 
beginning of the Opium Wars in the 1840s. The zenith of this xenophobia was the Boxer 
Rebellion—a peasant revolt that gained popular support in Northern China for killing 
missionaries and their Chinese Christians followers—just as the missionary-led anti-
footbinding campaign was getting into full swing. Foreign missionaries were playing a 
dangerous game by launching campaigns against age-old local traditions at this time.  
 
And in some ways, Chinese locals’ relatively positive reaction to foreign activists appears 
to challenge this book’s thesis: that when the source of pressure appears hostile, people will 
react angrily and defensively. But there is a crucial missing condition here. For pressure to 
appear hostile, there needs to be someone able to make a convincing case to the public that 
it is indeed an attempt to hurt the country and its way of life, rather than a genuine attempt 
to improve the nation and its people. And the Qing government made little attempt to 
publicly oppose the anti-footbinding movement, never mind portray it as led by foreign 
forces hostile to China. Of course, unlike most of the state-led human rights violations that 
we discussed in chapters three and four, the human rights violations from footbinding were 
built into societal norms and ways of life. Qing leaders themselves had little material interest 
in ensuring that footbinding continued. 
 
They were also in no position to frame the pressure as a hostile attack on the Chinese nation. 
While hatred and suspicion of foreigners was high, so was disapproval of the Qing 
government—itself a ‘foreign’ power for many due to its origins in Manchuria—and its 
inability to deal with the challenges from abroad. As Zhao Suisheng points out, Chinese 
nationalism emerged at this time not as a way of defending the Chinese state against 
occupying Westerners, “but rather as an ethnic state-seeking movement led by the Han 
majority to overthrow the Qing Dynasty”17. The Boxer rebellion was not merely an anti-
foreign movement, but a protest at the favourable treatment given to foreigners and foreign 
missionaries following the Qing’s concessions to aggressive outside powers 18 . Other 
nationalist uprisings like the Xinhai rebellion in 1911 and the May Fourth movement in 
1919 were similarly directed not at Westerners, but at their government for its failure to 
stand up to foreign threats19. By the early 20th century, the public no longer believed that 
their leaders were adequately defending their nation. 
 
In the face of these challenges, the national reform movement led by Liang Qichao and 
Kang Youwei directed its attention inwards, towards how their country could improve and 
strengthen itself. The modernizing social and economic climate provided new opportunities 
for women in education, in employment, and through improved transportation. These 
developments made Chinese women less reliant on traditional familial ties, and therefore 
less vulnerable to pressure from their family to bind their feet20.  
 
For Liang and Kang, the liberation of women was a sign of the nation’s modernity and 
strength, liberation that included not just issues that captured transnational attention like 
footbinding, but also less dramatic concerns, like improving women’s access to education. 
While foreign Christian organizations undoubtedly sought to assist in this goal, setting up 
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the first women’s schools in China in 1842, foreign and missionary campaigning was 
nowhere near the same level as over footbinding. The improvements in women’s education 
in the late Qing and early Republican era were primarily driven from within21 . While 
Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink in their influential book Activists Beyond Borders credit 
foreign missionaries with helping to ‘roll the stone’22, the dramatic abolition of footbinding 
was just one part of a period of dramatic social reform in many arenas, not least for women.  
 
So in many ways, the foreign missionaries’ campaign fell in extraordinarily favourable 
circumstances23. The missionaries embedded their campaign within a popular nationalist 
domestic movement and faced no real resistance from conservative elites or the 
government24. There was no organized campaign able or willing to frame it as a hostile 
attack from abroad on Chinese traditions25. Instead, the ban on footbinding was framed by 
activists as an assertion of the Chinese national identity, a way to modernize and strengthen 
the country against the rest of the world. And arguably the most important ‘foreign’ aspect 
of the anti-footbinding campaign lay here. The 19th century foreign incursions into China 
generated anti-foreign sentiment, but also the realization that China needed to fight back 
against these challenges – and that the Qing government was failing in this fight. The fact 
that foreigners were involved in the movement highlighted to the reformists that this was 
an issue on which China was falling behind. In 1898 Kang wrote a note to the young 
emperor Guangxu saying: 
 

“All countries have international relations, and they compare their political 
institutions with one another; so that if one commits the slightest error, the others 
ridicule and look down upon it … There is nothing which makes us objects of 
ridicule so much as foot-binding.”26 

 
 

Foreign Pressure, Women’s Rights, and the Chinese 
Communist Party 

 
The Chinese Communist Party was born out of the reformist atmosphere of the early 20th 
century. Just like Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao, new Communist leaders recognized the 
importance of women for their own revolution, and ‘women’s liberation’ became one of 
the Party’s core pledges. After the CCP’s victory in the Chinese civil war, its leader Mao 
Zedong stated: 
 

“In order to build a great socialist society it is of the upmost importance to 
arouse the broad masses of women to join in productive activity. Men and 
women must receive equal pay for equal work in production. Genuine equality 
of the sexes can only be realized in the process of the socialist transformation of 
society as a whole”27. 

 
The People’s Republic of China Constitution, signed in 1949, explicitly affirmed that 
women should have the same rights as men; the Marriage Law in 1950 gave women the 
freedom to marry and divorce; the Election Law of 1953 gave women the right to vote; 
and laws were instituted to give women the right to possess property28. And in stark contrast 
to one hundred years earlier when 80% of women were hobbled and housebound, by 1957 
90% of women participated in agricultural production29. Its role as a champion of women’s 
rights has remained a central pillar of the CCP’s legitimacy up to the present day.  
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But the advent of capitalism after 1978 showed that these long-standing inequalities 
between men and women had not gone away. New businesses, facing the challenges of 
providing paid maternity leave30 and more flexible working hours31 have resorted to giving 
women lower pay and poorer promotion prospects than their male counterparts32. The 
percentage of women in the labour force, while still relatively high, has dropped by 11% 
over the last twenty years33. The One Child Policy, which was instituted in 1981 to prevent 
Chinese families from having more than one child, also brought back relics of male 
domination supposedly relegated to the country’s distant past. In the Qing period the killing 
of female babies was a common method of fertility control, a way of controlling the gender 
mix of families34. Yet the combination of the one-child policy and the need for male 
workers in the Chinese countryside in the 1980s saw a sudden re-emergence of female 
infanticide. The shocking nature of these cases and their dramatic reintroduction into 
Chinese society sparked renewed local interest in women’s rights, including campaigns from 
domestic NGOs like the Women’s Federation to “protect the legal rights of women and 
children”35, as well as periodic criticism from foreign governments36. 
 
Some of the most prominent women’s rights activism in China in recent years has come 
over domestic violence37. Take the case of Kim Lee, American wife of Chinese tycoon Li 
Yang. After their marriage in 2006 Li began to brutally beat his wife, but despite repeated 
visits to police stations and hospitals, Kim Lee received no help from authorities. In 2011 
she eventually resorted to appealing to public sympathy, using her fame to gain attention 
by posting online pictures of her bruises and her husband’s threatening texts38. Surveys 
suggest that at least a quarter of women have experienced similar domestic abuse from their 
partner39, and domestic violence has become a prime target for young Chinese feminists, 
including Li Tingting and the rest of the ‘feminist five’. These same activists launched a 
‘bloodied bride’ protest in 2012, venturing onto the pedestrian Qianmen Street in the centre 
of Beijing in bridal gowns and red paint to protest the lack of a law against domestic 
violence40. And the activism has been a success, albeit a gradual one. Twelve years after the 
Anti-Domestic Violence Network of China first proposed it, in December 2015 a 
nationwide law against domestic violence was finally passed. The law bans any form of 
domestic violence and allows courts to issue protection orders to victims41.  
 
Of course social issues like domestic violence and unequal pay are problems faced in any 
industrialized country. What is exceptional in China is where gender inequality meets the 
violation of civil and political rights. Because of the restrictions on freedom of expression 
and association in China, Chinese women’s ability to speak out for their rights is severely 
limited. Kim Lee took her case, with hard evidence of beatings and threats against her life, 
to the Chinese legal system. Police informed her that the evidence was inadmissible, and 
repeatedly told her to deal with it within her own family42. Finally, after a public outcry 
sparked by her social media campaign and an eighteen-month legal battle, the court ruled 
in favour of Lee. It granted her a divorce, compensation, and a restraining order against her 
husband43. But even with a law against domestic violence, women’s legal routes are often 
blocked. Hong Fincher argues that what the law is supposed to do often does not translate 
into how the police and courts work in practice44. According to Chinese feminist activist 
Lu Pin, courts are simply refusing to accept cases of domestic violence unless the accused 
admits to the abuse, often making the burden of evidence too high – especially for those 
without an American passport and a celebrity husband45. 

In 1995, at the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, then First Lady Hillary 
Clinton stated in her keynote speech that “it is time for us to say here in Beijing, and the 
world to hear, that it is no longer acceptable to discuss women's rights as separate from 
human rights” 46 . The message was lost on Chinese authorities, who, concerned that 
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women’s rights protests were taking international attention away from the conference, had 
built a huge security net around the main event and banished the mainly female NGO 
delegates to a separate conference in a town outside of Beijing47. They arrested journalists 
for filming demonstrations and reportedly banned delegates from the main conference. 
Police interference was so intense that conveners of the NGO forum threatened to boycott 
the event if surveillance of their activities continued48. In her speech, Clinton directly 
criticized the security measures, saying:  
 

"It is indefensible that many women in non-governmental organizations who 
wished to participate in this conference have not been able to attend – or have 
been prohibited from fully taking part … Let me be clear. Freedom means the 
right of people to assemble, organize and debate openly."  

 
And in recent years international attention has mainly focussed on this kind of suppression 
of women’s civil society, most vociferously over the arrests of the ‘feminist five’. Looking 
back at this case with the benefit of hindsight, it is still hard to know the exact impact that 
the international campaign had on securing the women’s eventual release on bail. Other 
women’s rights activists credited the enormous private efforts of those such as the Deputy 
Secretary of the United Nations, Jan Eliasson, in persuading Beijing to release the women49. 
After their release on bail, the five wrote to the United Nations’ Secretary General Ban Ki-
Moon, calling for the organization to continue to pressure Chinese authorities to make their 
release unconditional50.  Others argued, however, that the very fact that it had happily 
detained the women without charge in the face of widespread international pressure 
showed where the CCP’s priorities lay: maintaining the Party’s international image was a 
long way behind ensuring that Chinese feminists stayed in line51.  
 
The five were in detention for over a month, and Chinese authorities faced constant, highly 
publicized international condemnation and appeals for their release. In contrast to the 
accounts featured in chapters three and four however, the Chinese press stayed silent. The 
usual suspects—Xinhua, the People’s Daily, and the Global Times—ignored the pressure, and 
indeed omitted all news of the detentions from their pages. It was only a few days before 
authorities released the activists on bail (and soon after Hillary Clinton and US Secretary of 
State John Kerry made public calls for their release) that state media finally—briefly—
addressed the furore. On the 9th of April one article appeared in the Global Times, 
mentioning the detention of the activists and the subsequent Western media coverage, 
focussing on Hillary Clinton’s comments on Twitter. According to the article:  
 

“Hillary Clinton called the incident a ‘human rights violation’ on the 6th [of April], 
and demanded that the five be released immediately. Hillary’s interventionist 
tone is typical of Western public opinion, and just adds to the chorus of 
accusations”52.  

 
While the Global Times has shown more willingness to publish controversial stories than its 
sister publication the People’s Daily, the sheer scale of censorship over the arrests over the 
previous month makes it hard to believe that the article did not receive central approval. It 
is possible that Clinton and Kerry’s public statements were the sparks that made the furore 
over the arrests so prominent that Chinese authorities felt the need to publicly address them. 
But through the whole of the preceding month there was very similar—and very highly 
publicized—condemnation of the arrests, condemnation that was all heavily censored in 
China. The scale of the suppression of this news meant that even some Chinese feminists 
had not heard about the detentions53. And it is this censorship that is perhaps the most 
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puzzling aspect of the case, given Chinese state media’s widespread coverage of foreign 
pressure over other political prisoners in 2014 and 2015.  
 
Counterintuitively, such high levels of censorship may have arisen because, just like 
footbinding a hundred years before, the issues the feminists were fighting for were less 
sensitive than those fought for by the other political prisoners. Unlike Ilham Tohti and the 
human rights lawyers, the feminist five were calling for reforms on issues like harassment 
on public transport and domestic violence, hardly reforms that posed a threat to the 
nominally pro-women’s rights Communist Party. It is hard to see how (beyond dissuading 
future activism) continuing to hold the five in detention would bring any notable benefits 
to the Party. Without these benefits, the CCP had fewer incentives to keep Li Tingting and 
her colleagues in jail, and so would have been far more susceptible to the international 
embarrassment dealt by the mass campaign for their release. It is a classic case of when top-
down international shaming should be most effective, and so it was perhaps not unexpected 
that the activists were released relatively quickly. As such, Chinese authorities had no 
burning need to rally public support in favour of the arrests – and so no need to highlight 
foreign pressure. 
 
This all suggests that authorities are more likely to release political prisoners like the feminist 
five on bail if they have not talked about those prisoners extensively in state media. We can 
examine whether this is true by looking at the database on Chinese political prisoners held 
by the United States’ Congressional Executive Commission on China. For many of those 
prisoners, even those arrested decades ago, there is no evidence to say whether they have 
been released or not. But if we limit ourselves only to those 1,199 political prisoners in the 
database who we know have been released one way or another, we can compare those who 
were released on bail and not sentenced in court to those who were not released on bail, 
sentenced, and then released at the end of their sentence. And prisoners are around half as 
likely to be released on bail and not taken to trial if their arrest is written about in the People’s 
Daily. While this is not a rigorous statistical test, it does suggest that authorities are more 
willing to release activists like the feminist five on bail if they have decided to hide their 
arrests from the public.  
 
For the feminist five, most of the pressure had come from organizations like the European 
Union and the United Nations, not organizations that would have seemed overly hostile. 
If this book is to be believed, perhaps the most plausible reason for why Hillary Clinton’s 
criticism was the only one to be brought up by Chinese media is that for many she was an 
emblem of American hostility towards China. For many years ‘希拉里’ (Xi-La-Li) was a 
target for the ire of the Chinese media, having been outspoken on Communist Party actions 
back to her forthright speech at the 1995 World Conference on Women. She had repeatedly 
and publicly accused the Party of violating human rights, and as Secretary of State was vocal 
in opposition to Chinese actions in the South China Sea54 . For Chinese state media, 
especially nationalist outlets like the Global Times, 希拉里 embodied Western attempts to 
use human rights to stymie China’s growth. As such, we should not be surprised that hers 
were the only critiques of the arrests that they featured.  
 
More evidence that it was the intervention of Clinton that sparked state media interest came 
later in the year. In September, Xi Jinping hosted the UN Women’s Conference in New 
York to celebrate the 20th anniversary of the 1995 Beijing conference. The irony of hosting 
a celebration of women’s rights when five women’s rights activists were still officially on 
bail in China was not lost on Clinton, who posted the following on Twitter: 
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“Xi hosting a meeting on women’s rights at the UN while persecuting feminists? 
Shameless. #Freethe20” 

 
Clinton’s tweet was seized upon immediately. Neglecting that the tweet was an attack on 
Xi Jinping, state media called her “alarmed and jealous”, saying that Clinton was attacking 
the country to gain attention for her presidential campaign55. On the surface, for China’s 
embattled feminists, support from an American presidential candidate might be a boost for 
their ambitions to mobilize support for women’s rights in China. And some activists did 
welcome the comments, saying that they reflected the frustration many felt with the lack of 
progress since 199556. But others saw Clinton’s interventions as state media intended. A 
typical Weibo response went along the lines of: 
 

“Hillary is a fanatic for opposing China, regardless of what the matter is she can 
turn it against you”57. 

Pen Xiaohui, a professor in sexology at East China Normal University, suggested that 
Clinton’s remarks were not particularly helpful for the feminist movement. She responded 
to the tweet on Weibo: 
 

“Last year after President Xi spoke at the UN Women’s Summit, Hillary 
immediately attacked China’s policies on women. The political motives behind 
this make one pause to consider. A society in which men and women are equal 
is of course the direction to which mankind needs to strive, but China cannot 
allow a foreign politician who views China with hostility to meddle in this 
undertaking.”58 

 
 

Testing the Impact of Pressure on Chinese Citizens 
 

While we cannot be sure of the extent to which foreign pressure had any concrete impact 
on authorities’ decision to release the feminist five, the widespread condemnation would 
undoubtedly have caused the Chinese leadership embarrassment on the international stage. 
In a top-down sense then, there were certainly some benefits from worldwide attention on 
Chinese women’s rights in 2015. But this book is not about how foreign pressure factors 
into leaders’ geopolitical considerations. It is about how calls for the release of activists and 
for better women’s rights in China affect the citizens, their beliefs about women’s rights in 
their country, and their support for women’s rights activism. At the end of the 19th century, 
the transnational campaign to push Chinese society and the weak Qing government to 
abolish footbinding was generally welcomed by Chinese citizens. How would campaigns 
for women’s rights fare under a powerful, nationalist, one-party state? 
 
To examine this question, I used two experiments embedded in national online surveys on 
attitudes to women’s rights59.  Of course, your typical online citizen—or ‘netizen’—is not 
the same as your typical citizen. The online samples used in the survey were richer, more 
well-educated, and urban than the overall Chinese population, but they were drawn from 
almost all provinces and walks of life, and were deliberately selected to match the age and 
gender distribution of the overall population. Perhaps more importantly, the online 
population (around 50% of the total Chinese population at the time of the surveys)60 is 
arguably the most likely to pick up on foreign comments about China, and some have 
argued that amongst the middle class in China, any political and civil society participation 
is now most likely to be online61. So while the surveys may not reflect the response of every 
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citizen, they do pick up most of those who would be likely to react in some way to foreign 
pressure. 
 
 
Source of pressure 
 
The first step was to examine whether the source of criticism matters. In early 2016 I gave 
a survey to 1,200 Chinese netizens, randomly assigning them to one of three groups: a 
‘control’ group who were just told to answer some questions, and two ‘treatment’ groups 
who were first asked to read a simple short paragraph, with only the source varied, as 
follows:62 

 
“Yesterday a (United States/ African Union) spokeswoman criticized China’s 
women’s rights conditions. She said: "The Chinese government must improve the 
rights of women in China".” 

