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INTRODUCTION  

“The United States is not qualified to speak with China from a position of power… I don’t think 

the overwhelming majority of the world would say that the universal values advocated by the 

United States are truly universal. And those countries would not recognize that the rules made by 

a small number of people would serve as the basis for the international order.” Such were the 

words spoken by Yang Jiechi during the Anchorage meeting on March 18th, 2021 towards his 

U.S. counterparts. Yang currently serves as the Director of the Central Foreign Affairs 

Commission Office of the Communist Party of China, which is the highest diplomatic post. Such 

a strong rhetoric is revealing in that it shows China’s adamant defiance to the legitimacy of the 

universal values championed by the U.S. as well as the order established upon them.1  

 

In recent years, China has become increasingly assertive in the international legal order. It has 

become more assertive in existing institutions such as the U.N. while establishing parallel 

institutions or initiatives such as the Belt and Road Initiative and the Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB) in an attempt to increase its global influence. At the same time, China 

also seems to be countering the U.S. universalist ideology, by denying the legitimacy of U.S. 

liberal ideals and arguing for its own focus or interpretations of universalist norms such as 

human rights and democracy. This has caused great backlash in the Western world, especially 

the U.S., which sees China’s rise as a potential threat to the rules-based liberal international 

order. The Western powers in response have employed extensive containment strategies to curb 

China’s rise. One field of such containment strategies is legal containment, which aims at 

                                                
1 “China Says US Cannot Speak from 'A Position of Strength'.” BBC News. BBC. Accessed July 31, 2021. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-56456021.  

 



undermining China’s overall image and the legitimacy of its acts. However, these strategies seem 

only to have pushed the Chinese government further from adherence to established norms, which 

begs the question: how has China responded to Western legal containment and what are its 

implications for future Western strategies in interacting with China.  

 

The current legal order of the world is Eurocentric in root. Early international legal philosophers 

such as Vattel have emphasized that all states were to receive the same treatment as legal 

entities, yet historically non-European powers such as the Ottoman Empire and China have been 

excluded from this legal framework.2 Legal theorists have used concepts such as “oriental 

despotism” and “legal orientalism” to show the difference between European and non-European 

powers, and to argue that, due to the lack of Western legal tradition, these non-European states 

are not to be accepted as full members of the international legal establishment. Such arguments 

have been used in justifying treatment toward non-European states that was not in accordance 

with European international legal norms. In the late Qing Dynasty, as European powers such as 

Britain and the U.S. established trading ports and concessions in China, these imperial powers 

viewed China as an “uncivilized” state whose “legal subjectivity was only recognized for the 

purpose of fulfilling their obligations under unequal treaties.” Specifically, Western powers have 

used the excessive Chinese penal laws and lack of economic laws as supporting evidence for 

China’s lack of legal establishment, although at least partially the reason Western states viewed 

Chinese law as penal oriented was due to the fact that Qing authorities sent foreign missions 

                                                

2 Pitts, Jennifer. Boundaries of the International: Law and Empire, 28. Harvard University Press, 2018.  



copies of excessive harsh penal laws specifically aimed at deterrence.3  Thus, China had for long 

been described as an “effectively non-legal non-subject.”4 This has resulted in many instances 

rejection of Chinese usage of international law even for self-protection. One of the most famous 

cases, as we will discuss further in the next section, was China’s anti-opium efforts in the late 

Qing Dynasty, during which General Lin Zexu, after failing to persuade the British government 

to stop exporting opiate to China using the British’s own logic for banning opium usage, burned 

British opium, ultimately leading to the first Opium War.  

 

Although literature exists showcasing how Western power has aimed to delegitimize Chinese 

participation in international law, less has been explored regarding how such de-legitimization 

efforts continue to this day under the U.S. liberal international order, and how China has 

responded to it under leadership of the CCP. These questions are important however, for on the 

one hand it shines light on the historical origins and current practice of U.S. “soft” containment 

strategies against its adversaries, and on the other hand it helps us understand what types of 

backlash such containment strategies may incur.  

