China’s Olympic facade —Rafia Zakaria 
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While China may well have intimidated its own citizens into believing that dirty laundry hidden means no dirty laundry at all, it has failed to fool the rest of the world

The arrival of the Olympic torch in Pakistan this past week was largely a non-event. Restricted to “invitation only” guests selected by the Pakistan Olympic Association and held at Jinnah Stadium, there was little opportunity for the kind of protests and demonstrations that the arrival of the beleaguered Olympic torch has garnered all over the world.

In addition to the Chinese crackdown on monks demonstrating for the freedom of Tibet, international human rights groups such as Amnesty International have many qualms about China’s deplorable human rights record. In a recent report entitled “People’s Republic of China: The Olympic Countdown; a year left to fulfil promises”, Amnesty International details some of the most troubling and egregious of Chinese human rights abuses in the hope that international attention focused on China will spur the Chinese government to make improvements.

Foremost among these concerns is China’s rampant use of the death penalty without sufficient legal due process and for a vast number of crimes. According to even conservative statistics, provided by Amnesty International, China is the world leader in putting people to death having carried out at least 470 executions in the past year. The report recognises that some changes have occurred in the way capital punishment is carried out but cautions that the number is believed to be lower than the actual number of executions carried out.

In one case detailed in the report, Nie Shubin was executed for the rape and murder of a woman after having been forced to give a confession under torture in 2005. He was executed despite the fact that another prison inmate had confessed to the crime and described the crime scene in detail. In many instances, trials in death penalty cases were not open to the public and families of defendants were prevented from seeing them during the process.

Yet it is not simply the wide and rampant application of the death penalty that troubles human rights groups. As the report says, Chinese legal reformists and human rights lawyers have expressed serious concern about the Chinese practice of “re-education through labour” (RTL) and other forms of detention without trial. Under this practice, those committing petty crimes in the run-up to the Olympics such as “unlawful advertising, taxi-driving or begging” can be imprisoned without trial.

Also jailed are many journalists and pro-democracy activists, some for crimes like blogging on pro-democracy websites. These include the case of Shi Tao, who continues to serve a ten-year prison sentence because he sent an email summarising a communiqué received from the Chinese “Central Propaganda Department” telling journalists how to write about the 15th anniversary of the pro-democracy crackdown on Tiananmen Square.

The irony of the situation is trenchant. Chinese officials are determined that the Olympics showcase the tremendous progress and marvellous technological prowess of the emerging superpower and are determined to repress and disguise through any means necessary the ugly side of China, particularly the repression, the lack of transparency and the unavailability of political rights.

Indeed, the Olympic Games with their attendant publicity, their overt claim to unifying a diverse world in the spirit of sportsmanship was something China fought for in an attempt to gain worldwide publicity for its up and coming superpower status. However, as the summer games approach and the Olympic torch makes it way back to China, the kind of attention the country has received has been markedly different from what Chinese officials may have calculated in making their bid for the Olympics.

Analysing the trajectory of the protests which have spanned the globe from Europe to the United States and most recently to India suggests some interesting lessons on the global popularity contest surrounding the Olympics. While the Olympic Games have often been the subject of statements of international relations — the most notable being the boycott of the Munich games — the dynamics have been markedly altered in past decades with the arrival of the internet and the increasing capacity of transnational groups to mobilise and mount large scale protests.

In the current case, a country like China, eager to enhance its global popularity and image and solidify its standing as the next superpower perhaps did not recognise these altered dynamics in willingly bringing this attention to itself. The Chinese calculation was simple: a tremendous event complete with world astounding feats of sportsmanship by Chinese athletes, millions of tourists to marvel at the incredible technological prowess of the Chinese and the glitzy modernisation of cities like Beijing and Shanghai. In other words, a prime opportunity for showing China off as one of the “in” crowd.

What they did not calculate is perhaps the extent of control that the Chinese exercise within their own nation to construct this image of a “perfect” China — where there is little dissent, where the poor are not downtrodden and where everyone is willingly turning down political rights for economic progress — would be hard to maintain under international scrutiny. The Tibetan exiles and human rights activists protesting in cities like New Delhi, San Francisco, and London are not subject to China’s repression and can effectively use the power of international media and the internet to lay bare the ugliness behind China’s supposedly shining progress.

The Chinese authorities may succeed in hiding the truth from their own citizens through the use of censorship and threat of indefinite detention, but have no control over global citizens who are angered by the repressive tactics of the Chinese government. While China may well have intimidated its own citizens into believing that dirty laundry hidden means no dirty laundry at all, it has failed to fool the rest of the world. 
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