 
To see how even the most minimal prompt about foreign pressure on women’s rights could 
affect people’s views, I deliberately stripped out any extraneous details about the issue being 
criticized and the Chinese response. This kind of brief condemnatory statement is often 
how human rights pressure is presented in international and Chinese media. In its criticism 
of human rights in China in December 2016, for example, the European Union was 
reported only as being “‘extremely troubled’ by the human rights situation in China” in the 
Reuters headline63 and merely as having “accused China over its human rights” in the Global 
Times64.  
 
To see how the perceived hostility of the source of pressure towards China would matter, 
I chose two sources that were at opposite ends in their levels of geopolitical opposition 
with China. The CCP portrays the United States as a major geopolitical rival65, and as we 
have seen, since 1989 has repeatedly called it out for its hostility in criticizing China’s human 
rights. The African Union is more of a geopolitical ally. Since the Maoist period, Beijing 
has portrayed itself as the leader of the developing world, and the People’s Daily has described 
the relationship with African countries as ‘friendly’ and "a community of mutual support"66. 
As we saw in the previous chapter, criticism from African countries—like in early 2020 
over racial discrimination in Guangzhou—is generally censored or minimized in the 
Chinese press. 
 
I also wanted to gauge the differences in people’s response to foreign pressure if they were 
even more aware of their national identity. To test this, half of the respondents, when they 
read the sentence about pressure, also saw a small Chinese flag in the top left-hand corner 
of their screen. Even subliminal exposure to national symbols like flags has been shown to 
accentuate people’s attachment to their nation67 and influence their attitudes about political 
matters68.  
 
As figure 6-1 shows, this short piece of pressure significantly affected survey respondents’ 
concerns about the state of women’s rights in China – but the source of that pressure was 
crucial. While pressure from the African Union had no impact, Chinese citizens who read 
about pressure from the United States made were 6.6 percentage points less likely to say 
women’s rights were not good enough in their country69 and 7.7 percentage points less 
willing to say they would sign a petition to improve women’s rights (in comparison to the 
control group who received no pressure). To put this into some perspective, women were 
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around 12 percentage points more likely than men to say women’s rights were not good 
enough, so this is a relatively large difference. 
 
 
[Insert Figure 6-1 here] 
 
 

 
Real life news 
 
By virtue of its minimalist design, this experiment is quite limited in what it can tell us about 
how people respond to foreign pressure. To solve some of these concerns, we need a 
second, more realistic, test. So in early 2018 I gathered a (new) online sample of 1,211 
Chinese people from around the country, again representative by age and gender. 
 
To make things a bit more realistic, I provided survey participants with two stories that 
closely resemble Chinese media reports of a genuine incident, the closure of the Zhongze 
centre in 2016, in the format and language of a Xinhua news story. In early 2016 the Beijing 
Zhongze Women’s Legal Counselling and Service Centre, run by Guo Jianmei, closed 
under ‘pressure’ from the Beijing Municipal Public Security Bureau70. The high-profile legal 
aid NGO had symbolized the growth in women’s rights in China since the 1990s, and its 
closure drew international condemnation, including another tweet from Hillary Clinton, 
saying: “Women’s rights are human rights. This center should remain - I stand with Guo”71. 
The Global Times introduced news of the closure of the centre (already featured in Western 
media) by referencing Hillary Clinton’s messages of criticism, suggesting that: “it is possible 
that Clinton was using this women’s rights-related affair to promote her campaign for the 
upcoming Democratic primary”72. 
 
The two stories are translated into English in figure 6-2. As you can see, the first provides 
a simple story about the closure of a fictional women’s rights centre, the ‘China United 
Women’s Foundation’, that has been featured in international news. The second introduces 
this very same information through the lens of US pressure, calling for the centre to be 
reopened and criticizing women’s rights in China. I also randomly provided a third story, 
which just mentions the ‘China United Women’s Foundation’ in the context of women’s 
issues in China, but does not say anything about the closure of the centre. The reason for 
this is that we also want to see whether just ‘naming’ news about the closure, without any 
accompanying ‘shaming’, has any effect on people’s views about women’s rights. 
 
 
[Insert Figure 6-2 here] 
 
 
What we care about here is not just people’s self-reported attitudes about women’s rights, 
but how these attitudes affect their behaviours in ways that might get the government’s 
attention. The CCP spends enormous resources attempting to understand public opinion, 
through its own ‘opinion mining’ surveys and monitoring of social media, and does tilt its 
policies in response to public outcries, even on sensitive issues like human rights73. In 2018, 
for example, an online commotion over Weibo’s decision to remove topics with ‘gay themes’ 
from its social media platform led to the People’s Daily publishing an official opinion piece 
calling for respect for sexual orientation, which in turn caused Weibo to reverse its decision74. 
If public outcries like this influence government policy in China, then whether these 
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outcries come as a result of disingenuous cheerleading75 or genuine firmly-held beliefs does 
not really matter. Publicly disavowing an activist group to demonstrate your patriotism will 
have just the same effect as doing so because you genuinely disagree with the group.  
 
To see whether people are willing to back up their views, I provided them with a screenshot 
of a generic Weibo post (figure 6-3) that purports to be from a women’s rights activist group 
calling for the Zhongze centre to be reopened and for women’s rights to be improved in 
China. I gave them the option to ‘like’ the post, as they would do on Weibo76. I also asked 
respondents to vote for one of four organizations to receive a $150 donation: a women’s 
rights group; an animal rights group; a police group; and a group dedicated to protecting 
China’s maritime claims in the South China Sea. 
 
	
[Insert Figure 6-3 here]  
 
 
Earlier in this chapter we talked about how Qing reformers like Kang Youwei pushed for 
the abolition of footbinding by saying that countries “compare their political institutions 
with one another”77. Do these comparisons, raising people’s awareness of their nation’s 
performance against others, really make pressure more effective? One common way by 
which the international community currently puts pressure on countries to improve their 
human rights has been through the explicit use of these kinds of cross-national 
comparisons, by ranking their performance on human rights. The World Economic Forum, 
for example, provides a highly publicized annual index of gender equality in 144 countries, 
which in 2017 placed China down in 100th place78.  
 
Political scientists Judith Kelley and Beth Simmons, like Kang Youwei before them, argue 
that doing badly in cross-national comparisons like human rights rankings puts social 
pressure on states to liberalize. Government elites feel shamed by their peers in other 
countries, and citizens are “incensed” 79, pressing leaders to change their policies. In other 
words, rankings should provide a particularly effective form of transnational shaming. 
Perhaps recognizing this effectiveness, in 2014 the CCP Propaganda Department explicitly 
called for domestic media to censor news that China was ranked 175 out of 180 in the year’s 
Press Freedom Index80. 
 
While I cannot speak about government leaders, I can test whether citizens do indeed 
respond as Kelley and Simmons expect, or whether highlighting the nation’s standing 
against rival states instead makes citizens more likely to view that issue in terms of 
geopolitics and makes them fight to defend their nation. The first experiment used a small 
flag to make respondents more aware of their national identity, but that hardly reflects this 
kind of real-life comparison. I therefore randomly allocated respondents with one extra 
piece of additional information, informing them that “in the World Economic 
Forum’s 2017 global ranking on gender equality, women’s rights in China were rated as 
worse than international competitors that include the US, Russia, and Vietnam”81. 
 
 
For those people who just read a passage about generic women’s rights organizations in 
China, support for women’s rights activism was mixed. 40.4% agreed that respect for 
women’s rights was not good enough in China, while 50.2% chose to donate to women’s 
rights groups. Reading about foreign media reports of authorities’ closure of a women’s 
rights centre slightly increased respondents’ concerns about women’s rights and willingness 
to donate to the organizations, however (47.7% of these believed that women’s rights were 
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not good enough and 53.3% were willing to donate82). Many openly disapproved of the 
closure, with 67.5% ‘liking’ the activist group’s Weibo post calling for the reopening of the 
centre and general improvements in women’s rights. 
 
What had a significant impact was American pressure. When the same news story about 
the closure of the centre was framed in terms of American pressure on China to reopen, 
respondents were 9.5 percentage points less willing to ‘like’ the Weibo post and 12.4 
percentage points less likely to choose a women’s rights group for donations, both 
statistically significant decreases. Interestingly enough, also telling people about their 
country’s poor comparative ranking in gender equality had no impact on their support for 
women’s rights activism. 
 
Pressure on issues related to separatist regions increases the backfire  
	
One thing we have not addressed so far is the impact of pressure that targets human rights 
issues related to territorial integrity. To avoid asking respondents to discuss the treatment 
of China’s minority groups in separatist areas directly, I made one minor adjustment: I 
(randomly) tweaked the name of the fictional women’s rights centre closed down by the 
CCP. For some, it was ‘China United Women’s Foundation’; for others ‘Tibet United 
Women’s Foundation’. Perhaps surprisingly, in the absence of any American criticism, 
respondents were slightly more willing to support women’s rights activists when the centre 
was called the ‘Tibet United Women’s Foundation’ than when it was generically Chinese. 
However, when people read about US pressure over the closure, they were 6.3 percentage 
points less likely to like Weibo posts and 10.5 percentage points less likely to donate to 
women’s rights activists when the group was Tibetan (than when it was just Chinese).  
 
Targeting the leaders only removes the backfire  
 
What if American pressure explicitly targets the ruling elites rather than the public? Let’s 
go back to the first study. For those groups that read about American or African Union 
pressure earlier in the survey, at the end I included a further sentence that directed the 
aforementioned pressure explicitly at government leaders. It read: “The spokeswoman 
continued: “Rather than the Chinese people, it is the government leaders that have not 
ensured women’s rights are good enough in recent years””.  As figure 6-4 shows, this extra 
prompt caused the counterproductive effects of US pressure to vanish, and for those 
presented with a Chinese flag, even had a positive impact, with respondents 5.7 percentage 
points more likely than those who received no pressure to say that women’s rights were 
not good enough in China. 
 
 
[Insert Figure 6-4 here] 

 
 
We see something similar in the second study. This time, some respondents were randomly 
given a news story that sought to distinguish even more clearly the target of the pressure, 
telling them instead that according to American officials, it was only the top leaders who 
had not done enough to improve women’s rights, but also emphasizing that the Chinese 
people did respect those rights83. Again, this targeting eliminated the backfire. And when 
these respondents were also told that their country had a poor comparative ranking in 
gender equality, they were no more willing to donate money, but were more likely to ‘like’ 
the pro-women’s rights Weibo post than the control group – albeit to a nonsignificant 
level84.  
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We expected that targeting elite leaders but praising the people might minimize any backfire 
from American pressure. But why might prompts that also highlight the nation reverse that 
backfire? In one sense this is not a surprise. One of the main ways that activists push for 
democracy or human rights is by appealing to the public’s patriotic sympathies. From 1919 
to 1989, major anti-government protests in China have been sparked by nationalist 
movements85. Those agitating for change have explicitly emphasized their attachment to 
their Chinese nation, highlighting the ways in which democracy, human rights, and 
individual freedoms are needed to make the country strong. And as we saw with the anti-
footbinding campaign, even foreign pressure can be effective when it is embedded in these 
nationalist movements, used by the activists to highlight to citizens how the nation can 
improve. So if people do not view foreign pressure as hostile towards their nation, then not 
only will there be no backfire, but it may free them to see ways in which the pressure might 
help improve the nation. Practically, this means that international comparative indexes, 
which rank how poorly a country is doing on its human rights, may encourage citizens to 
push for change, but only if they are framed in a way that does not promote feelings of 
hostility86. 
 
The backfire: hostility, not fear 
 
One concern we should always have when looking at surveys in authoritarian societies is 
whether people are really responding honestly. Chinese citizens chose whether or not to 
publicly pledge their support to activist groups (albeit anonymously), a potentially risky 
course of action even on a relatively open issue like women’s rights.  
 
But in these experiments, people’s fear of being politically censured did not appear to have 
a big impact on their responses, with almost 70% of respondents willing to like the Weibo 
post in the control group, and even more after reading perhaps the most ‘sensitive’ kind of 
pressure, pressure that explicitly targeted the regime. We would expect that people would 
also be more likely to choose the ‘no answer’ option if concerned about revealing their true 
views, but reading about American pressure did not make them any more likely to do so. 
 
To see what is really going on, let’s look at who respondents chose to (hypothetically) 
donate to in the second study. Now while American pressure had no effect on donations 
to animal rights or police groups, it did greatly increase donations to a maritime defence 
group in the South China Sea (a focus of US-China military rivalry) – but only if the pressure 
targeted the nation as a whole87. American pressure appeared to make already patriotic 
citizens view the news story as an issue of geopolitics, a hostile attack that needed to be 
fought back against, rather than an issue of injustice or inequality. Indeed, when I added to 
the news story a standard response from the CCP saying precisely this, that the US was 
using human rights to threaten China’s stability, respondents’ willingness to like the Weibo 
post was 8.2 percentage points lower. Interestingly, those respondents who instead received 
an extra sentence saying the CCP had instructed the US not to interfere in China’s affairs 
were more willing to like the Weibo post88. 
 
When asked to pick a picture to describe the news story, after reading about American 
pressure, respondents were over twice as likely to choose a picture symbolizing US-China 
competition89 than in the non-pressure group. This increase was significantly smaller when 
the pressure targeted leaders only. On the other hand, these respondents were no more 
likely to choose a ‘Love China’ picture, and no more likely to say that they identified as 
Chinese citizens, suggesting that the backfire was not caused by people becoming more 
patriotic and ‘rallying round the flag’ in reaction to the threat of outside attacks90. 
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Patriotic—but liberal—citizens react the most negatively  
 
Instead, in both experiments, the backfire from reading about US pressure was significantly 
stronger for Chinese citizens who were already highly patriotic. It was also much stronger 
for respondents who did not trust Washington’s policies towards China – who already 
thought the US was more hostile. Interestingly enough, though, the backfire was also 
stronger for those who had the most positive views about the United States as a country. It 
was their beliefs about the hostility of the actor issuing the pressure (not their beliefs about 
the country as a whole) that made them act defensively.  
 
And while those most negatively affected by the pressure were more patriotic, they were 
not devout conservatives, but liberal, urban, and well-educated. They were equally likely to 
be women, and equally likely to be young. These are groups who we might expect to be 
more concerned about improving women’s rights, and who in the control were indeed 
significantly more likely to believe that women’s rights are not good enough in China. In 
first study, if we split people’s responses into whether they think women’s rights are ‘good 
enough’ versus ‘not good enough’, we find that American pressure does not just harden 
the views of those who are already quite satisfied with the treatment of women’s rights in 
China, but shifts people from holding some kind of grievance about women’s rights to 
being satisfied91.  
 
These results are surprising on the face of it. They suggest that the people who feel 
threatened by foreign pressure over women’s rights are those who already value those rights 
in some form. If they do not care at all about women’s rights, then they simply may not 
care when those rights are criticized. But the results are also concerning. They mean that it 
is not just conservatives or chauvinists who get defensive over pressure on women’s rights, 
but also those people who might otherwise come out and complain about the absence of 
laws against domestic violence or the arrests of feminist activists.  
 
 

What can Experimental Evidence Tell Us? 
 
In China, the promotion of women’s rights is something that international actors have 
historically had some success with. These efforts arose once again over the arrests of 
feminist activists in March 2015. By most accounts, public condemnation and private 
entreaties embarrassed Chinese authorities into releasing the activists one month after their 
arrest. But the experiments presented here show that the kind of public statements from 
the United States (from Hillary Clinton and John Kerry for example) that were reported in 
Chinese media may make people—even younger, liberal women—less willing to show their 
support for the activists. American pressure pushes Chinese citizens to see news stories 
about crackdowns on women’s rights organizations as stories of conflict between China 
and the US, rather than about gender equality, especially if the pressure references a region 
like Tibet, closely tied to issues of territorial integrity. Just ‘naming’ news about the incident 
on the other hand (without any pressure on the CCP to change its behaviour) does not 
backfire but mildly increases people’s concerns about women’s rights.  
 
The experimental evidence also suggests that statements about women’s rights from more 
neutral sources (in this case from non-Western countries), or that explicitly target only the 
country’s leaders, are unlikely to spark this kind of backfire. Practically speaking, however, 
this kind of pressure is unlikely to be reported in Chinese media, so is unlikely to have a 
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particularly large impact on the general population. The last chapter showed how non-
Western pressure is rarely covered, and according to Daniela Stockmann, local journalists 
say that they are not able to report on stories that contain criticism of Chinese leaders92. 
There are numerous examples of foreign efforts to exclusively target top leaders over their 
behaviour that have been then censored in domestic media93. In late May 2020, for example, 
former British Governor of Hong Kong, Chris Patten, criticized Beijing over its security 
laws in Hong Kong94, and then in a separate interview a few days later called Xi Jinping an 
“old-fashioned dictator” and a “lout”95 . While his first statement was given plenty of 
coverage in state newspapers96, the arguably more explosive comments about Xi Jinping 
were ignored. 
 
This taps into a problem inherent to the stylized experimental surveys used in this chapter. 
To what extent can we use these quite specific experimental findings to tell us something 
about how Chinese citizens react in the real world? In the first place, we might question 
whether pressure on gender inequality and the closure of a women’s rights centre would 
evoke the same kind of reaction as pressure on other issues. What about issues where there 
is clear evidence to support the foreign criticism, like environmental degradation, or highly-
charged emotive issues like forced sterilization or human trafficking? It may be that when 
people read about pressure over their government’s use of physical violence, their visceral 
reaction may overwhelm any defensive response to imagined foreign hostility towards their 
country. The ethical problems of carrying out surveys in an authoritarian country on 
sensitive issues like torture or police abuse means that at present it is not possible to 
conclusively say anything about public views on these topics. Even so, we should do more 
to explore whether the findings from this chapter apply beyond just women’s rights. 
 
Secondly, how do we know that respondents are genuinely considering the foreign pressure, 
then updating their existing opinions about women’s rights, and not just automatically 
forming ad hoc opinions in response to being asked about an issue they had not thought 
about much beforehand97? It does appear that people were not just developing opinions 
about women’s rights on the spot – pressure was just as likely to backfire for young, 
educated women, the demographic in the control groups who felt most strongly about 
equal rights. But even so, there is still a suspicion that this is all a little abstract. People are 
reacting to a brief piece of text by filling in a number or ‘yes/no’ to a few pre-set questions 
on one idiosyncratic topic. To understand how people respond to foreign pressure, we need 
to listen to what people themselves say about pressure, why they think it affects them 
negatively, and how they believe it might be more constructive.
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7 

 
 

People on the Street 
 
 
Xiao Bei1 is a recent graduate from the local university, looking for work in this large urban 
sprawl in eastern China. She is young, well-educated, and nonplussed when I tell her the 
news2 that United States government had taken China to task over its deteriorating respect 
for women’s rights.  
 