 

In this essay, I will briefly go over historical instances of Western legal containment against 

China in the late 19th century, and how such containment strategies are analogous to 

contemporary Western attack on Chinese institutions and practices, both of which aim at 

delegitimizing Chinese sovereignty and practices. Then, I will focus on analyzing Chinese 

                                                
3 Chen, Li. Chinese Law in Imperial Eyes, 95, 197. Columbia University Press, 2016.  

4 Ruskola, Teemu. Legal Orientalism: China, the United States, and Modern Law, 208. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
press, 2013.  

 



response to Western legal containment. Specifically, I will analyze China’s opening speeches at 

the United Nations General Debate from 1972 to 2020. Through systematic textual and content 

analysis, I will show that China has overtime become much more active in embracing and 

referring to international law, and is actively reinterpreting or redirecting focus on existing 

concepts in international law and norms such as human rights and democracy. At the same time, 

China has become less belligerent and more diplomatic rhetorically, showing greater willingness 

to cooperate multilaterally, although it does not yet have a well-structured universalist ideology 

to replace liberalism.    

 

ROOTS OF LEGAL IMPERIALISM 

European perception of Chinese law had at one point been favorable. For instance, The General 

History of China, which was an encyclopedic documentation of China published in 1735 by 

Jesuit historian Jean-Baptiste Du Halde that acted as an influential guide for European scholars 

studying China well up until the 19th century, “compared the Chinese judicial system favorably 

with its European counterparts, citing better prison conditions, more accessible courts, and 

mandatory reviews of serious criminal cases”.5 Even Montesquieu in the Spirit of the Laws 

acknowledged that certain features of China, such as its large population, constituted a force 

unavailable in the West that constrains the ruling emperor, for if the emperor does not rule well 

there is a mass public that could revolt. However, Montesquieu at the same time referred to 

China as “a despotic state whose principle is fear.” in reference to its penal codes, certain aspects 

                                                
5 Chen, Li. Chinese Law in Imperial Eyes, 95, 116. Columbia University Press, 2016.  



of which, such as death by slicing (ling chi) were viewed as evidence of barbarism.6 Hegel also 

referred to China as a more primitive form of government, in which the emperor had despotic 

power, and in which laws were expressions of the emperor’s inward moral thinking. 7 8 I was 

also Hegel who pushed for the separation of Chinese philosophy, which was and is foundational 

to many aspects Chinese law, from Western philosophy with the view that it was rudimentary 

and superficial. 9 These were prominent philosophical foundations that came to justify the usage 

of force or unequal treaties against other “less civilized” states.  

 

Empirically, one case stands out in showing how the West denied China full legal status in the 

19th century: the anti-opium campaign against the British and British response. In 1839, Chinese 

general Lin Zexu was sent to the province of Canton to destroy British opium after it became 

clear that excessive opium addiction was causing the society much harm. In order to comply with 

international law, Lin asked American physician Peter Parker to translate sections of Vattel’s 

Law of Nations, namely the chapters on war, blockade and confiscation of ships. In his letter to 

Queen Victoria asking Britain to cease the export of opium to China, Lin specifically stated that 

“abidance and fear of the law should be universal. For example, if others were to conduct 

                                                

6 Montesquieu, Basia Carolyn Miller, Harold Samuel Stone, and Anne M. Cohler. Essay. In Montesquieu: the Spirit of the Laws, 
176. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989.  

7 Friedrich, Hegel Georg Wilhelm, and Ruben Alvarado. “The Oriental World .” Essay. In Lectures on the Philosophy of 
History: Complete and Unabridged, 105–26. Aalten: Wordbridge, 2011.  

8 Morrisey, Will. “Hegel's ‘Philosophy OF History’: The ORIENTAL WORLD.” Will Morrisey Reviews, January 25, 2020. 
http://www.willmorriseyreviews.com/hegels-philosophy-of-history-the-oriental-world/.  

