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Human Rights in China: 2008 Beijing Summer Olympics
By Allison Welch

China’s human rights record has been the subject of intense scrutiny. Therefore, when China
was chosen to host the 2008 Summer Olympics, the decision was predictably controversial. There
were calls for boycotts of the opening ceremony by many international actors, such as Human
Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and an assortment of political figures. Institutions such as the
United States Commission on International Religious Freedom argued that boycotting the games
would bring critical attention to China’s troubled human rights record, which would ultimately
provoke Beijing to alter its controversial policies. Others argued that boycotting the games would
only serve to intensify China’s human rights abuses by unifying the Chinese government in the face
of international hostility. This paper examines the human rights climate leading up to the Olympic
Games, the Chinese government’s reaction to protests and boycotts, and the outcome of the
controversy.
Pre-Games Human Rights Concerns
Perhaps the most common accusations against China regarding its human rights record concern
its occupation of the Tibetan Autonomous Region. After decades of dismissing Tibetan declarations
of independence, Chinese troops invaded and seized control of the region in 1950. Although the
Chinese government asserts that the human rights situation in Tibet has greatly improved in recent
years, many Tibetan groups and non-governmental organizations insist that it remains intolerable,
with blatant and persistent violations of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UNDHR)
continuing to occur. Without recourse, the Tibetans are denied the right to self-determination,
freedom of speech, assembly, movement, and expression. Attempts at protest are quickly
extinguished by the Chinese police, typically with excessive force. Tibetans also have claimed that
their heritage has been endangered by governmental incentives for settlers of Han Chinese origin to
relocate to Tibet. All of these issues gave rise to pro-Tibet protests and demonstrations leading up to
the 2008 Olympics.
Chinese control over the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region is the subject of similar
criticism. Although the territory is claimed and controlled by Chinese forces, the Uyghurs have been
asserting their independence for decades, and they have often been met with harsh punishment
from Beijing. Much of the aggression between Han Chinese forces and Uyghur nationalists is said to
be ethnically or religiously based, which compounds the self-determination issue. Uyghur separatists
have resorted to violence in the name of independence since the 1960s. In response, the United
Nations and the United States have joined China in labeling the Uyghurs’ East Turkestan Islamic
Movement a terrorist organization. As the 2008 Summer Olympics approached, separatist groups
seized upon the increased international attention, staging protests, riots, and demonstrations, both
internationally and within China.
In addition to China’s domestic policy, its foreign policy was also the subject of intense debate in
the years preceding the Olympics, particularly in relation to Sudanese Darfur. A United Nations
arms embargo prohibits foreign nations from militarily assisting either side of the conflict, but
widespread reports implicated China in providing small arms, armored trucks, fighter jets, and pilot
training to the Sudanese government. Critics believe this trade is linked to the strong economic ties
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between China and Sudan. China buys most of Sudan’s oil exports. China also has supported other
authoritarian regimes with poor human rights records, notably Myanmar. In defiance of
international calls for sanctions, China has provided approximately $1 billion in foreign investment
to Myanmar, supporting its highly repressive military junta. In the years leading up to the 2008
Summer Olympics, such controversial foreign relations were criticized by human rights
organizations.
In its original bid to host the Olympic Games, Beijing promised to provide foreign journalists
with complete freedom to report from within China. However, as the Games approached,
journalists attempting to cover anti-Olympics protests were detained and deported. Chinese human
rights activists residing in Beijing were arrested or removed from the capital for the duration of the
Games, including internationally famous activists such as Hu Jia. Coverage of negative events taking
place in Tibet or Xinjiang was prohibited. Despite Chinese promises to allow free and unregulated
Internet access to foreign reporters, websites such as Amnesty International remained blocked.
Although China agreed to issue protest permits and maintain designated protest zones throughout
the capital, no protest applications were approved. Several applicants went missing or were detained.
Other applications were withdrawn, rejected, suspended, or vetoed. When groups arrived at protest
sites without permits, they were arrested.
Soon after winning the bid to host the Olympic Games, Beijing began the process of
demolishing and relocating homes to make room for the planned Olympic Village. By some
estimates, over 300,000 people were forcibly relocated for the purposes of Olympic construction.
Many of these residents applied for the aforementioned protest permits that were ultimately denied.
Without any official recourse, one man named Baoguan Wang even burned himself to death while
being evicted from his home. Although the Chinese government provided relocation assistance to its
displaced citizens, most experienced a decline in their living conditions.
Protests and Boycotts
As the 2008 Summer Olympics approached, it became evident that Beijing would not fulfill all
the promises of reform it had made to the International Olympic Committee. In response, many
prominent figures called for a boycott of the opening ceremony—or, in some extreme cases, of the
entire Olympic Games. French President Nicolas Sarkozy joined several other officials from the
European Union in exploring the possibility of not attending the opening ceremony unless there was
an end to violence in Tibet, an openness to dialogue between the Chinese government and the Dalai
Lama, and the release of political prisoners. Steven Spielberg, who was initially hired as an artistic
adviser to the Olympics, stepped down from his position in February 2008. His resignation
statement specifically condemned China’s indirect military presence in Sudanese Darfur and their
refusal to pressure Khartoum to end the conflict. Calls for boycotts were echoed by organizations
such as the International Campaign for Tibet, Reporters Without Borders, and Students for a Free
Tibet.
Despite its status as a symbol of international unity, the Olympic torch encountered antiChinese protests as it traversed the world on its way to Beijing. During the initial torch lighting
ceremony in Athens, two members of Reporters Without Borders rushed the stadium field, waving
black flags. For the torch, this marked the beginning of a tumultuous journey. In San Francisco,
London, and Paris, police officers created a “human shield” around the torch to protect it from
thousands of protesters. Despite this, the torch was momentarily extinguished by protesters in both
212

HUMAN RIGHTS & HUMAN WELFARE

London and Paris. The planned route through Pakistan was altered due to fear of militant
interference. Protests surrounding the torch’s journey were also reported in Kazakhstan, Turkey,
Argentina, India, Australia, Japan, South Korea, and Vietnam.
Aftermath
Ultimately, the call for boycotts went largely unanswered. Despite persistent criticism, influential
politicians (including the United States President George W. Bush) decided to attend the Games.
Many politicians who had planned to boycott the Games did not. Nine of twenty-seven European
Union leaders attended the opening ceremonies, including the heads of Slovakia, Cyprus, and the
Netherlands. Others adhered to the boycott for the duration of the opening ceremonies, but
attended other celebrations and sporting events throughout the duration of the Olympics. Human
rights activists who had hoped for a politically effective boycott were, for the most part,
disappointed.
Some scholars have argued that the controversy and calls for boycotts served to unite the
Chinese people. According to several studies, most Chinese citizens believe that the international
media is biased in favor of the Tibetan cause. Furthermore, the Chinese government’s indignation
over the international dispute may have helped to unite the people of China and justify a
continuation of Chinese policy. Long before Beijing’s selection for the 2008 Olympic Games,
human rights groups, national governments, and other foreign critics had voiced their disapproval of
human rights violations taking place in China. Despite constant calls for China to comply with
human rights legislation, Beijing has not issued a significant response. Although calls for boycotts
and protests might have resonated with an already sympathetic population, their potential for lasting
change in China has proven to be very limited.
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