“There are some places where women are treated a bit worse, but these are smaller 
towns in the countryside, where there are many old traditions, for example that 
women need to be married at sixteen and the like. But in bigger cities this isn’t 
really a problem. Women have a lot more freedom than maybe they used to”.  

 
Xiao Bei’s tone shows a measure of pride: “I think men look at women with respect in 
China”. Why then would the US criticize China over its treatment of women? “China and 
America have always not got on well, so this kind of statement is normal. America is just 
used to putting down China, deliberately attacking us.” 
 
Xiao Bei was defensive about her country and its gender equality, and expressed her 
defensiveness calmly and thoughtfully. Not everyone we interviewed reacted like Xiao Bei, 
however. Some were visibly angry in hearing that countries had criticized China, others 
shrugged off the comments, and some even vehemently nodded their agreement. What 
explains this range of reactions? Is there some kind of pattern to the different ways in which 
ordinary Chinese people think about foreign attempts to condemn, persuade, and coerce 
their leaders to change their policies? Does it depend on the kind of policy, or the kind of 
issue being criticized?  
 
The chapter shows that citizens do react defensively to foreign pressure, and as we saw in 
the last chapter, this defensiveness is indeed related to the source and topic of pressure. But 
the goal is not just to test the implications of the hostility hypothesis. It is also to try and 
understand the ways through which citizens think about international pressure. And this 
chapter shows, importantly, that people’s reaction to pressure is heavily influenced by what 
they feel that pressure was saying about their nation and its standing in the world.  
 
In the Spring of 2016, my research assistants and I interviewed one hundred and seventy 
Chinese citizens in a medium-sized city in eastern China. We approached interviewees at 
random in as many public places as we could find, from coffee shops to restaurants, 
university campuses to housing complexes, as well as on the street3. While the researchers 
and I made every attempt to approach people in as random a fashion as possible, this 
sample is, of course, far from representative of the Chinese population. For one it 
overestimates those people who would visit public places like coffee shops and parks 
(maybe those who have more leisure time or money), and while the respondents originated 
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from various parts of China, they were all living in one, more affluent large city. But even 
with these limitations, our interviewees’ words should tell us something about how ordinary 
people react to foreign pressure. We approached people from as wide a range of 
backgrounds as possible, with a good distribution of ages, genders, and occupations, from 
students to retirees, accountants to taxi drivers.  
 
Almost all our interviewees said categorically that they were proud of their country, and 
around a third said that they thought China was the best country in the world. When asked 
about the ways in which it could be improved, by far the most popular response was to 
reduce pollution, with the desire for better health services a distant second (remember that 
this was early 2016). Notably, almost a tenth of the sample openly said that they thought 
the most pressing improvement was the need for democracy and individual freedoms, the 
third most popular response. 
 
For 100 of these interviewees, we talked about their attitudes to international pressure on 
women’s rights. But we also wanted to see whether these attitudes might apply to other 
issues, and especially issues that are quite different to women’s rights but have still received 
a fair amount of attention from the international community. So we asked 30 more 
respondents about their reactions to international pressure over the use of ivory in Chinese 
medicine, a practice that dates back over 2000 years 4 . In recent times transnational 
campaigns have targeted the trade in China, including Wildaid’s use of huge billboards in 
underground stations featuring ex-footballer David Beckham, Prince William, and the 
basketball star Yao Ming5. These campaigns have, apparently, been quite successful, with 
the Chinese government announcing a ban on trade in ivory in early 2017 (soon after this 
book’s interviews were carried out)6.  
 
The use of ivory in medicine is clearly harmful for the preservation of endangered species, 
but efforts by foreign NGOs to have it banned risk those groups being accused of 
interfering in traditional local practices. A similar conflict between tradition and 
conservation has arisen in Japan, with international organizations calling for the country to 
ban whaling facing off against local nationalist groups railing against foreign meddling in 
Japanese culture7. In China, the ivory trade is a low salience issue, however, an issue about 
which most people do not hold very strong opinions. And unlike Japan, there have been 
no prominent nationalist groups agitating against the ban. While the CCP has often 
promoted the benefits of traditional Chinese medicine, it has also not shown much interest 
in taking a nationalist stand against international anti-ivory campaigns. 
 
Finally, we asked 40 people for their thoughts on foreign pressure over air pollution in 
China’s cities. China has been subject to intense international attention over its urban air 
quality8, and from 2008 the United States Embassy began hourly tweets giving a reading of 
the air pollution levels in Beijing9 . But unlike over the use of ivory, Chinese citizens 
generally hold robust existing opinions about the state of their air, and have clear evidence 
of pollution just by looking up at the sky. According to a Pew survey in 2015, 76% of 
Chinese people viewed air pollution as a ‘big problem’ in the country10. One goal in the 
interviews was to see how these strong beliefs influenced people’s response to foreign 
pressure. 
 
One important reason for choosing these issues is that they are all topics on which members 
of the public could reasonably freely express their opinions. It would not have been ethical 
to expose interviewees to questions on sensitive issues like religious rights or local 
democracy. Given this, how we can know that people’s reactions on these issues do indeed 
extend to civil and political rights? To provide some initial answers, my research assistants 
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and I interviewed 31 Chinese students and university staff recently arrived in the United 
States about international pressure over China’s human rights, just after the start of their 
Autumn term in 2016. Naturally this was far from a random sample, involving a narrow 
range of university students and staff, many who had already experienced some exposure 
to life in the United States. But again, despite these biases, our hope was that the interviews 
would help tell us whether people’s reactions to pressure on women’s rights are unique, or 
whether they share something in common with pressure on other human rights. 
 
 

Awareness of International Pressure 
 
Most interviewees were well-aware of the outside world’s interest in China. In fact, three-
quarters of our domestic interviewees said that they had run into some Western criticism 
of their country in the past. Some said they had read stories about American opposition to 
island building in the South China Sea, others pointed to television reports of rude 
behaviour by Chinese tourists, and just over half explicitly highlighted criticism of human 
rights or democracy in their country. While a very small number (around 5%) admitted that 
they had heard about these comments by escaping the great firewall11, most said that they 
had heard news about foreign comments through newspapers and television, with the 
remainder finding out through social media.  
 
Almost all the overseas students and university workers in the United States said they knew 
about foreign efforts to put pressure on China over human rights, even from their time in 
China. Many said that they had heard about the pressure through English-language websites 
not banned within the PRC (mainly the BBC, at the time). A few noted that Chinese 
television sometimes broadcast foreign criticism of China, criticism that was also often left 
uncensored on social media. Qing Yan, 19, said that she believed this was done strategically: 
“Chinese propaganda tells us America says this, but it’s just meant to let the government 
give a counter-argument.” 
 
In general, interviewees were very well-informed about the struggles facing women’s rights 
and gender equality in their country, not least structural issues like job opportunities and 
marital expectations, especially in rural areas. Many talked at length about the historical 
problems faced by women, as well as the improvements that had been made over recent 
years. Unsurprisingly, the most passionate were young women, those who may expect to 
be most affected by these structural problems in the future. Around a third of the 
interviewees (within China) had heard some international comments over women’s rights 
in their country, from Hillary Clinton’s recent tweets to long-standing outcries over the 
one-child policy. 
 
Not many knew about the problems surrounding the use of ivory in Chinese traditional 
medicine or its link to the world’s dwindling elephant population. However, once told about 
the issue, many people quickly formed strong views, developing almost instantaneous 
opinions about whether ivory trading should be banned12 . Despite Wildaid billboards 
plastered throughout the city, the majority said that they were not aware of global 
campaigns against the use of ivory in China. Of the third who said they were, most talked 
about its impact on the elephant population in Africa, and some did explicitly mention the 
Wildaid campaign. 
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Unlike ivory use, most interviewees already strongly believed that air pollution was a serious 
problem. Even those who said that the environment in China had improved in recent years 
still rated it as a major challenge for the country, and some stated unequivocally that 
reducing air pollution should be China’s number one priority. Again, around a third said 
that they had heard foreign condemnation of environmental conditions in China, especially 
condemnation over Beijing’s Olympics in 2008 and Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 
(APEC) summit in 2014.  
 
 

Sources of Pressure 
 
We randomly allocated all interviewees a short paragraph to read, a paragraph that 
summarized some recent international pressure on China over one of these issues: gender 
discrimination and domestic violence; the use of ivory in traditional medicine; the levels of 
air pollution in China’s cities; or civil liberties (for those in the US only). We again randomly 
switched the source of pressure between the United States and the African Union, and to 
see whether including a multilateral organization with a ‘stake’ in the resolution of the issue 
might make people look upon it more positively, we also used the United Nations Human 
Rights Council for women’s rights and the United Nations Environment Programme for 
air pollution (which we used instead of the African Union for this topic).  
 
And just like the respondents in the survey experiments, the source of criticism had a big 
impact on people’s views. Interviewees who read a passage from the United States were far 
less likely to agree with pressure on women’s rights in China than those who read a passage 
from the United Nations or the African Union, as shown in table 5. This difference was 
even more pronounced for pressure over the use of ivory. The exception was air pollution, 
where most people said that foreign pressure was justified, regardless of where it came 
from13.  
 
 
[Insert table 7-1 here] 
 
 
While we did ask some specific questions about people’s reactions to the prompts, our main 
goal was to get people to talk freely about their thoughts. And the source of pressure quite 
visibly affected how interviewees talked about these issues. A common reaction from 
people who read about American criticism of women’s rights was to immediately refute the 
idea that women were treated badly. Many of these were older, like shopkeeper Liu, 52, 
who responded to the question with irritation in his voice:  
 

“Women’s position in society is very high at the moment in China, it is ridiculous 
to say that they are badly treated. The women I know are very fairly treated, in 
China the environment for them is really good”.   

 
Bo, a taxi driver from the countryside, dismissed American criticism with a wave of his 
hand: “These comments are so one-sided. It makes me annoyed, because in China we do 
have gender equality, the criticism is just not true. In all [the areas mentioned in the criticism] 
China is so much better than all our neighbouring countries; the law protects them here”. 
 
This kind of immediate dismissal did not just apply to women’s rights. Dong, a retired 
schoolteacher, said that he could not accept efforts by the United States to stop Chinese 
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people from using ivory in traditional medicine: “Foreign countries should look after their 
own problems, they don’t understand what Chinese culture is like, and they shouldn’t try 
and interfere with Chinese culture. Chinese medicine works, and they should use the 
medicines that work, not listen to other countries that don’t understand”. It is interesting 
to note that, while the sample is small, the reaction to American criticism over the issue of 
ivory in Chinese medicine was certainly the most belligerent, seeing few of the nuanced 
counterarguments some people used when discussing women’s rights. While the threat to 
traditional practices may be responsible, it is also hard to develop nuanced 
counterarguments when you have not thought much about an issue beforehand. Reading 
about pressure from the United States, the most obvious concern for many people was not 
that their country was failing to protect an important value that they held dear, but merely 
the fact that a geopolitical competitor was putting their country under pressure. 
 
Chinese university students and staff recently arrived in the United States were, overall, less 
obviously angered by American criticism on China’s human rights. Some older interviewees, 
however, like Yu in her seventies, were adamant: “These comments are not justified, 
because human rights in America are even more serious than in China! Chinese people have 
human rights, there is no need to talk nonsense. People live well - how do you know there 
are no human rights?” Others were simply tired of these kinds of comments. According to 
Huang, 23, “America has no reason to do this. Every time it seems to be the same kind of 
criticism, it completely loses its meaning”. Zi Wei, 22, had the same problem with foreign 
attention on Tibet: “I’ve seen a lot of this, I’ve started to become numb. Because of these 
separatists in Tibet, the US will get involved, and China will talk about Tibet creating 
problems. I think we need security in China, to make sure Tibet does not separate.” 
 
Many respondents were more circumspect in their reactions, however. Yes, the American 
criticism did touch on real problems, but still, things were far better than they used to be, 
far better than they might be, or far better than they were in other countries. On women’s 
rights, we saw these kinds of responses more from younger female interviewees. Like Yi, 
an aspiring entrepreneur, who said that she believed it was easier for young women to get 
by in China today: “I know things used to be worse, but I don’t think the Americans really 
understand China now, because women have so many educational and work opportunities. 
The pressure on them to find work is lower, and they can work in many areas that we 
cannot, like in the service industry, or administration, or other nine-to-five jobs”. Tao, a 
first-year student in the local university, was upbeat: “Women are treated reasonably well 
in China today, but of course there can be improvements. In coastal cities, in developed 
regions, there isn’t really a problem with domestic violence. Perhaps in more inland areas 
domestic violence is more of a problem - but overall this has been getting better all the 
time.” 
 
Overseas students were also more likely to respond in this more nuanced manner. After 
hearing about news of US pressure on human rights in Tibet, Mike, 18, argued that it was 
an overreaction: “Native people in Tibet enjoy more freedom than people in mainland 
China. The Chinese government is serious about racial problems, so locals enjoy higher 
privileges in Tibet. There are times when police cannot do anything about the locals, so it 
can get messy sometimes, and there might be some human rights issues, but it is not that 
serious”. Min, 26, said that Western support for Tibetans was misplaced: “We have given 
minorities a lot of help, we have not been bad to them. Tibet was a feudal society without 
freedom, and China freed them, supported their education, medical care, health. We have 
absolutely not been bad to them.”  
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Min said that she had become more patriotic since coming to the United States. “Before, I 
used to believe that America was better than China. While some people write on the internet 
that China is perfect and democratic, I know we all have our own problems… But China 
is a younger, newer country than the United States, and has just started to become part of 
the new international society”. This feeling of growing patriotism after moving abroad was 
mentioned by several overseas students. Zhao, 21, said that he had become prouder of his 
country after hearing far-fetched criticisms of China in America. Yet even though there 
were some claims about China from Western newspapers that he strongly disagreed with, 
Zhao accepted that human rights violations did go on in China, a position shared by many 
of the overseas students we interviewed. Encountering stories of human rights violations 
through his academic studies had convinced him that this was indeed something that 
needed to be addressed. 
 
When the criticism did not come from the USA, interviewees were notably less defensive. 
Many stated their dismay over problems in China, but often tempered these concerns with 
hope for the future. After hearing about the African Union’s criticism of women’s rights, 
for example, Gong Ting, 59, said that domestic violence was a structural issue within 
Chinese society: “Of course this is a problem. We need to give women more legal power. 
Actually, many women who have suffered domestic violence don’t want to get divorced, 
because maybe they are economically reliant on their husband. So it is very hard for them 
to be completely equal because of their economic situation. There do need to be 
improvements, especially in legal protections, because to ensure we have equal treatment 
we need to have the law on our side”.  
 
After reading about condemnation from the United Nations, Jin, 31, a university graduate 
who had moved to the city five years earlier, said that she had confidence conditions would 
improve: “[women’s rights] need to get better; especially when applying for jobs. I think 
there is certainly some prejudice against women. In some jobs there is even prejudice 
against men. But society is always taking forward steps, and I believe women and men will 
soon both be able to have the same chances in finding work.”  Some were more resigned, 
like Sun Li, a 26-year-old IT worker: “Things do need to improve, especially with domestic 
violence, there are real problems and it’s not acceptable for women to suffer from these 
old views, that a man can hit his wife and it’s fine. But this is something that women around 
the world face, and probably everywhere needs to improve, not just China – so I think it’s 
a normal criticism, if a bit one-sided.” 
 
On the more niche issue of the use of ivory in traditional medicine, interviewees were far 
more likely to use the comments from the African Union to inform their views. Xiao Wu, 
a university student studying English, summed this up well, saying “I don’t really know too 
much about how ivory is used, but if this kind of material hurts the environment, then we 
should really not use it, and replace it with things that don’t hurt wild animals as much.” 
 
Air pollution was a different story, however. People happily accepted criticism from both 
the United Nations Environment Programme and the United States, and agreed that China 
did need to improve its air pollution. Some even commented favourably on the tone of the 
criticism, even though it was almost identical to the criticism that others had heard about 
women’s rights and Chinese medicine. Dou Dou, a 28-year-old visiting her hometown from 
Shanghai, nodded in response to the comments. “This problem does need to be solved. 
The smog in the cities was not always this bad, but recently it has appeared on a few days. 
There are just too many factories at the moment and people using too much coal – we need 
to find alternatives to this kind of energy”. When asked whether this should happen even 
if it affected the economy, she replied: “Yes. After all, people still need to live here, and it 
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is worth a short-term economic decline to help save the environment in the long run. We 
should look at economic development from the long term”.   
 
Very few of the interviewees said that they believed China should only neglect the 
environment and only privilege economic development. Some, like Hao Wang, 41, accepted 
the criticisms, but were more philosophical about the state of China’s air: “Sacrificing the 
environment is a necessary process: which developed country has not done so? We missed 
the industrial revolution, and have arrived late, but happily this means we can draw on 
others’ experiences and find a way to achieve a balance between development and the 
environment.” It is hard to say whether foreign criticism made any difference to these 
beliefs, but their existing grievances about air pollution meant that Chinese citizens were 
far happier to accept pressure on their nation from outsiders, even hostile ones like the 
United States. 
 
 

Perceived Hostility 
 
So what explains this wide variety in reactions? Anger certainly played a role. On women’s 
rights, some of our interviewees were evidently irritated when they read that the US had 
criticized China. Take Wang, a forty-year-old businessman: “Women are treated better in 
China than anywhere around – these words are completely false. The United States just 
wants to target China for anything it can, to try and bring China down. Chinese women 
have nothing to do with them – they should look after their own women. It makes me 
angry”. Even those who agreed that women’s rights needed to be improved said that they 
found the criticism one-sided and politically driven. As Xiao Dong, a postgraduate 
researcher in his mid-twenties said: “these politicians don’t care about women in China, 
they’re always using human rights as an excuse to attack China, to try and poison 
international public opinion. It’s just politicians being politicians, they always behave like 
this. I’m bored of it to be honest”.  
 