9 Smith, Justin E. “Hegel, China, and the 19th Century Europeanization of Philosophy.” Journal of Chinese Philosophy 45, no. 1-
2 (2018): 18–37. https://doi.org/10.1163/15406253-0450102006.  

 



business in Britain, they would need to abide by British law. The heavenly kingdom is the same. 

The Chinese law states that, from this day on, those who sell or consume opium are to be 

executed.”10 However, the British did not agree to such terms, which became a contributing 

factor to the onset of the First Opium War.11 12 

  

Western states also justified acts of legal subjugation on the grounds that China itself did not 

view sovereignty as an international principle. This was based on the fact that internationally, 

China had operated on a hierarchical tributary system during the Qing Dynasty, in which smaller 

nations in China’s periphery paid tribute to the Chinese emperor as subordinates. Thus, the Qing 

Dynasty’s tributary practice had been used as proof that China did not abide by international law 

based on the equality of nations and therefore should not be treated as according to the law.13  

Furthermore, Western powers had pointed to China’s harsh penal law as evidence that China was 

not a fully civilized power that deserved equal treatment under international law. This led to the 

establishment of consular jurisdiction in China whereby foreign citizens were not subject to 

Chinese law.14  

                                                

10 “Letter of Advice to Queen Victoria .” digital china/harvard: Letter of Advice to Queen Victoria. Accessed May 30, 2021. 
https://cyber.harvard.edu/ChinaDragon/lin_xexu.html.  

11 Vattel, Emer de, Joseph Chitty, and Edward D. Ingraham. The Law of Nations = or, Principles of the Law of Nature, Applied 
to the Conduct and Affairs of Nations and Sovereigns ; from the French of Monsieur De Vattel ; from the New Edition. 
Philadelphia: T. & J.W. Johnson, 1883.  

12 Yang, Zewei. “The Effect of Contemporary International Law's Entrance into China.” Chinese Journal of Law 3 (1999): 122–
31.  

13 Ruskola, Teemu. “Raping Like a State.” Emory University School of Law Public Law & Legal Theory Research Paper Series, 
111, 10 (2010).  

14 Cassel, Pär Kristoffer. Grounds of Judgment: Extraterritoriality and Imperial Power in Nineteenth-Century China and Japan. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012.  



 

LEGACIES OF THE EURO-AMERICAN LEGAL ORDER  

Despite the fact that China has advanced significantly in terms of economic, political and 

military capabilities, the international order that it operates under is still heavily euro-centric in 

root, and the case is especially so in the international legal realm. The U.S. led Western liberal 

international order is continuing this effort of de-legitimization, by targeting China’s 

authoritarian institution and issues relating to human rights. Specifically, there are efforts to paint 

China as a “rule breaker of international law” and a country that is akin to “uncivilized” in 

certain practices, which is contiguous with European logic and strategy in the end of 19th 

century. Two cases that illustrate this containment are the concerted and organized Western 

efforts to condemn Chinese government actions in Hong Kong and Xinjiang. In both cases, the 

West has focused on attacking China as a breaker of international law for being undemocratic 

and committing human rights violations.15   

 

Although on the outset it seems that such accusations do not share similarities with Western legal 

containment in the 19th century, when China was looked down upon as an uncivilized state, it 

must be noted that the standard of civilization has changed today from liberalism in the 19th 

century to democracy in the 21st. 16 Thus, in the American-led order, a state acquires legitimacy 

by adhering to U.S. democratic values, including a distinct Western view of human rights, with 

                                                
15 “Hong Kong Security Law 'May Break International Laws'.” The Guardian. Guardian News and Media, September 4, 2020. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/sep/04/hong-kong-security-law-may-break-international-laws-china-human-
rights-un.  

16 Scott, David. “Norms of Self-Determination: Thinking Sovereignty Through.” Middle East Law and Governance 4, no. 2-3 
(2012): 195–224. https://doi.org/10.1163/18763375-00403003.  