Overseas interviewees agreed. Huang said that the US was using human rights to target 
China: “I always hear that America is criticizing China but treating other countries with 
tolerance. At the moment with Trump, he is always condemning China, it seems unfair. 
Because of Sino-US relations, the US needs to compete with China, and so to increase its 
competitiveness it feels it has to criticize China.” Mike agreed, in part: “I think the US does 
care to some extent, but I do think there is a deeper interest-driven motivation. There might 
some issues in Tibet, but I think the US is criticizing China because it wants to exert some 
influence.” 
 
Some overseas students explicitly linked supposed American hostility to their own beliefs 
about human rights in China. According to Wei Tai, 53, “this criticism of China is driven 
by prejudice. I believe that China does have areas it needs to improve, but we are definitely 
not as bad as America says”. Feng Shuo, 33, said that as far as he was concerned, “I don’t 
think the US actually cares about human rights, but rather is using this issue as political fuel 
on the international stage to attack China”. He went on to insist that “China doesn’t have 
issues with free speech, because we can speak freely. So other countries cannot criticize 
China on such matters”.  
 
These comments were not just limited to human rights. Upon hearing that the US had 
called on China to ban the ivory trade, Liu Jin, a factory worker, said that it was doing so 
“to attack the Communist Party”, while Li, a software engineer, said that the US “did not 
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care about animals. As China’s economy is developing and China is getting stronger, they’re 
using it to cause trouble, so that every country focusses on China”. Student Zhao was more 
equivocal: “Criticism is fine, every country needs it. I don’t like the attitude in these 
comments though, they seem to hold some prejudice against China”. 
 
Interviewees were not just concerned with American hostility, but also its hypocrisy. On 
women’s rights, one popular response was that the US should at the least deal with its own 
discrimination—especially its racial divisions—before pointing fingers at China. Qing Yan 
argued that American hypocrisy made it a poor arbiter: “When politics and human rights 
are mixed, it’s complicated, so you have to look at the ultimate purpose of the news source. 
Is this propaganda, or is it looking to reveal the truth? If we are talking about the criticism 
itself – this is justified, because China does oppress its people. But, when this criticism 
comes from America, this is not reasonable, because America has its own issues. America 
has race issues, as well as a hypocritical government – Hillary [Clinton] supports the Iraq 
war and then says that China shouldn’t do XYZ”.  
 
The African Union did not receive the same kind of vitriol as the US, but nor did people 
see it as a particularly acceptable source of pressure on women’s rights. None of our 
interviewees questioned the AU’s motives, but many dismissed its authority. Several people 
claimed that the organization did not know what it was talking about, and others dismissed 
the comments as hypocritical and hard-to-understand from a continent with its own 
problems in gender equality. Wei, a 19-year-old student at the local university summed up 
the sentiment: “I don’t think they really understand China. Aren’t women badly treated in 
Africa? I’m not too sure why they would criticize women’s rights in China – I think maybe 
they don’t realize how women are treated here. I mean there are problems for some women 
in our country, but I’m sure it is much worse in Africa”.  
 
If people see the African Union as just as hypocritical on women’s rights, then hypocrisy is 
unlikely to be the reason for their defensive reaction to American criticism. Many were just 
as irritated with the AU’s attempts to criticize China as they were with the US. What was 
different was the content of their irritation. It was notable how those who said that criticism 
from the United States was unjustified also said that they thought the country was trying to 
use the issue to attack China. On the other hand, only one interviewee said that they 
believed the African Union was using women’s rights to try and attack China, and not one 
brought up anything to do with international competition when talking about how they 
personally felt about the pressure. While interviewees were hardly positive towards the 
African Union, there was a notable lack of defensiveness in their responses, certainly in 
comparison to the language used in response to the United States.  
 
On the issue of ivory, interviewees were far more well-disposed towards comments from 
the African Union, most saying that they believed that the AU cared about the use of ivory 
in China (when asked). Many agreed that its criticism was justified, with one respondent, 
Ya Fang, a 52-year-old housewife, saying explicitly that her views about the use of ivory 
depended on the relationship between African countries and China: “It is hard to say 
whether these comments about China are justified or not. If I were to make a concrete 
judgement, I would need to go onto the internet and check, because I don’t really know 
much about the relationship between Africa and China. If it really is a friendly country [sic] 
towards China, then I can accept the criticism, and say that yes [ivory use] is a problem. But 
if the relationship with China is not very friendly, then I would be much more suspicious”. 
 
Interviewees were also quite positive about the United Nations. For women’s rights, for 
example, many people shared the view that the role of the organization was to improve 
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conditions for women around the world. According to retiree Jing “they have to care about 
women and whether they are being discriminated against. They do this in every country, so 
I don’t think China is any exception”. Only three interviewees say that they thought the 
UN was a proxy of the United States, with many more saying that it had a duty and 
responsibility to improve women’s rights around the world. 
 
The important point here is that when interviewees believed that criticism was driven by 
hostility towards China, they were more likely to then go on and say positive things about 
their country. Of course, in interviews like this, it is often hard to determine the causal 
direction of people’s reasoning. It may be that interviewees are falling back on their existing 
opinions about a certain issue, like the use of ivory, in order to discern the motives of the 
criticizer, rather than the other way around. Or to put it another way, people may decide 
that American criticism of the state of human rights in China is constructive only when 
they are themselves already really concerned about the state of human rights. Look at 
interviewees’ responses to pressure on air pollution in China. While some were suspicious 
of the United States, overall people were far more disposed to view its comments as benign 
or helpful, rather than attempts to bring down China – in stark contrast to their reactions 
to US pressure on other issues. Xue Feng, a geology student, said that the comments 
“showed that developed countries’ governments were being responsible, to protect the 
world’s environment”, while estate agent Wen Hao pointed to the possibility that “China’s 
environment might affect the United States, so of course they want to help”. 
 
Chinese citizens are almost certainly doing both: basing their views about the criticizer’s 
motives on their own opinions about the issue; as well as basing their opinions about the 
issue on their views about the criticizer’s motives, and it is hard to disentangle this causal 
chain. What is clear is that people’s belief that the United States is driven by hostility 
towards China is closely linked to how defensive they are in response to pressure. 
 
 

Acceptable Pressure 
 
So what kind of foreign pressure would be acceptable? Many interviewees parroted the 
government line: other countries should mind their own business. Those who had read 
about pressure from the US were particularly insistent on this point. Li Ling, a coffee shop 
barista, typified the belligerence: “Foreigners have no right to interfere in China’s internal 
affairs, we don’t need it, this is a social issue of China, and we can only rely on ourselves to 
deal with it”. Mo, 19, agreed: “they should sort out their own problems first, and not point 
their fingers at other countries.” 
 
Some were more pragmatic. Qing, visiting family in the city, said that he thought that China 
should accept outsiders’ opinions, but that on women’s rights, any efforts by foreigners 
would just not be effective: “International comments on these kinds of issues are not very 
helpful, because in those more backward areas, where there are real problems with women’s 
rights, nobody is going to hear the sound of foreign comments”. 
 
Some echoed a traditional People’s Daily line, that international busybodies should first have 
a deep understanding of China’s situation, its history and social context. Han, 30, said that 
at the least foreign countries should recognize that China was still emerging as an 
industrialized power. “If [criticism] is one-sided and does not understand China’s situation, 
then I cannot accept it. They can make comments about China and point out problems, 
but it is not acceptable to put pressure on us when they don’t understand our country. We 
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are going through the same development period they went through, and they had the same 
problems”. Andy, 22, studying in the United States, also argued that judgements about 
China needed to be placed into context. “China’s human rights situation has some bad 
aspects, but right now, it fits China, because more freedom in politics requires a more 
central role for the middle class, so that political decisions are more stable. But if China 
liberalizes too quickly, this will be bad for China. America’s criticism is good for itself, but 
not necessarily good for China’s domestic problems”. 
 
Many people seemed sure that if outsiders did not just target China alone, and instead 
looked to work together with China to solve the problem, then Chinese people would be 
more open to their comments. According to Jian Min, an academic: “only if what they say 
is objective and is not just attacking China can I accept it. If every country also faced up to 
the fact that their people own ivory, and did not just put the blame on China, then every 
country should be able to accept this criticism together and work together to find an 
answer”. Yan Yan, 22, believed that women’s rights was a global issue, and should be 
treated as such: “The United Nations should help to improve women’s rights all over the 
world, not just in China. There are problems with old traditions here, but I think that the 
Chinese people have worked hard to improve gender equality in recent years and can help 
other countries in the world.” 
 
Interestingly, people’s opinions about the usefulness of foreign pressure on China varied 
dramatically according to the passage they were given. After reading passages that put 
pressure on China on women’s rights, many said that they were strongly opposed to any 
kind of foreign pressure, on any issues, and that no foreign actor had any right to intervene. 
However, when given examples of pressure on air pollution in China, respondents became 
far more positive (and eloquent) about the role that international efforts could play – and 
not just on air pollution. Zhou, the owner of a noodle restaurant, saw quiet diplomacy as 
the way forward: “they should use a friendly attitude to put forward suggestions, not 
demand that China takes certain steps to make changes, or use sanctions, or push China to 
change its whole political system to be like America. Encouraging advice for step-by-step 
changes would be the most useful.” Xiang, a recent geology graduate, agreed: “if they truly 
understand China’s national situation, and put forward intelligent opinions from this 
detailed knowledge, then I can accept their comments, even if they criticize China. If they 
do this, they can cooperate with our officials to give them ideas about how to improve. 
What annoys me are these exaggerated claims about how bad China is.” 
 
 

Responding to International Pressure 
 
The goal of these interviews was to delve deeper into the ways in which ordinary citizens 
react to international pressure. We found that a crucial factor in whether our interviewees 
responded positively or negatively was whether they saw the pressure as hostile to their 
country. Those respondents who spoke about their nation, about defending their nation, 
and worried about its international standing, invariably responded negatively to being told 
about foreign pressure. In many cases, the fact that pressure came from the United States 
was enough to make the spectre of international competition more salient than the 
injustices or damages that come from the issue itself. For some members of the public, 
pressure made them defensive, irritated, and belligerent. Others reacted by recognizing that 
there were problems, but sought to justify why things were not as bad as the criticism 
implied14. 
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The interviews also highlight something that we have not explored much so far – that 
people’s existing opinions about the issue being criticized can be extremely important. 
When interviewees heard about foreign criticism on a topic on which they did not have 
strong previous opinions, the use of ivory in medicine, they appeared to be far more likely 
to be influenced by whether they thought the source of criticism was hostile towards their 
country. When they discussed a topic they already believed to be a problem in their country, 
air pollution, on the other hand, they were far more receptive to all kinds of international 
pressure, even when it came from a source that was apparently hostile.  
 
And on the face of it, people’s reactions on Weibo to foreign criticism of air pollution have 
not contained the same defensiveness shown in reactions to criticism of human rights. In 
November 2010 for example, the United States Embassy announced on Twitter that 
pollution in Beijing was not just its normal ‘bad’ or ‘hazardous’, but had reached the level 
of ‘crazy bad’. While Chinese state media managed for months to ignore the vast coverage 
given to the tweet, it was shared almost immediately across social media inside and outside 
of China15. Weibo comments did not exhibit the normal anger at American interference that 
we saw in earlier chapters over human rights, however. Instead, the vast majority were 
supportive, repeating the tweet’s sentiment about the poor air quality in Beijing.  
 
In 2012, angered by the US Embassy in Beijing’s hourly Air Quality Index (AQI) readings, 
the CCP launched a campaign against the Embassy’s actions. The Global Times pushed the 
standard human rights line, that the US should “not interfere in others’ affairs”, accused it 
of “selfishness”, and attempting to “stimulate Chinese public sentiment”16, and called on 
the Embassy to stop issuing the information. But again, in stark contrast to the reactions 
to criticism on human rights, Weibo reactions to this anti-American campaign were generally 
unsympathetic. Comments under the Global Times story were notable in the way that they 
ignored the story’s anti-American narrative, instead agreeing with the Embassy: China’s air 
quality did need to improve17. It seems that, as one netizen pointed out to the newspaper, 
anti-foreign propaganda is just not very credible when the evidence to the contrary is right 
there in front of you: 
 

“Do you think people are blind? How many blue-sky days has Beijing had lately? 
Do you think ordinary people will only believe your statements?”18 

 
Listening to how people talk about pressure on their country shines a light on why these 
kinds of criticisms might or might not damage their support for domestic activism. But 
even then, these kinds of interviews and surveys cannot fully recreate how Chinese citizens 
hear about pressure in real life. We were still approaching people in the street, still 
prompting them about foreign pressure, and still recording their immediate responses to 
those prompts.  
 
Pressure on China’s human rights and system of government is normally encountered by 
the public over a long period of time. Whether they hear it through state media, internet 
news sites, or social media, their response is going to be heavily influenced by how it is 
framed19. They will not form opinions immediately after hearing about the pressure, but 
gradually, over time, having seen a few stories, read about others’ reactions on social media, 
and having discussed it with their friends and colleagues.  
 
So how do people react to pressure in the ‘real world’: a world where they are not explicitly 
told about a piece of foreign criticism, and then immediately asked for their opinions on it? 
How do they react when they encounter pressure in their daily lives, as just one of a million 
pieces of information about politics and current affairs? 
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Pressure in Real Time: Meeting the Dalai Lama20 

 
 

International Pressure in Real Time 
 
In authoritarian states, members of the public pick up information about their world 
through walls of censorship and state media obfuscation, through a mass of propaganda 
and cacophony of competing news. The question, then, is whether Chinese citizens spend 
time processing the kind of international pressure discussed in the previous chapters, and 
whether pressure filtered through the CCP’s censorship and propaganda system affects 
people’s views about human rights and democracy in the same way. 
 
To answer this we need to examine a real-time front-page incident of human rights pressure 
on China, and we need to compare Chinese people’s attitudes after the incident to their 
attitudes beforehand. An excellent example of this kind of event in recent years is the 
meetings between the Dalai Lama and foreign leaders – increasingly rare, increasingly high-
profile, and intimately tied up with human rights and democracy in China. The problem of 
course is that if everyone knows in advance that the meeting will occur, then we are unlikely 
to see much of an impact on their attitudes when it does happen. So it needs to be 
something of a surprise, and we also need to have a way of finding out about people’s views 
before and afterwards. As it happens, in July 2011, President Obama unexpectedly met the 
Dalai Lama in the White House precisely when survey research firm Asian Barometer was in 
the middle of carrying out its nationwide survey on the public’s political attitudes in China. 
 
From this coincidence we can explore whether the main implication of the hostility theory 
does indeed apply in real life: does a high-profile incident of American pressure on human 
rights related to China’s territorial integrity bolster Chinese citizens’ positive views about 
their country and its politics? The survey also allows us to explore whether this impact is 
stronger for those more patriotic citizens. In an ideal world, we would be able to examine 
all of chapter two’s observable implications – from the source of pressure to the target. In 
a natural experiment like this we are limited by nature, however, and to test all the 
implications we will have to hope that some other coincidences come up again in the future. 
 
 

Meeting the Dalai Lama  
 

Meetings between foreign leaders and the Dalai Lama are not always explicit criticisms of 
human rights, but are still widely seen as a clear statement of support for the Dalai Lama 
and his attempts to achieve recognition for the struggles of the Tibetan people. Human 
rights of the autonomous region are often discussed in the meetings and quoted widely in 
the foreign press. The White House statement following the 2014 meeting between 
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President Obama and the Dalai Lama, for example, stated Obama’s “strong support for 
the preservation of Tibet’s unique religious, cultural, and linguistic traditions and the 
protection of human rights for Tibetans in the People’s Republic of China.”21. This is 
certainly how the meetings are portrayed in the Chinese media. The Global Times’s story 
about the 2011 Obama-Dalai gathering, for example, had the subheading: “Obama meets 
Dalai Lama, reaffirms opposition to Tibetan independence, and expresses concern about 
Tibetan human rights”22. 

While the White House has been at pains to say that the meetings were purely to respect 
the Dalai Lama’s standing as a religious leader, official assemblies with dissidents and 
activists have become a common ingredient of American democracy promotion. In 2007 
George W. Bush called presidential meetings with dissidents a central pillar of the American 
“commitment to promote democracy worldwide”23, and throughout the 1980s the US 
administration heavily publicized its summits with Soviet dissidents as part of its efforts to 
engender political liberalization24. As former dissident Natan Sharansky said, these meetings 
“had a tremendous influence on our movement, on people around us and on the 
authorities”25. 
 
But meeting the Dalai Lama can have consequences for a country’s leader. Countries that 
receive the Buddhist leader in an official capacity find that some of their exports to China 
fall following the meeting26. Some leaders have undoubtedly reacted to this, and number of 
leaders willing to meet the Dalai Lama has fallen sharply in recent years. President Obama, 
for example, chose not to hold a meeting soon after coming to office in 2009, delaying the 
event until after he took his first official visit to China27 ; while the Mongolian Prime 
Minister did not meet the Dalai Lama again after his 2002 welcome, when the CCP had 
blocked the railway link between the countries as punishment28. On the other hand, refusing 
a meeting has often led to the leader being criticized in their own country. In 2009, 
Republican congressmen and human rights advocates criticized Obama for ‘currying favour’ 
with the Chinese by delaying the assembly29, while Swiss leaders’ refusal in 2010 drew 
condemnation in parliament30.  
 
Choosing to brave these costs may in fact have become an effective way of signalling a 
state’s resolve over human rights issues. It sends a costly signal to the Chinese leadership 
that a leader is serious over their commitment to human rights31. The target of the meetings 
may also be Tibetans, a way to pass on to them international condemnation of the Chinese 
government’s policy in Tibet, to tell them that their struggles are remembered. When 
Tibetans heard of the Dalai Lama-Obama meeting in 2010, many set off fireworks in 
celebration32. Robert Barnett argues that these kinds of gestures may cause a backlash, 
however, as Tibetans gain false hope about the type of support the United States is prepared 
to offer them, and their subsequent enthusiasm only serves to provoke even more 
government repression33.  
 
While we might expect Tibetans to respond positively to the meetings, unfortunately the 
survey I use was not implemented in Tibet for logistical reasons (although I do examine 
the effects on Buddhists and Tibetan minority provinces in the rest of the country). What 
I can examine is the impact of these meetings on the general public throughout the rest of 
China – the focus of this book, of course. One crucial factor for our purposes is that, as 
chapter four shows, these meetings are often heavily advertised by Chinese media. Of the 
thirty-one overseas Chinese students and university workers interviewed in the United 
States for chapter seven, twenty-three said that while they were in China they had heard 
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about the meetings between the Dalai Lama and American Presidents, with many learning 
about the meetings through Chinese state media. 
 