 



an emphasis on individualism and individual human right at its core. Under this condition, the 

West has precisely used modern international norms such as democracy and human rights, which 

have become the new guide for defining “civilization” in an attempt to paint China as 

“uncivilized” due to its “undemocratic” practices. Of course, the geopolitical landscape of today 

is much different from that of the 19th century. The international system is generally rule-based, 

and states at least nominally are granted equal rights. China, as one of the permanent members of 

the UN Security Council and both a military and economic power, is granted much more 

recognition. However, even under the current international order, with shared institutions and 

relatively similar norms across states, the Western states in its attempt at legal containment of 

China has resorted to evoking the sense of undemocratic “otherness” as a pretense for acts of 

containment. This is not to say that human rights violations or undemocratic institutions do not 

exist in China. As we will see, the Chinese government in response is placing a very different 

focus on the concept of human rights, even though it recognizes its importance.  

 

CHINA AS THE NORMATIVE RE-INTERPRETER: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

The question that arises is, how has China responded? In the cases of Hong Kong and Xinjiang, 

China has adamantly opposed the accusation that there has been any form of human rights 

violations, and has provided its own set of evidence in support of the claims. It shows that China 

has not in fact ignored international law and norms in an arrogant manner as it did prior to the 

late 19th century. But what exactly it is attempting to achieve, whether to push for its own 

universalist ideology, or to merely apply international law as a tool, still requires further study. In 

this section, I will systematically examine the Chinese delegation’s opening speeches in the 

United Nations General Debate from 1972 to 2020 in an attempt to identify changes and trends 



in official rhetoric. The General Debate opening speeches occur during the beginning of each 

session of the General Assembly, typically from September to October of each year. The 

speeches made at the opening of General Debates are generally by the head of state or foreign 

minister, and address the states’ positions on a variety of topics that they deem as important. 

Thus, the opening speeches are a comprehensive, annually available source of data indicative of 

official state position.  

 

In this paper, I will systematically review all of China’s United Nations General Debate speeches 

from 1972 to 2020 and record the frequency of certain keywords that are indicative of China’s 

position on issues and themes surrounding international law and norms. Specifically, I search 

and record the following keywords “law” and “norm” specifically in the context of international 

law and norm(s). The keyword “hegemon”, containing the variants “hegemon”, “hegemonic” 

and “hegemony” are also selected for they will be helpful in seeing whether China’s policies are 

still driven by an antagonism towards hegemony and imperialism, and whether it seeks 

hegemony. Associated with this are the keywords “multipolar/multilateral”, which are words that 

could indicate China’s view of the global order and whether it is willing to integrate or push 

against the existing order. The keywords “condemn”, with the variant condemnation, as well as 

“oppose” and “reject” are the keywords I use as indicators of belligerence. Specifically, I will 

combine the frequency of these three words for each year. The higher the overall frequency is, 

the more belligerent the Chinese delegation is at that point in time. The keyword “human”, 

including the variants “human”, “humankind”, “humanity” could help identify whether China is 

speaking on issues that are universal in nature. The word humanitarian is excluded for it could 

allude to specific humanitarian missions. The keywords “poverty” and “climate change” reflect 



two issues which China are currently leaders in addressing, and searching for the words will 

show whether these two topics had always been of concern to the Chinese government or are 

only recent focuses, which may suggest political motives related to norm setting. Finally, the 

keywords “human right” and “democra” with the variants “democracy”, “democratic” and 

“democratize” are recorded since these are the two issues which the West has consistently used 

to attack China.  

 

For the purposes of consistency, I will include one speech per year. For the years in which there 

are multiple speeches made by different speakers, I will retain the one that addresses Chinese 

position most clearly and comprehensively, which is usually the one made by the foreign 

minister or ambassador to the UN instead of the head of state/government. Thus, for the year 

2000, I will exclude two statements made by President Jiang Zemin at the United Nations 

Security Council and the United Nations Millennium Summit, and instead take into 

consideration the speech made by Tang Jiaxuan, who was the then Chinese foreign minister. For 

1992, I will exclude the speech made by Li Peng and retain the one made by Qian Qichen, who 

was China’s foreign minister.  