 

President Obama and the Dalai Lama 
 
After initially postponing a meeting in 2009, Barack Obama eventually agreed to meet the 
Dalai Lama in February 2010, drawing a predictably angry reaction from China. He chose 
to meet the leader again in July the following year, when the Dalai Lama was taking part in 
an 11-day Buddhist ritual in Washington, D.C. The President had stayed cool over whether 
the meeting would occur, but on the night of Friday the 15th (Saturday morning in China), 
the White House announced they would meet the following day. The two met for a private 
45-minute discussion in the Map Room, which occurred around 11.30pm Chinese time - 
enough time to reach the Chinese newspapers the next morning. 
 
A White House statement issued following the meeting said that while Obama did not 
support Tibetan independence, he “reiterated his strong support for the preservation of 
the unique religious, cultural, and linguistic traditions of Tibet and the Tibetan people 
throughout the world. He underscored the importance of the protection of human rights 
of Tibetans in China”34 . Media reports quoted the Dalai Lama as saying that Obama 
expressed his concern about human rights and religious freedoms, as well as his “genuine 
concern about suffering in Tibet and other places”35. These comments hit the international 
press from Pakistan36 to Ireland37 the following day. 
 
The Chinese government appeared to be somewhat caught off guard, only having time that 
day to issue a diplomatic warning for Obama to cancel the meeting38. This warning was 
repeated in one brief story in the Global Times, which decried the planned gathering39. But 
the next morning, Chinese state media returned in force. The People’s Daily issued a strongly 
worded editorial denouncing the meeting, accusing Obama of attempting to split the 
country up. The paper focussed its attacks on the criticism of political and religious 
freedoms in Tibet, saying that: “these American officials ignore the social progress in Tibet 
but instead call the human rights situation in Tibet ‘evil’, and accuse the Chinese 
government of restricting Tibetan language education, and strictly controlling Tibetan 
Buddhism”40. The government then used an accompanying feature-length article—the top 
front-page story on the 17th of July—to elaborate on the policies that they had put in place 
in Tibet for economic and political development41. 
 
A common Propaganda Department reaction to these meetings is to ‘flood’ copy through 
media outlets, to ensure that they push out a unified message42, and Chinese newspapers 
dedicated a series of articles to the meeting over the 17th and 18th of July. The Global Times 
headline on the 17th noted that Obama had met the Dalai Lama over his “concern for 
human rights in Tibet”. The story reported the White House press release in detail, 
including both Obama’s opposition to Tibetan independence and his call for “attention to 
the human rights situation in Tibet”43. The paper repeatedly returned to the refrain that 
“Western anti-China forces”44 were using the Dalai Lama as a political tool in order to 
embarrass China, and that the meeting was designed bring down China’s “sovereignty and 
territorial integrity”45. The rhetoric evoked a clear message: the meeting was an attack on 
China. Articles played up the discussions of political and religious rights, and explicitly 
framed them as a plot by America and the Dalai Lama to split up China for their own 
political ends. The Global Times commissioned an (highly unrepresentative) online survey 
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on the morning of the 17th of July, asking for its readers’ opinions about the meeting. 77% 
said that they were ‘angry’46. 
 
The last-minute announcement of the meeting meant that Chinese citizens had little prior 
knowledge that it would occur. Trends of Google searches (figure 8-1) show that there were 
few searches for the ‘Dalai Lama’ until the 16th of July, with interest peaking between the 
17th and 19th. We can only read so much into this trend, since Google is banned in China, 
but it does demonstrate that even for citizens willing to breach the internet firewall, there 
was no awareness of the meeting before 16th of  July, and that interest was high (on the 18th 
of July there were almost twice as many searches for the Dalai Lama as for Hu Jintao, the 
leader at the time47).  
 
 
[Insert Figure 8-1 here] 
 
 
The unexpected meeting serves as a useful quasi-natural experiment. This is because, 
completely unrelated to the meeting, over the month of July 2011 the Asian Barometer firm 
was right in the middle of administering its nationwide survey on the Chinese people’s 
beliefs about democracy and human rights. The firm administered this survey face-to-face 
to a random selection of 3473 adults across the country, weighted to reflect the country’s 
demographics and to ensure full coverage of minority and rural populations in all regions 
of mainland China except Tibet, Qinghai, Inner Mongolia, and Xinjiang48. The timing of 
the survey gives us a perfect opportunity to examine how a meeting between the American 
President and the Dalai Lama affects beliefs about democracy and human rights in China.  
 
Since the survey’s roll-out was presumably not affected by the Dalai Lama’s travel plans in 
North America, the 17th of July meeting date serves as a kind of experimental ‘treatment’, 
whereby those interviewed just before the date should be almost identical to those 
interviewed just after the date. The main difference between the two groups is that the 
post-17th July group has had the chance to hear or read about any major news that passed 
through on the 17th of July – and particularly the top story, the meeting in Washington, 
D.C. To minimize the influence of any other events, I examine just those respondents 
interviewed in the five days before the 17th and compare them to the respondents in the 
five days after (a total of 1539 respondents), as shown in figure 8-249. As we see from figure 
8-2, this five-day window covers the period of people’s peak interest in the Dalai Lama.  
 
 
[Insert Figure 8-2 here] 
 
 
Unfortunately the Asian Barometer survey was designed to explore political attitudes, and so 
did not contain any questions about Tibet, or about human rights. But it did contain highly 
detailed questionnaires on people’s political attitudes, their thoughts about democracy, 
authoritarianism, and their country’s government. In particular, I wanted to see how the 
Dalai Lama meeting affected people’s views about their political system. So I turned to the 
question that provides a scale from 1 (completely undemocratic) - 10 (completely 
democratic) and asks, “where would you place China today on this scale?”. This allows us 
to see, in the simplest form, the extent to which Chinese people believe that their country 
is democratic. 2011 was a relatively open time for survey research in China, and at the time 
of writing, it was one of the last times that these kinds of questions could be openly put 
out by a foreign firm. 
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Some scholars have argued, quite persuasively, that Chinese people understand the concept 
of democracy in a different way to people in many Western countries50. Public opinion 
surveys show that the majority see democracy not as a means by which the people choose 
their leaders (as it is commonly thought of in the West), but instead as an ability to hold 
government accountable, or as how well government policies reflect public opinion51. Lu 
Jie and Shi Tianjian have found that Chinese citizens generally conceive of democracy as 
‘taking the majority’s view into consideration’ rather than ‘majority rule through popular 
vote’. They argue that the government’s use of its propaganda apparatus and education 
system to define democracy in this way has been the major factor in making Chinese 
citizens believe that their country is democratically ruled52.  And as we might expect if this 
were true, support for democracy in the Asian Barometer survey was indeed high, with 83.16% 
of respondents agreeing that “democracy is always preferable to any other kind of 
government”. 

But even so, if Chinese people believe that their system is ‘democratic’, then at the 
minimum what this shows is that they are satisfied that their political system is accountable 
and responsive to its citizens. Our goal is to find out whether American leaders’ meetings 
with the Dalai Lama would affect this sense of satisfaction. To turn back to our theory’s 
implications – pressure comes from a geopolitical opponent and comes on an issue 
intimately linked to China’s territorial integrity. My expectation then is that if people feel 
that meetings with the Dalai Lama are an attempt to attack China, its political system, and 
its international standing, then to fight back they may deliberately bolster their positive 
views about their country and its political system. This will make them more likely to believe 
that their country is democratic, particularly if they feel a strong sense of attachment to that 
country.  
 
We should note that this is not a strictly controlled experiment, so there are some 
demographic differences between the ‘control group’ (interviewed before the meeting) and 
the ‘treatment group’ (interviewed after the meeting), differences which may affect people’s 
views about democracy. To account for this, in my regression equation I control for 
respondents’ gender, age, education, interest in politics and foreign news, religion, and 
whether they were urban or rural (and just for safety also use entropy balancing to match 
the groups as closely as possible53). And since differences in responses after the meeting 
may be explained by the possibility that the survey was carried out at different times in 
different settings, with substantial differences between richer coastal and poorer inland 
provinces, I control for the level of provincial Purchasing Power Parity in mid-2011. I also 
control for whether the province contains a Tibetan minority of over 1% (Sichuan, Gansu, 
and Yunnan), and report provincial fixed effects. 
 
With these differences accounted for, those in the treatment group interviewed after the 
meeting should be as similar as possible to those in the control group interviewed before 
the meeting. To double check that the groups are closely comparable in their views and 
knowledge about politics, I also look at their responses to two placebo questions: how 
democratic is Japan; and how democratic is India? The ‘before’ group gave almost identical 
answers to the ‘after’ group to these questions, suggesting that their level of general 
knowledge and attitudes towards politics and foreign news is about the same. We are ready 
to test the hypotheses with ordered logistic and ordinary least squared models54.  

 

The Meeting and Chinese Citizens’ Perceptions of 
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Democracy 

The July 2011 meeting between President Obama and the Dalai Lama made the Chinese 
public significantly more likely to believe that their country was democratic. As table 8-1 
shows, in the five days following the meeting, people’s rating of how democratic China was 
rose, on average, from 6.64 to 7.2 out of 1055. It also shows that, as predicted, this effect 
only really applied to those more patriotic citizens. For those who said they were ‘very 
proud’ of their country, the meeting made them see China as being almost 10 percentage 
points more democratic. In fact, every increase in national pride on the 1-4 scale increases 
the effect of the Dalai Lama meeting on the belief that China is a democracy by about 4.2 
percentage points56. 
 
 
[Insert Table 8-1 here] 
 

To get a better sense of what this means, it may help to split the 1-10 scale into two: those 
who say that China is more of an autocracy (who scored the country as 1-5 on the scale), 
and those who say it is more of a democracy (who scored it as 6-10 on the scale). Doing 
this shows that the Dalai Lama-Obama meeting did not just strengthen the views of people 
who already thought China was democratic, but also shifted them across the dividing line 
– from believing China was more of an autocracy to believing it was more of a democracy. 
Most notably, the meeting made those with high national pride 11.4 percentage points more 
likely to believe their country was democratic in some form, a sizeable increase. 
 
What we are especially interested in here is how foreign pressure affects people’s desire for 
political change. For there to be a popular will to reform the system of government, citizens 
need to not just believe that their country is undemocratic, but also want it to be democratic. 
When we analyse the subgroup of people who say in the survey that they prefer a 
democratic system of governance, we find that the percentage of these who say that they 
believe China is undemocratic (5 or below on the scale) drops by almost half, from 9.83% 
to 4.95%. This is quite a dramatic fall in the number of people who say that their desire for 
democracy is not being met.  
 
Responses to other questions back this up. The meeting makes Chinese citizens 
significantly more likely to believe that their political system deserves their support, that it 
is capable of solving the country’s problems, and that they are satisfied with the level of 
democracy in their country57. Is the effect only limited to those who see democracy as the 
ability of the state to provide for its citizens? What about those who see democracy as about 
Western concepts of checks and balances? Luckily, the Asian Barometer directly asks people 
what they feel is the most essential feature of democracy. And while the Dalai Lama meeting 
does increase perceptions of democracy amongst the third of people who see it primarily 
as a tool for narrowing income inequality, it also does the same for the (richer, more urban) 
third who believe that it is more about whether the people can choose their leaders.  
 
And interestingly, the effect was not just limited to democracy. After the meeting Chinese 
survey respondents became far more positive about their country as a whole. Respondents 
became 6 percentage points more likely to believe that they had freedom of speech, 4 
percentage points more likely to say that their fellow citizens had necessities like food and 
shelter, 5 percentage points more likely to say that corruption was not widespread, and 4 
percentage points more likely to say that the economy was doing well. News of the meeting 
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significantly improved Chinese citizens’ opinions about the job their government was doing 
for their country. 
 

Other Explanations for the Dalai Lama Effect 
 
This is not a laboratory experiment, and we cannot manipulate people’s conditions. So we 
need to think about what else might explain this change in Chinese citizens’ beliefs. In the 
first place, since the CCP portrays the Dalai Lama as trying to engineer the breakup of 
China, a meeting with the President of the United States of America may appear to Chinese 
citizens to be a direct threat to their country’s territory. In places from the United States to 
Spain, existential threats like wars or terrorist attacks have been shown to ‘rally’ people 
around their leaders, increasing their attachment to the nation and trust in political 
institutions 58 , and leading to greater support for authoritarian values and distrust of 
democracy59. The problem is that (as we saw in chapter six) in this case neither of these 
rally effects occur. Following the meeting, respondents became no more attached to their 
nation, and if anything, valued democracy more. In fact, in the five days following the 
meeting, they became significantly more likely to believe that democracy is the most 
preferable form of government (an increase from 81.5% to 88.6% of the respondents), and 
significantly more likely to say they want democracy in the future.  
 
But maybe the Dalai Lama meeting made people more worried about the consequences of 
giving their regime a negative review? In a similar natural experiment, Jiang Junyang and 
Yang Dali find that a 2006 purge of corrupt officials in Shanghai made residents more likely 
to say that they support the central government – something Jiang and Yang put down to 
people becoming more scared about admitting their true beliefs after hearing about the 
purge60. It is conceivable that the Dalai Lama meeting has a similar effect, making people 
more aware of restrictions around freedom of speech in China, and in turn making them 
less willing to say anything critical of their government. Again, however, this does not 
appear to be the case. Respondents interviewed after the meeting were no more likely to 
choose to abstain from replying to questions about democracy and were also no less likely 
to admit that they have previously been involved in collective action after the meeting – 
behaviour that is arguably even more risky61. 
 
Even if fear was not responsible, the social pressures of the survey might have made people 
give responses that did not reflect their true beliefs. On the 17th of July, state media reports 
of the Dalai-Obama meeting were accompanied by news stories featuring glowing 
portrayals of the prosperity of Tibet62. Rather than the meeting itself, it may have been these 
pieces of propaganda that pushed people to feel more positively about their political system. 
The barrage of propaganda may have also made citizens more likely to feel the need to keep 
in tune with the media commentators and ‘cheerlead’ to the interviewer positive views 
about their country, views that they might not actually believe63. But ‘positive’ propaganda 
was not unique to the day of the Dalai Lama meeting, and indeed some of the positive 
stories on that day pale in comparison to other days that same month. To take an example 
at random, on the 9th of July, front-page People’s Daily stories included praise for China’s 
military progress64 and news of excellent GDP growth65, positive propaganda which, as 
figure 16 shows, had little effect on perceptions of democracy.  
 
Perhaps the big question here is, how do we know that it was the Dalai Lama meeting that 
sparked these changes? Over the ten days that we studied, there were certainly other news 
stories. In fact, while the meeting was the main story in Chinese media on the 17th and 18th 
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of July, there was another major news event – a story about bomb-and-knife attacks in 
Hotan, Xinjiang, on the 18th of July, a story that may have also influenced people’s views 
of democracy. How can we separate these two things out? Well, the attacks did not reach 
the newspapers until the 19th of July66, and full discussions in newspapers and news websites 
did not come out until the 20th and 21st. So to show that the meeting was the critical incident, 
we can examine when the main change in people’s attitudes happened – was it as early as 
the 17th, or was it not until the 20th? 
 
To test this, I conducted 20 different ‘placebo’ experiments just like the one above – with 
each regression having a different treatment cut-off date in July. We can then compare the 
results for each cut-off date to see when the impact on people’s perceptions of democracy 
on their country is strongest. We start with the 6th, comparing the five days before (1st to 
5th) with the five days after (6th to 10th), then do the same every day, through the actual date 
of the meeting on the 17th, and end with the five days before the 26th (21st to 25th) compared 
to the five days after (26th to 30th). This also allows us to see whether there is really 
something special about the 17th of July. If the meeting is the most important event there 
should be a clear peak on this date.  
 
And this peak is exactly what we see. Figure 8-3 gives the results of daily regressions for 
our key group, those with above average national pride. Essentially what this graph shows 
is the change in people’s beliefs about whether China is democratic or not after a given 
date. We see that in the early days of July, in the lead up to the meeting, those interviewed 
before and after each date have almost identical attitudes. It is only when the regressions 
start to include some days after the meeting that the difference between before and after 
begins to rise, finally peaking up to an 11.4 percentage point jump in beliefs that China is 
democratic between the five days before and after the 17th.  
 
 
[Insert Figure 8-3 here] 
 
 
But by the time we compare the five days before and after the 20th, the date the Hotan 
attacks hit the news, there is once again almost no difference in people’s attitudes67. If there 
is any impact from the attacks, it appears that it has been outweighed by the impact of the 
Dalai Lama meeting. It is also worth reiterating that people became more positive about 
democracy over this period. Given the extensive evidence available on how terrorist attacks 
invariably lead to more support for authoritarianism amongst the population68, this strongly 
suggests that the Hotan attack had little effect on public attitudes about democracy. 
 
You may have noticed the negative coefficients for the regressions on the 21st and 22nd of 
July. Most simply, what this tells us is that the more positive perceptions of democracy in 
China in the immediate aftermath of the Dalai Lama meeting fell away quite quickly, 
returning to their normal levels after four or five days. So by the 23rd of July, people were, 
comparatively, more negative about democracy levels than they were a few days earlier, at 
the peak of the Dalai Lama coverage. If we extend our window around the Dalai Lama-
Obama meeting out to twenty days either side, the effect remains positive, but the size of 
the difference does fall by about half. This shows that the Dalai Lama effect is quite a short 
one, limited only to that time when the meeting was front page news. 
 

Fighting Back  
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When American leaders meet the Dalai Lama, reports of the meeting make the Chinese 
public significantly more likely to believe that their country is democratically run. This gives 
us vital real-world evidence that Chinese citizens fight back against foreign human rights 
pressure. It also tells us that this defensiveness extends even more broadly than the issue 
of political rights and that it bolsters all aspects of people’s image of their nation: from the 
economy and access to food, to levels of corruption and freedom of speech.  
 
This conclusion is complicated somewhat by the fact that amongst the Chinese public there 
are different conceptions of what democracy actually is, conceptions that do not always 
match those in the West. For some citizens, the meeting made them care more about 
whether their government was able to respond to and look after its people, but also believe 
that it was doing a better job in performing this ‘guardianship’ role. For others, the meeting 
made them more likely to value a ‘Western’ conception of checks and balances on their 
government, but still made them more likely to believe that the CCP fulfilled these criteria. 
However they define democracy, what we can say is that hearing about the international 
human rights community’s pressure on their country does appear to reduce the grievances 
that they hold with their political system. 
 