 

Furthermore, there are a total of 7 years during which the only documented speeches at the 

General Debate are made by the heads of state/government (president or premier). Namely, these 

are the speech in 1985 by Zhao Ziyang, the speeches by Xi Jinping in 2020 and 2015, the speech 

by Li Keqiang in 2016, the speech by Hu Jintao in 2009 and the speeches by Wen Jiabao in 2008 

and 2010. Generally, the speeches by the heads of state/government are more ceremonial and 

revolving around a central theme rather than laying out the state’s formal positions on a wide 



range of issues. Thus, these 6 speeches are reviewed in detail. Upon further full textual analysis, 

it is found that the speeches do contain positional statements, albeit relatively general statement, 

of Chinese policy. They do not differ significantly, in terms of content, from other speeches 

made by the Chinese ambassador to UN or the foreign minister, and thus are included in order to 

increase comprehensiveness.  

 

Furthermore, the contents of speeches around 12 time points are examined particularly closely 

for hypothetically they are time points in which there could be expected to be shifts in Chinese 

policy or attitude, especially towards international law, norm and the state of the global order. 

The time points that I reviewed in detail are 1972, 1973, 1978, 1979, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1992, 

2000, 2001, 2013. 2014, 2018, 2019. The years 1972 and 1973 are worth noting because they 

were the first two years that a delegation from the People’s Republic of China instead of the 

Republic of China represented China at the United Nations. The years 1978 and 1979 are also 

worth scrutiny because these were around the time of China’s reform and opening up period, 

characterized by a drastic change in domestic policy, which may have influenced China’s foreign 

policy as it sought greater global cooperation, exchange, and interactions with the West. It was 

also when China gradually began to discard communism in the Soviet style as a form of 

government as market economy began to define the political-economic landscape. The years 

1989 and 1990 are worth noting as well because in 1989, after the June 4th incident, China’s 

international image plummeted, and relations with the West began to deteriorate. It was also the 

time immediately before the collapse of the USSR, signaling the entrance into a new world 

order. Finally, the years are important because 1989 marked the year when Jiang Zemin formally 

succeeded as the CCP General Secretary, marking a gradual transition of power from Deng 



Xiaoping. The years 1991 and 1992 were immediately after the collapse of the USSR, which 

marked the end of the bipolar world and had significant geopolitical implications for China as 

Sino-Soviet relations had remained tense since 1956, when the two communist states split over 

ideological differences as the USSR under Khrushchev underwent de-Stalinization while China 

under Mao Zedong opposed such a move.17 It was also around this time that Japan’s economy 

significantly stalled, thus eliminating the U.S.’s two main competitors and pushing China into 

the focal point. The years 2000 and 2001 and are important both because of the significance 

related to the turn of the century and because it was immediately before the transition from the 

presidency of Jiang Zemin to that of Hu Jintao. The years 2013 and 2014 are important for they 

marked the transition of power to Xi Jinping, who, unlike his predecessors, has been described as 

a strongman politician, and under his presidency China has seen much greater engagement with 

the international community. 

 

To process data, I first downloaded the official meeting records from the United Nations online 

database. Due to the fact that some earlier meeting records before 2000 are in picture format, I 

transformed all photo and pdf documents into both .docx and .txt documents for easier statistical 

and textual analysis. To look for keywords, I first used the natural language processing (NLP) 

package quanteda in R, which yielded the frequency of each keyword in each year’s speech. I 

then used the corpus statistical package, which allowed me to scan the documents, find the 

keywords in question and see the text immediately before and after the keywords for context. 

                                                

17 Lüthi, Lorenz M. “Chapter 2: Collapse of Socialist Unity 1956-1957.” Essay. In The Sino-Soviet Split: Cold War in the 
Communist World, 47–49. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010.  