The sensitivity of the subject matter precludes asking Chinese citizens within China about 
their views of democracy and about the Dalai Lama’s meetings with foreign leaders. 
However, at the end of chapter seven’s interviews with overseas Chinese students and 
university workers, I also asked the interviewees about their views of meetings between the 
Tibetan leader and the American President. The majority (twenty-two) said that they 
disapproved of the meeting, with only six saying they the meetings should go ahead. The 
overwhelming reason for their disapproval was that any meeting would signal support for 
Tibetan independence, something the interviewees were vehemently opposed to. Those 
who disapproved were particularly scathing of American motives in staging the meeting, 
saying that they saw the decision to be a result of geopolitical hostility rather than human 
rights concerns. 
 
Bao, 53, summed up the disapproval: “they should not meet. America admits that there is 
one China, and Tibet is a part of China, so they should not meet with a person who wants 
to engage in political separatism”. Liu Fei, a graduate student, agreed: “American Presidents 
often meet with foreign countries’ leaders, but the Dalai Lama is not a foreign country’s 
leader. If the United States meets with him then it is showing support for Tibetan 
independence”. Ping Wei, 33, brought up the popular opinion that any meeting would 
subvert the CCP’s ability to properly represent the whole country: “It is done as a political 
tactic, Obama wants to use Tibet and its religion to try to split China apart. I was very angry 
[when I heard they had met] – because the US did not meet him with China’s consent; it 
just met with the Dalai Lama. You need to get permission from China’s leaders to meet 
with a figure like him. This person does not represent China’s interests, but represents 
Tibet’s interests.” 
 
So what does this tell us about whether a county’s leader should meet with the Dalai Lama 
– or indeed any dissidents or activists from an authoritarian country? Meetings with the 
Dalai Lama help to focus international and domestic attention on Tibet, potentially 
pressurizing the CCP to put in place steps to improve political and religious freedoms in 
the country, while providing much needed moral support to Tibetan groups. An 
examination of whether these positive effects do in fact occur is beyond the scope of this 
book. All this chapter shows is that the meetings can have an important impact on the 
wider Chinese public’s grievances over their political system. 
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To end this chapter, I should note that while Dalai Lama meetings are excellent examples 
of high-profile diplomatic pressure, we may not necessarily see the same results with other 
dissidents. While Chinese state media has begun to feed the line that the West is trying to 
use political prisoners and dissidents to bring down the country69, the campaign against the 
Dalai Lama is quite unique. The sheer scale and intensity of his vilification, from school 
textbooks to television documentaries70, means that even your most high-profile dissident 
is unlikely to compare. 
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9 
 

Implications for China and Beyond 
 
Over the last three decades the CCP has fought back against pressure from the international 
human rights community. The Party has rewarded its partners, coerced its opponents, 
moulded the agendas of international organizations, and launched worldwide publicity 
campaigns. And for many, China’s growing economic power has given its leaders enough 
leverage to successfully butter up or break its critics overseas1.  
 
In this book I argue that resistance does not just come on the international stage, however. 
I show how regimes like the CCP can instead use foreign human rights pressure to stifle 
popular opposition to human rights violations at home, by framing those violations as 
issues of international competition, rather than ones of domestic injustice. When citizens 
believe that their nation’s standing is under attack, then they will look to fight back against 
those attacks, taking steps that will make them more content with the conditions in their 
country. They will then be less likely to support any efforts to improve those conditions, 
efforts that range from demanding legal reform to protesting the arrests of dissidents.  
 
Since the 1950s, state media has widely advertised outside criticism of human rights 
violations in China, especially at times when Party control over the media has been at its 
strictest. And the criticism—framed as an attempt by foreign powers to attack China and 
restrain its growth—has been put to good use. When the CCP has announced news about 
human rights to the public, such as the arrests of dissidents or barriers on free speech, it 
has often introduced it through the lens of foreign pressure. But as analysis of reporting by 
government mouthpiece the People’s Daily shows, this is not the case for all kinds of foreign 
pressure. State media is far more likely to write about pressure that comes from a ‘hostile’ 
source (like the United States), especially when there is tension between the two sides; and 
when the pressure is about China’s territorial issues like Tibet or Hong Kong, existing 
policies like the One Child Policy, or general critiques of ‘bad human rights in China’ that 
the public is already aware of. These stories are often played up in state-owned newspapers 
and television channels for the entire public to see, even when the same stories are barely 
featured in international news coverage. But foreign pressure that provides detailed 
information about new human rights abuses and comes on issues unrelated to territorial 
matters, pressure that comes from non-Western sources or at times when bilateral tensions 
with the US are low, is far more likely to be censored and hidden from the public.  
 
So why do propaganda officials choose to pass on this sensitive information? It may be that 
certain kinds of foreign pressure are just not damaging enough for the Chinese government 
to feel like it needs to resort to censorship, and not that the government actively benefits 
from allowing its public to hear them. Yet survey experiments on women’s rights—an issue 
on which foreign activism has historically drawn positive reactions in China—show that 
when Chinese citizens are exposed to pressure from a geopolitical rival, the United States, 
they do indeed become significantly more satisfied with the state of women’s rights in China, 
and less willing to take action to support activists looking to improve these rights. 
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Worryingly, American efforts turn even more liberal people away from expressing support. 
On the more positive side, the experiments also show that when the pressure comes from 
a neutral source or when it only targets elites, the backfire effect is eliminated and may even 
be reversed.  
 
The backfire is not just limited to hypothetical examples in survey experiments, and nor 
does it just apply to women’s rights. A quasi-natural experiment around President Obama’s 
2011 meeting with the Dalai Lama shows in real-time how an instance of front-page news 
about American human rights pressure made Chinese people significantly more likely to 
say that their country was ruled democratically. Extensive face-to-face interviews with 
ordinary members of the Chinese public show that these kinds of defensive reactions are 
closely linked to the belief that the US government is hostile towards China and wants to 
use human rights to prevent the country’s rise. Yet people’s previous beliefs also play an 
important role. Interviewees were far more accepting of foreign condemnation on the issue 
of air pollution, an issue on which they had already formed strong grievances.  
 
How do authoritarian leaders know what this influence will be? Perhaps most likely is a 
process of trial and error, with authorities gradually realizing the kinds of pressure most 
likely to be useful. Through the 1990s, for example, we saw a shift in state media’s rhetoric 
in dealing with UN draft resolutions and congressional human rights reports. In-depth 
discussion of the details of foreign comments were gradually minimized and replaced with 
general accusations of American hypocrisy and hostility. Then after the public outcry 
against the Dalai Lama and perceived French attacks on the Beijing Olympics in 2008, we 
saw a surge in state media coverage of foreign leaders’ meetings with the Dalai Lama and 
criticism from French sources. 
 
On the other hand, trial and error also means that some damaging information slips through 
the cracks. There are numerous examples of even Xinhua articles being retracted following 
directives from the propaganda department2. One directive (leaked to the China Digital Times 
website), for example, noted that a Xinhua article attacking Taiwanese leader Tsai Ing Wen 
was “having a bad influence on public opinion”, and called for it to be deleted when social 
media commentators used the article to criticize Communist Party leaders 3 . Another 
directive called back a Global Times piece that scorned one of the Hong Kong booksellers, 
Lam Wing-Kee, and his public retraction of a forced confession he had made in Chinese 
custody. The problem, perhaps, was that by rebutting Lam’s claims, the paper gave a full 
airing to his accusations of kidnapping and torture by Chinese authorities4. If we remember 
back to chapter two, this is the key dilemma that state media faces when dealing with 
international pressure. If there is not enough in a news story about foreign criticism of 
human rights in China to boil up a stew of nationalism and defensiveness, then all it might 
be doing is relaying information to the public about a sensitive human rights issue. 
 
One interesting example of this occurred in 2015, after an open letter from eleven overseas 
Chinese university students called for the CCP to put on trial those responsible for the 
Tiananmen massacres in 1989. This obscure letter was seized upon by the Global Times, 
which published a vehement editorial in both its Chinese and English language editions. 
The article reported the letter’s content in detail, including the fact that “the post-1980s 
and post-1990s generations on the mainland have been fooled, and [the authors] couldn't 
find out the ‘truth’ of the 1989 Tiananmen incident until they moved abroad to study, where 
they have unlimited access to the Internet”5. The article claimed that the writers of the letter 
had become “new targets of overseas hostile forces”. However, as reported in the watchdog 
website China Digital Times, the editorial itself was removed by Chinese censors just days 
later 6 . One of the signatories of the petition, Gu Yi, said that the Global Times had 
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unwittingly played into the students’ hands by bringing publicity to the letter within China, 
saying ‘“the Global Times attacking our letter was [the letter’s] best advertisement”7. 
 
The dilemma for Global Times editors is the temptation to use the letter to foster a defensive 
reaction in their readers, hoping that they will be angry about how the students had been 
taken hostage by foreign forces hoping to attack China. In this case however, the letter was 
written by native Chinese students, hardly a ‘hostile’ group like the United States 
government or a suspicious foreign NGO. Moreover, the letter did not just blithely repeat 
previous criticism of general human rights conditions or pressure to change an existing 
government policy, but provided potentially new information to the Chinese public about 
how their compatriots overseas view the events of 1989. Passing on this information 
appears to be a mistake that even a nationalist outlet like the Global Times would be unlikely 
to make again. 
 
 

Beyond China 
 
China is run by a powerful authoritarian regime, which has leaned heavily on nationalist 
rhetoric and accusations that Western concerns about human rights are driven by hostility. 
It is, perhaps, something of an easy case. Maybe it is a unique case. So can it tell us anything 
about other countries, and whether international pressure on human rights would also 
backfire beyond China? If so, where? 
 
Let’s look back at the theory in chapter two. The psychological tendencies discussed in the 
first half of the chapter, not least the way that people seek to fight back against information 
that they believe is threatening to their group, are universal ones. There is no evidence that 
these tendencies are particularly specific to any culture, nor that they only exist in highly 
nationalist states. This means that international pressure has the potential to backfire for 
any person, on any issue, in any country. In this book alone we have seen that the backfire 
is not just limited to conservative regime-supporters digging in on their deeply entrenched 
views. In chapter six, for example, the most prone to fight back against American pressure 
over women’s rights were the most highly educated and internationalist citizens. In chapter 
seven, people reacted the most negatively to pressure on an issue they knew very little about: 
the use of ivory in Chinese medicine. And there is evidence of international pressure 
backfiring across the world. After being told about international legal investigations into 
their country, citizens from places as diverse as the United States and Kyrgyzstan became 
less supportive of international law8. Even Sweden, neither a superpower nor a former 
colony, saw something of a wave of public nationalism in reaction to criticism of its relaxed 
Coronavirus strategy9. 
 
Throughout this book I have highlighted certain conditions that are needed for the CCP 
leadership to be able to effectively weaponize foreign human rights pressure – the source, 
the issue, target, and timing. But these considerations can also tell us something about the 
places where under-pressure leaders will be able to do this most successfully. Think back 
to the argument: pressure will backfire if it taps more strongly into people’s motivation to 
defend their nation above any other competing motivations, motivations that range from 
their desire to form accurate opinions about the state of human rights, to their need to 
protect their partisan political group. At the national level, this means that in the simplest 
terms, a backfire will depend on the target government’s ability to be able to effectively 
frame international pressure as a hostile foreign attack on the nation, rather than as a 
genuine attempt to improve human rights or as a partisan political issue. 



 
	

	

114	

 
The ability to do this will first depend on whether a government is willing to frame pressure 
in this way. In chapter six we talked about how the Qing government chose not to publicly 
denounce the footbinding activists, and how the CCP held back from launching a mass 
propaganda attack on the campaign to release the feminist five. In these cases, the rulers 
had little pressing need to devote costly resources in opposing these relatively low-key 
movements.  
 
A leader’s willingness to weaponize foreign pressure may also depend on their country’s 
geopolitical relationship with the United States. Just like the Chinese leadership would tone 
down its rhetoric about the US around the time of official bilateral visits, some countries 
are less willing to risk their good relations with the US by launching a propaganda campaign 
against it. As Anja Jetschke notes about the Philippines, for example, attempts to stir up 
anti-colonial nationalism against the USA have historically caused offence and risked a 
valued alliance10. Of course, even this kind of alliance might not be enough. If the regime 
is under pressure from the United States over an issue that it feels is essential for its survival 
at home, then it may still be in its interests to make the US appear like a hostile enemy. In 
the Philippines in 2016 for example, despite their alliance, American criticism of President 
Duterte’s violent anti-drug crackdown led Duterte to publicly berate the US over its 
‘imperialist’ attitude11. 
 
If we assume that a government does decide to weaponize foreign pressure, then its ability 
to successfully frame that pressure as hostile depends on two main conditions.  
 
 
Resonance of the ‘hostile’ narrative 
 
The first condition is something that we have been talking about throughout this book: any 
story that foreign human rights pressure is really a hostile attack on the nation needs to be 
a convincing one. And this story may be much more convincing in some countries than 
others.  
 
Take a country with a long history of foreign invasion, a country where any Western 
pressure on its leaders to change their behaviour feels suspiciously like neocolonialism. Or 
even take a country that has been subject to what it sees as never-ending, unfair 
victimization by the international community, especially over what it sees as its rightful 
territory. One of the reasons that human rights pressure over Tibet and Hong Kong evokes 
such a defensive reaction is because historical Western interference in these territories, as 
well as repeated criticism of human rights and democracy, means that the picture of hostility 
is such an easy one to draw.  
 
Israel is a place where the ‘hostile’ narrative is, arguably, especially resonant. The sheer 
volume of international criticism of their country has led many Israelis to view international 
law—and indeed human rights organizations in general—as antagonistic, biased, and even 
a threat to the nation (a portrayal encouraged by Israeli politicians from all sides)12.  And 
this narrative appears to have an impact. As we saw in the first half of the book, when 
pressure starts to repeat the same old lines of attack on the same old topics, it becomes less 
informative, and starts to appear more hostile. One recent study found, for instance, that 
international sanctions over Palestine ended up increasing Israeli citizens’ backing for more 
hardline policies in the territory13. Another showed that when Israelis were told that their 
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government’s crackdowns on peaceful protestors violated international law, they became 
more supportive of their ruling party14.  
 
As we saw in chapter six, pressure is also most likely to backfire in countries where the link 
between the ruling party and the nation is strong, countries where an attack on the rulers is 
quite easily framed as an attack on the nation as a whole. Some countries have stronger 
links than others. The link will be stronger, for example, when there is a historical bond 
between the leadership and the birth of the nation, places where the ruling party was 
responsible for securing independence or winning a revolutionary war. In places where the 
leadership is seen as illegitimate or alien, this kind of link is much harder to forge. Part of 
what might have made it difficult for the Qing government to organize a nationalist 
response to the anti-footbinding movement was the fact that they themselves were seen as 
outsiders, and that they were failing to defend the nation against foreign forces.  
 
It was also relatively easy for Chinese citizens to identify and sympathize with the victims 
of footbinding: women who were members of their families and local communities. This 
suggests that foreign pressure is more likely to appear hostile when a country’s citizens do 
not identify very strongly with the people whose human rights are being violated. We might 
see this more in countries where the state mainly chooses to persecute members of a small, 
far-away, and ethnically distinct ethnic or cultural minority. Arguably one reason why 
pressure on Tibet and Xinjiang leads to defensive reactions is not just to do with territorial 
integrity, but because many citizens feel less affinity with Tibetans and Uighurs on the other 
side of the country than they might with Han in their local communities.  
 
The backfire will also be stronger when there are no political identities that are more salient 
than the national identity. Think about countries without any powerful opposition groups, 
deep religious fault-lines, or ethnic political divides. The evidence suggests that in these 
kinds of one-party state, mass campaigns to try and frame the ruling party and its leaders 
as the personification of the nation—like China’s Patriotic Education campaign—are 
especially common15.  
 
 
Control over the narrative 
 
Patriotic campaigns are common in one-party states because there are often few opposition 
voices to challenge them, especially when the ruling party also has control over the media. 
This brings us the second condition for a successful backfire – the ability to effective 
control the narrative, to make sure that the ‘hostile’ narrative is the main one that the 
citizens hear. Regimes like the CCP, with a powerful internet firewall and control over the 
press, can ensure that the message gets through without any opposition. These regimes can 
also ensure that their citizens mainly hear pressure that is more likely to backfire16. In Russia, 
for example, Vladimir Putin has used his control over the media to use Western sanctions 
on firms and government officials over military action in Crimea and Eastern Ukraine in 
2014 as a potent propaganda tool17. State media has played up the sanctions18, Putin has 
called them ‘hostile’, and blamed them for economic woes in the country19, a tactic he was 
particularly fond of around the 2016 legislative elections20. As Putin said after his victory, 
the results were “citizens’ reaction to external attempts to pressure Russia, to threats, to 
sanctions, and to foreign attempts to stir up the situation in our country.”21  
 
In freer environments however, citizens are likely to hear more than just pressure from 
their hostile rivals. Their newspapers may also write about instances of foreign pressure, 
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for example, that come from the United Nations and explicitly target the country’s leader 
over their latest crackdown on protests – pressure that may have very different effects. In 
these countries, opposition political parties and activist groups also have a platform to 
promote an alternative narrative, a narrative that may frame the foreign pressure as a 
genuine human rights concern rather than a hostile attack. If there are partisan political 
divides, as in democracies or so-called ‘competitive autocracies’22 then those people who 
do not support the ruling party may be able to frame foreign pressure as merely an attack 
on the partisan leadership rather than on the nation as a whole. In this case we may see 
regime supporters reacting negatively to foreign interference, but opponents responding 
positively23.  
 
In India, for example, a country where opposition parties have vocally opposed authorities’ 
abuses of human rights, studies have found that international NGO criticism made people 
more concerned about their country’s level of respect for human rights 24 . Without a 
pervasive narrative of hostility and discrimination, people are less likely to dismiss the 
pressure, and much more likely to pay attention to what it says. In stark contrast to Israel, 
when Indian citizens were told that government crackdowns on peaceful protestors 
violated international law, it reduced their support for the ruling party25.  
 
While one of these conditions—a resonant narrative of hostility, and firm control over that 
narrative—may be enough, if both hold then international pressure is likely to backfire. 
This means that a backfire will be especially likely in powerful authoritarian states with weak 
opposition or activist movements and heavy control over the media, and whose ruling party 
have been instrumental in the fight against foreign invasion or colonialism, or have faced 
years of repeated international criticism over the same old issues. A backfire will be least 
likely in liberal democracies with strong opposition parties, civil society, and free press, 
where there are weak ties between the ruling party and the nation as a whole, and where 
the criticism is relatively new. 
 
A proper test of the countries where a backfire is most or least likely really needs a full book 
treatment. However, we can explore whether we are on the right lines by looking at some 
carefully chosen cases that meet these conditions in various forms, and examine the impact 
of foreign pressure. I take the United Kingdom and three of its former colonies: Uganda, 
Zimbabwe, and Hong Kong (see table 9-1).  
 

[Insert Table 9-1 here] 
 
 
None of these countries are as authoritarian as China, but they do vary widely on both the 
likelihood that a ‘hostile’ narrative will resonate, and in their ability to control the narrative. 
At one end we have Uganda, a former British colony, where Yoweri Museveni’s ruling 
National Resistance Movement has faced little political opposition since winning a 
revolutionary war in the 1980s. Then we have Zimbabwe under Robert Mugabe – also a 
former British colony where the ruling party fought for independence, but which had to 
deal with a growing political challenge into the twenty-first century. Then we have the 
former colonizer itself, the United Kingdom. A country with little reason to feel victimized 
by the international community, but with a vibrant political opposition. At the other end, 
Hong Kong post-1997 is a former British colony, but a former colony with a strong partisan 
political divide, and where for many in the opposition camp the ‘hostile’ force is not the 
former colonial power but the ruling party-linked Beijing. 
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Uganda under Museveni 
 
President Yoweri Museveni has led Uganda since winning a guerrilla campaign in 1986 and 
has sought to frame his National Resistance Movement (NRM) party as the epitome of 
patriotism, nationalism, and anti-colonialism26. On the other hand, the NRM has become a 
key partner to Western countries, especially the United States 27 , which has provided 
extensive development and military assistance to the country28. This has made it difficult 
for Museveni to play up anti-American sentiment, given the risk it could pose to the alliance, 
and the fact that the Ugandan public hold some of the most pro-American attitudes in the 
world29. 
 
The NRM has faced very little political opposition, meaning there are no other established 
political identities for people to turn to, or indeed powerful parties who can shape a 
different narrative. On the other hand, Uganda does have a relatively free media 
environment. While the government has periodically attempted to interfere, there are 
numerous independent television stations and newspapers, and unlike China or Zimbabwe, 
the NRM does not restrict its people’s access to foreign news30.  
 
Let’s turn to one example of Western pressure on Uganda over human rights, the 2014 
fight over the enactment of an ‘anti-homosexuality bill’, a bill that threatened to punish 
homosexuality with up to life in prison. The issue was originally thrust forward by local 
religious groups and then co-opted by Museveni as part of his populist push for electoral 
votes31 (in 2013, gay rights were opposed by 96% of the population in Uganda32). As soon 
as the bill was first mooted in 2009, Western activists badgered their governments to put 
pressure on Kampala to drop the bill. Leaders from the United States to the European 
Union publicly criticized the bill and threatened sanctions if it was passed33.  
 
Sensing an opportunity to reinvigorate his role as a warrior against external colonial 
interference, with the 2016 presidential elections in sight, Museveni seized upon the issue34. 
Just before the signing of the bill in 2014, then-President Obama threatened that its passage 
would “complicate our valued relationship with Uganda”35 . Arguably the very reasons 
Museveni signed the bill may have been these threats – given his rhetoric he could not 
afford to be seen as giving in to Western pressure36. And indeed, Museveni’s spokesman 
said plainly that the President was signing the bill to “demonstrate Uganda's independence 
in the face of Western pressure and provocation”37. The high-profile calls for Western 
donor countries to cut their aid to Uganda if the bill passed had been featured heavily in 
the Ugandan press38, and brought angry retorts even from those who opposed the bill39. 
 
Public support for the bill, already high, remained so through 201540 , with Museveni 
receiving a round of applause from officials at its signing41. Museveni’s own popularity grew 
noticeably during the furore, while public opinion towards the United States fell42. Perhaps 
most pertinently, despite the discrimination inherent in the bill, Ugandan citizens’ beliefs 
that their country supported equal rights also grew, from 41.7% in 2012 to 44.7% in 2015, 
with the percentage believing that people are treated equally more than doubling from 9.1% 
to 20.9%, as shown in figure 9-143. 
 
 
[Insert Figure 9-1 here] 
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The passing of the bill and the spike in support for Museveni demonstrated his ability to 
successfully weaponize external pressure. The strategy succeeded even when it came against 
a powerful and popular foreign ally and aid donor. But the case also shows the limitations 
of this strategy. Museveni could only successfully weaponize external pressure when it came 
on an issue that had been already framed as one of national integrity, as a fight against 
imperialism, and was an existing government policy on which the public was already firmly 
on the President’s side. As such, any new information about foreign pressure was likely to 
work in the President’s favour, even if it came through independent media sources. This is 
a tactic that is unlikely to work on less explosively nationalistic issues. For example, when 
Obama again threatened sanctions on Ugandan officials over their arrests of political 
prisoners in 201644, the news was not passed on in state-owned newspapers. 
 
This kind of campaign also has international consequences – most notably loss of aid 
revenue from foreign allies. And later the same year, just before he was to meet with 
President Obama, Museveni played down the anti-homosexuality bill’s importance, and a 
Ugandan court quietly annulled it45. This behaviour mirrors the actions of Philippine’s 
President Duterte in 2016, who having publicly railed against American imperialism over 
his anti-drug campaign46, later quietly expressed regret and sought to play down tensions 
on the international stage47. Museveni and Duterte’s reactions demonstrate how leaders can 
both feel the costs of Western pressure, but at the same time manipulate it to gain support 
at home. 
 
 
Zimbabwe under Mugabe 
 
In Zimbabwe, Robert Mugabe led the ruling Zimbabwe African National Union - Patriotic 
Front (ZANU-PF) party from independence until 2017 and played heavily on his reputation 
as the revolutionary leader bringing his country out of colonialism—what Terence Ranger 
calls an appeal to ‘patriotic history’—to justify his continued rule48. Mugabe used his control 
over the press to remind his citizens of this history. Zimbabwean authorities have punished 
journalists that criticized the regime, censored negative news, and jammed foreign media 
to prevent it from reaching the population. Since only around 20% of the population had 
any internet access at the end of Mugabe’s reign, this meant that the political discourse was 
very much in his hands49. On the other hand, unlike China and Uganda, ZANU-PF was 
not the only political game in town, as from the late 1990s the Movement for Democratic 
Change (MDC) emerged as a credible and powerful opposition party. In the 2002 elections 
the MDC caused a major surprise, winning almost half the seats on offer, and then in 2008 
the party won the popular vote and the majority of the seats, sharing power with ZANU-
PF under Mugabe’s leadership.  
 
Mugabe saw foreign interference, in particular from the former colonial power Britain, as 
a way of stigmatizing the MDC. The party was just another manifestation of Britain’s 
attempts to take back power in Zimbabwe50, and any attempts to condemn Mugabe and his 
policies were seized upon as evidence of this. Mugabe proclaimed British outcries over land 
reform in 2001 to be an attempt to recolonize the country51, saying to British Prime Minister 
Tony Blair in an oft-quoted 2002 speech, “Blair, keep your England and let me keep my 
Zimbabwe”52.  
 
Condemnation and sanctions on Mugabe’s regime grew in the early 2000s, from not just 
the United Kingdom, but also the European Union and the United States. The sanctions 
targeted ZANU-PF leaders for all kinds of authoritarian behaviour, from the failure to 
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uphold the rule of law to electoral violence. The dilemma for Mugabe and ZANU-PF was 
that the widespread condemnation and sanctions highlighted to the Zimbabwean public 
the scale of their violations of human rights, and demonstrated just how negatively the 
international community saw those violations. The existence of a now-influential 
opposition movement meant that international disapproval could, potentially, be framed as 
a genuine attempt to improve the lives of Zimbabwe’s people. 
 
And initially, the MDC enthusiastically welcomed international sanctions53. They provided 
the movement with legitimacy, and gave it much-needed cohesion, emboldening them to 
take on the regime. When the US and EU threatened to impose targeted sanctions on the 
ZANU-PF leadership in late 2001, MDC leaders advertised them widely, and the threats 
fed into mass anti-government demonstrations across Zimbabwe. Initially, for MDC 
politicians and their supporters, the condemnation and sanctions were a clear sign that the 
international community was on their side and would help them in their push for regime 
change54. 
	
But unlike the leaders of China’s anti-footbinding movement, the MDC did not manage to 
successfully portray the international campaign as part of a patriotic movement to improve 
Zimbabwe. One problem was that the various factions within the MDC could not agree on 
how best to respond to the sanctions, and several of their more prominent politicians 
publicly announced their opposition55. In the face of their reticence, Mugabe confiscated 
the narrative, and from 2002 began to play up the sanctions as a hostile, imperialist attack 
on Zimbabwe. The strategy is nicely summed up by a (state-run) Herald article about British 
criticism of electoral irregularities in Zimbabwe in 2002: “the British started showing their 
true colours by advocating sanctions against Zimbabwe for human rights…its hidden 
agenda to topple the present Zimbabwean government…the victory by Zanu-PF in the 
just-ended presidential election was indeed a victory over imperialism”56.  
 
The Western sanctions became a regular sight in state-owned media, and Mugabe 
fulminated against their use in domestic and international speeches57, blaming them for the 
country’s economic decline58. The campaign was rolled out in force for the 2013 elections, 
with sanctions mentioned 40 times in the ZANU-PF party manifesto alone59, and became 
almost ubiquitous in newspaper, radio, and television coverage. When anti-government 
demonstrations erupted again in late 2016, state media accused protestors of being 
supported by the United States, Britain, and France 60 , and to back up these claims, 
highlighted how the American ambassador had criticized ZANU-PF’s use of force to crush 
the protests, issuing articles that accused him of hypocrisy, racism, and agitating for regime 
change61. 
 
Mugabe’s attempts to play up Western interference also brought him support from fellow 
African leaders, in particular South Africa’s Thabo Mbeki62. This meant that pressure on 
Mugabe over his human rights abuses was arriving only from the West, and not from 
Zimbabwe’s allies. As we saw in China, this made it even easier for Mugabe to portray the 
sanctions as a hostile, imperialist attempt at regime change, rather than a genuine effort to 
improve human rights.  
 
The sudden spike in public support for Mugabe and the Zimbabwean political system 
between 1999 and 2004 shown in figure 9-2 (trust in the President more than doubles in 
the Afrobarometer surveys) might seem puzzling63. In these years Zimbabwe’s economy 
fell apart, life expectancy dropped dramatically, and political repression increased64. Bratton, 
Chikwana, and Sithole argue that the most likely cause of the public’s support was not their 
misperceptions of economic growth or greater fear of expressing their true opinions, but 
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Mugabe’s propaganda network. They show that people’s trust in media was one of the 
biggest predictors of Mugabe’s positive ratings in this time65. His ability to control the 
narrative, in particular his control of the media in rural areas, and the weaponising of foreign 
pressure in this narrative, accentuated his public support.  
 
 
[Insert Figure 9-2 here] 
 
 
 
United Kingdom under the Conservative Party 
 
The United Kingdom is perhaps the odd one out in these case studies. It has not been 
colonized for 900 years and has often been the leader of international opprobrium over 
human rights, as we saw in the case of Zimbabwe, rather than the subject of it. But since 
2010 there has been growing international condemnation over the human rights impacts of 
the British government’s austerity measures. The United Nations has issued regular high-
profile criticisms, with one report from its Special Rapporteur warning starkly that unless 
British policymakers changed tack, its poorest citizens would soon face a “solitary, poor, 
nasty, brutish, and short” existence, and that the benefits system had plunged people into 
“misery and despair”66.  
 
In Uganda and Zimbabwe, the ruling parties used their control of the media and history of 
colonialism to grasp hold of the narrative surrounding this kind of criticism. In the United 
Kingdom, however, the ruling party’s ability to either censor the criticism or to play it up 
to evoke a backfire against foreign criticism has been much more limited. The UK is a 
liberal democracy with a vibrant parliamentary system. Throughout the Conservative 
government’s post-2010 reign, the main opposition has been the left-leaning Labour Party, 
a party that put the protection of human rights in the UK to the centre of its election 
manifestos67. Politics has become increasingly partisan since the 2016 ‘Brexit’ referendum 
to leave the European Union, a partisanship perhaps epitomized by the press. In this time, 
right-wing, pro-establishment outlets have come to dominate the newspaper landscape, 
albeit with notable critical voices in a handful of left-leaning newspapers, as well as 
broadcast and online media. 
 
Despite representing a country that has been a central player in the international human 
rights community, the Conservative Party denounced the austerity reports as biased, 
Marxist, and politicized, launching repeated formal complaints to the United Nations68. The 
problem was that Britain’s free press and relatively outspoken opposition party served to 
dilute this version of the ‘hostile forces’ narrative. And the 2019 UN report was featured 
heavily in liberal newspapers like the Guardian, which emphasized the “excoriating” findings 
through a series of articles and editorials, highlighting the reports’ condemnation of the 
austerity policies’ lack of compassion and abuse of ‘British values’ 69. The report was also 
seized upon by the Labour Party, which went as far as to quote sections of it through the 
2019 election campaign70 . Even the Conservative-leaning press paid a fair amount of 
attention to the (damning) contents of the report, only mentioning in passing the 
government’s retorts of bias and hostility71.  
 
This is not to say that the pro-establishment press has always reacted soberly to 
international criticism of human rights in the United Kingdom. In 2010 the Daily Mail 
brought the UN’s review of Britain’s human rights to the attention of its readers, calling it 
‘ludicrous’ for including condemnation from the representatives of authoritarian regimes 
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like Russia and Belarus72. The European Court of Human Rights’ occasional rulings against 
the United Kingdom have seen angry backlashes from the right-wing media, backlashes 
that played heavily upon the threat to the country’s sovereignty from the European Union73.  
 
While the UN reports on austerity were high-profile for a day or two, compared to the mass 
international campaigns for human rights in Uganda and Zimbabwe, their significance was 
quite minor. So unlike Uganda and Zimbabwe, it is hard to see whether limited campaigns 
like this have any impact. As a result, in April 2020 I carried out a small experiment to 
explore how people in the UK do react to foreign criticism, and to see whether it is indeed 
less likely to backfire. The timing of the study was significant, as it fell right in the middle 
of the Coronavirus outbreak, and just as the first real grumbling of international criticism 
over the British government’s response was beginning. After going into lockdown quite 
late, the UK had found itself with the highest death toll in Europe, and by the start of May 
condemnation began to flood in both at home and around the world74.  
 
Just a few days before this wave of foreign condemnation began, I randomly provided half 
an online sample of 418 British citizens with a generic summary of the British government’s 
actions in dealing to the Coronavirus. The other half were also told that foreign politicians 
had heavily criticized the government’s response75. Unlike in China, however, telling British 
citizens that foreign leaders had condemned the UK made them significantly more critical 
of the British government’s response to the virus. Respondents who were just told that 
their government had taken steps to respond to the virus gave it an average approval rating 
of 57.3 out of 100. But for those who were also told about foreign criticism of those steps, 
that approval rating fell almost 9 percentage points to 48.676. On the other hand, the 
criticism had little impact on people’s overall approval of the government’s performance, 
nor their willingness to vote for the Conservatives next time around.   
 
However, things get interesting when we break the results down by how people voted in 
the elections six months earlier77. While the numbers of respondents fall (not everyone 
voted), the pattern is clear: the impacts of foreign criticism depend on who you voted for. 
Criticism still reduces Conservative voters’ approval of the response by 5 percentage points, 
but this is far short of the 11-percentage-point drop for opposition voters. The most 
striking impact was on people’s future voting intentions, however. Here we see that for 
past opposition voters, the criticism all-but eliminated the likelihood they would vote 
Conservative in the future, the proportion saying they would do so falling from 13% to just 
4%. But for those who voted Conservative in the past, foreign criticism firmly solidifies 
their intention to do so again – up from 82% up to almost 98%. While the results are 
statistically significant, the sample of those who admit they voted Conservative is quite 
small here (only 75 respondents fit this category). So while the pattern is a striking one, the 
results are somewhat tentative. 

 
So what do these results tell us? They show that in a partisan democracy with a free press, 
where there is no real history of attacks from the international community, international 
pressure is unlikely to be seen as hostile, and unlikely to backfire. They show that when 
people hear about novel condemnation of their government (remember that the survey was 
implemented before much of the international criticism was reported in British newspapers, 
and before the pro-establishment press had time to reel out any backlash), then they will 
be much more likely to take it into account in informing their views. And under these kinds 
of conditions, in this kind of state, partisanship is perhaps more important than nationalism. 
Unlike in China, British citizens’ response was unaffected by their attachment to their 
nation78, but was significantly influenced by their political affiliation. There was a backfire 
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of sorts, but it was limited only to ruling party supporters, and it was limited only to those 
supporters’ willingness to go on and vote for their party.  
 
In open partisan environments, then, there appears to be a much more ‘targeted’ backfire, 
something my co-author and I also found in the USA. We sought to examine what would 
happen when Americans read about an international NGO’s criticism of their country’s 
criminal justice system, while Donald Trump was in power. As with the UK, we found that 
partisanship was important, and that the pressure had a very different impact on people’s 
views about the issue than on their overall attitudes towards their country. While the 
criticism did make Americans—especially Republicans—more willing to support criminal 
justice reform, it nevertheless made these more nationalistic Republican supporters much 
more positive about the overall state of their country79. 
 
 
Hong Kong, 2014 
 
Finally, we turn back to Hong Kong, and foreign pressure on Hong Kong authorities over 
the 2014 Umbrella protests. But rather than looking at the Chinese mainland, as we did in 
chapter four, let’s look instead at the reaction in Hong Kong itself. 
 
While Hong Kongers should arguably hold more historical grievances with the West than 
those on the Chinese mainland do, having been colonized by Britain, in recent years anti-
British resentment has been overshadowed by partisan political splits between those who 
are more supportive of Chinese influence in the territory and those who push for more 
political freedoms and autonomy from Beijing. Figure 9-3 is a stark demonstration of how 
Hong Kong people’s identities have evolved since 1997. It shows how residents have begun 
to see themselves less and less as Chinese through the 2010s, and instead increasingly 
identify themselves as exclusively ‘Hong Kongers’. What has changed since 2008? Some 
scholars point to the reduced economic and housing opportunities in Hong Kong in the 
face of immigration from the mainland80, while others lay the blame at the growing political 
interference from Beijing, and its maladroit attempts to impose a Chinese national identity 
in Hong Kong81. 
 
 
[Insert Figure 9-3 here] 
 
 
Either way, for many, the main ‘threat’ to their unique identity as Hong Kongers comes 
not from their former colonizers, but from the mainland82. A 2015 survey by the University 
of Hong Kong’s Public Opinion Programme showed that over 80% of respondents who 
saw themselves as exclusively Hongkongers believed that Hong Kong’s autonomy was 
under threat, and 65% of these believed that the main threat to that autonomy was the 
Communist Party83.  
 
And politics is increasingly partisan in Hong Kong, divided broadly between the pro-Beijing 
and the pan-democrat camps. In the 2016 Legislative Council elections, pro-Beijing parties 
gained around 40% of the popular vote, against 36% for pan-democratic parties and 19% 
for other localist parties. Despite accusations that Hong Kongers are politically apathetic84, 
this divide spilled over into the Occupy Central demonstrations in late 2014. In September, 
democracy activists launched a protest in Hong Kong’s financial centre, a protest that 
turned into mass unrest after police sprayed the activists with tear gas, known as the 
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“Umbrella Movement”. While public support gradually faded, at its height in October, 37.8% 
backed the movement, against 35.5% who opposed it, seemingly broadly along partisan 
divides85. 
 
Pro-Beijing voices on the mainland and in Hong Kong sought to portray the protestors as 
manipulated and supported by “hostile” outside forces86, with the West as a “black hand”, 
controlling activists to subvert Chinese authority87. As discussed in more detail in chapter 
four, these accusations served to dampen Western criticism of the behaviour of Hong 
Kong’s authorities. Just like on the mainland, pro-Beijing newspapers heavily covered any 
pressure that did come through, however, accusing Western countries of attempting to re-
colonize the territory 88 . This theme continued into the following years 89 , with the 
newspapers calling local activists ‘race traitors’ for attracting international attention and 
harming Hong Kong’s reputation around the world90. 
 
The problem for authorities was that Hong Kong enjoyed far more press freedom than the 
mainland (at least until 2020)91. The media environment generally reflected the partisan 
political divides, with some diehard pro-Beijing outlets, but also some newspapers that were 
highly critical of the establishment. Many independent journalists take this critical role very 
seriously, and until recently were not afraid to take openly anti-government (and anti-
Beijing) stances92. For the Umbrella protests, except for CCP mouthpieces Wen Wei Po and 
Ta Kung Pao (whose coverage was almost entirely negative), most newspapers took a 
relatively positive stance, at least at the start93. The independent news outlets and the free 
access to social media meant that the pro-Beijing stories of hostile forces controlling the 
protests was much less effective, not least for the protestors and their supporters, who were 
able to freely turn to news that contradicts the stories94. Indeed, in both the 2014 and the 
2019 movements, protestors were often highly effective in using Twitter and other social 
media to share news, tactics, and garner public sympathy95. 
 
This is because in Hong Kong, just like other polarized societies, people turn to the 
newspapers and social media accounts that reflect their political leanings 96 . Beijing’s 
repeated narrative of hostile foreign forces only reached a selection of Hong Kong residents, 
those who already consumed traditional pro-Beijing media, and already were quite 
sympathetic with their narrative. This became clear through my interviews with some of 
those who opposed the anti-Occupy movement in 2014. One anti-Occupy leader was quite 
firm in his view that there had been clear evidence of foreign support for the Occupy 
protests. Another argued that many in Hong Kong wanted to express their independence 
from Western imperial powers, and that opposing Western interference was a strong 
motivating factor for many of those who had joined anti-Occupy protests. 
 
For those on the other side, however, the narrative of Western interference was not only 
contradicted by what they had read online and in independent newspapers, but also 
appeared to be simply less of a concern. Indeed as one pro-democracy party leader said, 
the biggest ‘threat’ to their supporters’ identity as Hong Kongers did not come from the 
UK but from Beijing. The leaders of the Occupy movement seemed less worried about 
Western condemnation of the government than activists were, for example, in Uganda, 
with some even calling for more foreign pressure on CY Leung, the then-Chief Executive97. 
These calls grew into the 2019 protests, where many activists and protestors waved 
American flags, bought advertisements in foreign newspapers, and delivered petitions to 
consulates calling for them to put pressure on China at international summits98. 
 
We cannot show conclusively that international pressure in Hong Kong would not backfire 
in the same way as the mainland. It is clear, however, that there was a huge partisan divide 



 
	

	

124	

in how the protest supporters and opponents viewed foreign efforts to intervene, not least 
because both sides picked up their news—including news about foreign pressure—from 
highly partisan sources99. Both sides were quite happy to celebrate this foreign pressure, as 
it played nicely into their own narratives and interests. The pro-Beijing camp, already more 
inclined to view pressure from the UK and the US as a threat, saw their newspapers feature 
stories that played up international interventions and framed them as hostile. The pro-
democrats, inclined to see Western pressure as less threatening, were given news that 
framed it in a much more balanced manner, and actively called for more.  
 
 

Pressure from Above and Below 
 
This is a far-too-brief comparison, but it does demonstrate the different impacts of foreign 
pressure around the world. In politically polarized places like Hong Kong and the United 
Kingdom, then the population will find out about foreign pressure from very different 
sources, and it will affect them in very different ways. What this tell us? It means that the 
international community’s efforts to put pressure on human rights and democracy risk 
backfiring a lot less in more politically partisan and free environments – only affecting those 
people who are already disposed to supporting the government’s position and receiving 
their news from pro-government sources. But on the other hand, the examples reinforce 
that China is not a unique case. If an under-pressure government wants to weaponize 
foreign pressure, then when it is authoritarian enough to control the narrative and when 
that narrative plays into a history of a hostile international community, then pressure is 
highly likely to backfire.  
 
Of course this brings us back to the question that we have neglected since chapter one: 
why should we care about public opinion in these kinds of authoritarian countries? In liberal 
democracies, many human rights scholars accept that the international community can 
most effectively improve human rights over the long term when they change governments’ 
“domestic calculations”, as Moravscik puts it100. The reason that many leaders choose to 
uphold international norms like the respect for women’s rights or the protection of 
endangered species is because they recognise that they will lose legitimacy amongst their 
public if they do not observe those norms101. 
 
But one might argue, by their nature authoritarian governments do not give their people 
any opportunity to punish them if they do not respect these norms. And for some of the 
less well-known issues we have talked about (like the use of ivory), it is only a small activist 
subset of the population that matters102. Whatever the ordinary person on the street thinks, 
it is these activists who take to social media and to the streets to put pressure on 
policymakers. Can public opinion on human rights affect government policy in more 
authoritarian countries and one-party states? If so, when? 
 
Perhaps the most likely means by which members of the public can influence autocrats’ 
actions on human rights is through mass online outcries. In places like China where civil 
society is heavily suppressed, members of the public are less likely to provide direct material 
support for the work of NGOs or activist groups103. While street protests and petitions do 
occur on local issues like environmental degradation, factory closures, or housing 
demolitions, they are far less common on sensitive human rights issues that cross social 
and political groups104. But still, mass online outcries have influenced the CCP’s policies on 
issues as sensitive as criminal justice and women’s rights. The weight of public opposition 
expressed through social media sites like Weibo and Weixin has spilled into media 
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commentary and provided real support for human rights activists seeking to change 
government policy. Chinese women’s rights activists pressed for years for a nationwide law 
against domestic violence—a law that was finally implemented in 2016—but their efforts 
arguably could not have succeeded without an extensive online outcry and subsequent mass 
media attention to the issue throughout 2015 and 2016.  
 
If the public is content with the state of their civil liberties, the extent of gender equality 
and domestic violence legislation, or the treatment of minority groups, then it is much more 
difficult for activist groups to pressure the government into change. While a supportive 
atmosphere may advance the cause of human rights, antagonistic public opinion may hurt 
their ability to achieve change. This is especially likely on issues that directly affect only a 
minority of the population, such as religious rights for Tibetans, a minority who may require 
a broader coalition to make their voices heard. And a broad coalition may be critical in 
authoritarian regimes, where small groups of activists hold little political influence, but 
where the government may respond to a popular outcry for—at least incremental—change. 
If foreign pressure damages that broad coalition, then it may damage a route towards 
liberalization. 
 
I should stress again that this finding absolutely does not seek to challenge the numerous 
positive stories of human rights pressure making a real impact on state behaviour. As I have 
noted, foreign pressure has certainly appeared to contribute to the release of prisoners like 
the Feminist Five105, and many activists that I spoke to in mainland China and in Hong 
Kong openly welcomed foreign support for their efforts106. Some were very aware that this 
overseas attention might turn off a few members of the public, but still, for these groups, 
it was worth it, because the pressure put on government leaders from outside might be 
more directly effective in bringing genuine policy change.  

My own work provides some (limited) support for this. Using the US Congress’s database 
of political prisoners in China, I find that public attention from Amnesty International, the 
US State Department, and the New York Times is not effective in pushing the Chinese 
Communist Party to release its political prisoners early from their sentences. But 
international outcries do make jailed activists and dissidents significantly more likely to be 
released on bail and not taken to trial in the first place. In China at least it appears that 
foreign advocacy is not too effective once prisoners are sentenced, but may be very useful 
in persuading authorities not to sentence them to long prison terms107. 

And the CCP has employed all its economic and political tools to dissuade foreign states 
from targeting China in the United Nations108, from meeting with the Dalai Lama109, and 
from awarding human rights prizes to its dissidents110. This is hardly the behaviour of a 
state that welcomes foreign attention on its human rights, and there are certainly plenty of 
reasons why China would not welcome the attention. It has the potential to tarnish the 
country’s image around the world, embarrass Chinese leaders, damage diplomatic 
relationships, reduce trade and foreign investment, and in severe cases, lead to material 
sanctions.  

But we should not forget that none of these negative consequences have stopped the CCP 
from copiously advertising this pressure to its own public. Because while human rights 
condemnation may lead to plenty of diplomatic pain, it can also have very different impacts 
domestically. And one thing that human rights advocates agree upon is that the best way 
to squeeze a government is from both sides at once – diplomatic pressure from above and 
domestic pressure from below111. This is what is known as the ‘comprehensive approach’, 
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pressure that that imposes costs on the elites directly, but also indirectly, by encouraging 
public support for domestic activism112. 
 
This book shows that—in authoritarian states at least—these two tactics may not work 
together so smoothly. Pressure from above can harm pressure from below. International 
efforts may reduce the likelihood that members of the public will support the cause of 
domestic groups looking to fight human rights violations or illiberal policies. In other words, 
what calls for a ‘comprehensive approach’ miss is that regimes can fight back, manipulating 
top-down pressure so that it reduces the effectiveness of bottom-up pressure, so that the 
international dimensions that push a regime to liberalize may be the very things that make 
it easier to resist domestic pressures to do. 
 
In fact, what is most successful from above may even be the most counterproductive from 
below. Top-down pressure relies on leverage; states will be more likely to change their 
behaviour when they are weak and their accusers are powerful113. In the case of China or 
Russia, human rights pressure that is most successful in pressing leaders to make 
concessions will come from high-leverage sources like the United States – a geopolitical 
opponent and precisely the kind of source that appears most hostile and is most likely to 
reduce public support for human rights activists.  
 

Human Rights Policy 
 
To be most effective, human rights pressure needs to account for these contradictions. To 
begin with, policymakers should be clear who the targets of their efforts to improve human 
rights are: whether they are the government elites, the international community, domestic 
opposition groups, or members of the public. Let’s take the example of whether a country’s 
leader should meet with the Dalai Lama. What is the purpose of the meeting? If it is to raise 
awareness among members of the Chinese public about the lack of political rights in their 
country, the efforts are clearly failing, as shown in chapter seven. If the goal is to provide 
moral resources and encouragement to activists in Tibet, then it may have some level of 
success, at least in bringing people out on to the streets, even while reducing the overall 
effectiveness of those protests by cutting public support.  
 
On the other hand, meeting the Dalai Lama may not be about domestic populations at all. 
Leaders may be hoping to demonstrate to China their resolve, their commitment to stand 
up to human rights violations. In this case, external pressure has a very different goal, which 
is not concerned with the response of Chinese citizens or Tibetan activists, but instead 
designed to make CCP elites think about their country’s reputation. But even if this is the 
goal—to embarrass autocracies’ small number of elites—policymakers should be aware that 
their attempts are likely to be played out to the country’s domestic audiences. If threats, 
sanctions, or admonishments are public, then citizens are likely to find out. 
 
So all else being equal, when should the international community publicly pressurize 
China’s rulers over their treatment of human rights? China’s economic and military power 
means that its leaders’ vulnerability to international pressure is low. This means that on 
issues that the CCP perceives as being vital to its rule, such as limits on political or civil 
freedoms, international pressure is unlikely, by itself, to force leaders to change course. If 
there is any change, it would need to come from a long-term, sustained, bottom-up push 
from liberal politicians and civil society groups. If this book is correct, then public 
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international pressure could reduce the support that push gets from members of the 
Chinese public. 
 
But there are also cases where the Party can make some concessions without seeing them 
as existential threats to the regime. Changing the law on domestic violence or releasing low-
profile women’s rights activists, for example, would hardly count as major threats to the 
CCP’s hold on power114. In some of these cases, domestic pressure will be the main driver 
of change. Longer-term legislative changes like the creation of a law against domestic 
violence or liberalization of the death penalty have often come out of concerted campaigns 
from domestic activists, rather than direct pressure on Chinese leaders on the international 
stage. In these kinds of cases, international shaming may not just be ineffective, but may 
even risk imperilling popular support for activists. Only when public grievances on the issue 
are already high, such as over urban air pollution (as shown in chapter seven), will shaming 
potentially have a positive impact. 
 
And then there are cases that are not vital to continued CCP rule, but on which domestic 
pressure is not necessarily needed for changes in policy. An example of this kind of case 
might include the decision to release the Feminist Five in 2015. By itself, the international 
embarrassment for the CCP was apparently strong enough to ensure that authorities 
released the activists. Since the Party did not face any real domestic costs from releasing 
five feminist activists on bail, leaders had no need to drum up the public’s support for 
continuing to incarcerate them. And perhaps for this reason, all the foreign criticism, threats, 
and heartfelt appeals were barely mentioned by Chinese state media, and the activists were 
quietly released from detention. It is on these kinds of cases—cases that only need short-
term and low-cost concessions—that high and sustained levels of public international 
pressure appears like it would be most effective in influencing Chinese leaders.  
 
Think back to the condemnation from African countries of the racial discrimination in 
Guangzhou in early 2020. The condemnation itself was a rare occurrence, but so was the 
rapid response from authorities. Just a few weeks after the outcry, Guangzhou officials 
issued a tranche of new regulations that forbade hotels, malls, and restaurants from refusing 
service to people based on features like their skin colour or race115. The policy change does 
not seem to have come out of any domestic outcry, not least because the criticism was 
either ignored or censored in Chinese media. The fact that the new regulations were not 
widely advertised at home, but published on Chinese embassy websites across Africa, 
suggests that the swift reaction was designed to minimize the diplomatic fallout116. China’s 
relationships with African countries were clearly more important to the central government 
than permitting local officials to racially discriminate when dealing with the coronavirus. 
The fact that the pressure came on a localized issue and came primarily from allies meant 
that it was far less likely to be successfully weaponized as CCP propaganda. 
 
This highlights a second contribution of this book: if the international community does 
choose to publicly apply pressure on authoritarian regimes, then there are certain kinds of 
pressure that will be less likely to backfire. Firstly, pressure should be carried out wherever 
possible by allies, or at least parties perceived to be reasonably neutral. If geopolitical rivals 
need to take part, then they should do so when bilateral relations are at their most positive. 
The content of the pressure is also important. Pressure will be less likely to be effective on 
issues closely tied to the nation’s interest or integrity, such as the rights of minorities in 
separatist regions like Kashmir and Catalonia. When pressure does address these issues, it 
may receive more popular support when it explicitly focuses on the issue as violations of 
individual rights rather than a suppression of a minority group’s right to self-determination.  
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Pressure that explicitly targets government leaders will also be less likely to evoke a 
defensive reaction. While this kind of pressure may be censored in more authoritarian states, 
the link between the leadership elites and the nation as a whole might be broken in other 
ways, for example if the public views their leaders as betraying the nation in an international 
dispute. In a similar way, pressure on states with strong partisan political divides will be far 
less likely to backfire than pressure on one-party states where the ruling party has cultivated 
a close link to the nation. 
 
And finally, factual reporting of new human rights abuses will be less likely to backfire than 
demands for governments to change their existing long-standing policies. Look back to the 
role of Voice of America in the late 1980s in passing on unfiltered news about human rights 
abuses. There is even evidence that this kind of naming of specific incidents, if high profile 
and prominent enough, like the news of shootings around Tiananmen Square in 1989 or 
Tibet in 2008, may eventually push the regime’s media to address the abuses, further raising 
awareness of the issue amongst the population.  
 
As an example, take international criticism of Chinese authorities’ reaction to the COVID-
19 epidemic. My experiment in the UK shows that at the early stages, foreign criticism of 
the Conservatives’ policies made people more aware of their government’s failures. And 
the evidence from this book suggests that international pressure might have had a similar 
impact in China at the epidemic’s emergence in January and February 2020. At this time, 
news about authorities’ delayed response to the outbreak was still coming through and 
domestic criticism was growing. External disapproval would have shone a light onto the 
initial cover-up, played into public disaffection, and if it had come from multilateral groups 
like the World Health Organization, may even have appeared like a genuine international 
effort to help contain the virus. By the time we reached May, however, there was little new 
to say about the events of December and January, and domestic public opinion had calcified 
in support of the government’s successful later containment of the virus. At this time, the 
Trump administration’s openly disingenuous efforts to repeatedly attack China’s response 
were much more likely to backfire. 
 
The point is that while autocrats may well censor the most effective pressure, with the right 
timing, targeting, topic, and source, the international human rights community can 
minimize the likelihood that its actions will be used as propaganda tools. There is a swell 
of populist and nationalist authoritarians rising across the globe, and while criticism, threats, 
and entreaties irritate, embarrass, and cajole these leaders on the international stage, without 
careful consideration they may strengthen and embolden them at home.  
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