 



Using this method, I hoped to avoid erroneous counting of the keyword “democra” whereby it 

stands for a country name such as “the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea”. This also 

allowed me to exclude uses of the verbs “condemn”, “oppose” and “reject” in cases where it is 

not used in a context to express the position of the Chinese delegation, such as “country A is 

opposed to act by country B but the Chinese delegation believes that…” Finally, the frequencies 

of keywords were recorded in excel by year, and both graphs and regression analysis were 

conducted using the recorded data. 

 

RESULTS  

In this section I will display the frequency by year of all the keywords and their respective 

regression analysis. Figure 1 and figure 2 indicate the frequency of the word “law” in the context 

of international law and the regression analysis of the frequency of keyword “law” over time at 

the 95% confidence level. It could be seen that although there is a slight increase in the 

frequency of the keyword law over time between 1972 and 2020 by viewing the scatter plot, 

there is no statistically significant trend for the p-value is 0.386.  



 

Figure 1. Mentioning of keyword “law” in the context of international law over time. 
 

 

Figure 2. Regression analysis with x variable as time and y variable as the frequency of 
keyword “law” in the context of international law.  
 



However, one interesting trend via content analysis is that in fact before 1979, there were only 

two mentioning of international law, respectively in 1973 and 1974. In the 1973 speech, China 

argued in support of Latin American countries that wished to establish a 200-nautical mile zone 

of jurisdiction off of their coasts, which met the opposition of former imperial states that wished 

to maintain a 3-nautical mile or 12-nautical mile zone of jurisdiction, concepts dating back to the 

time of Grotius.18 The Chinese delegation stated that “on this problem of maritime rights, the 

numerous small and medium-sized countries are waging a gigantic and vigorous struggle against 

the maritime hegemony of the super-powers. With a view to seeking hegemony on the seas and 

oceans, the super-powers are trying in vain to preserve the outdated law of the sea and are doing 

their utmost to restrict the territorial sea and scope of jurisdiction of all countries.”19 In the 1974 

speech, this position was again reiterated as the delegation proclaimed that “combating maritime 

hegemonism and formulating a new law of the sea is an important aspect of the struggle of the 

developing countries to safeguard state sovereignty and develop their national economy.”20 In 

the speech in 1979, which was the first year after 1974 that international law was mentioned, the 

Chinese delegation’s rhetoric regarding international law changed completely from one of 

antagonism to one of a positive embracement. In 1979, the Chinese delegation, in support of the 

People’s Republic of Kampuchea, stated that “violation of Kampuchea's independence, 

sovereignty and territorial integrity and a direct threat to the peace and security of the South-East 

Asian countries. It tramples underfoot the United Nations Charter and fundamental principles of 

                                                

18 “Law of the Sea and the UN Conventions: Maritime Zones Under International Law.” LibGuides. Accessed May 30, 2021. 
https://wcl.american.libguides.com/c.php?g=563260&p=3877795.  

19 “United Nations General Assembly 28th Session Official Records,” October 2, 1973.  https://documents-dds-
ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/NL8/304/25/PDF/NL830425.pdf?OpenElement 
20 “United Nations General Assembly 29th Session Official Records,” October 2, 1974. https://documents-dds-
ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/NL8/600/84/PDF/NL860084.pdf?OpenElement 



international law.” In the ensuing 1980 and 1981 speeches, the Chinese delegation again brought 

up the theme international law, and each time arguing that international law should replace “law 

of the jungle”.21 This is unsurprising for as we’ve mentioned, 1979 was the year after the 

announcement of the reform and opening up policy in China, during which China sought to 

liberalize the market, entailing further integration into the global order and acceptance of its laws 

and norms. Thus, in order to better visualize China’s positive mentioning of international law, 

the contents were again analyzed, and the two instances of antagonism toward international law 

in 1973 and 1974 were taken out. A new scatter plot and regression analysis were subsequently 

performed on the positive mentioning of international law over the years. As could be seen in 

figure 3 and figure 4, the trend in positive mentioning of international law is much more 

prominent, and is statistically significant at the 95% confidence level (p=0.02). This is in line 

with prior scholarly observation that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has since its 

establishment considered international law as “primarily protecting the interests of the colonial 

and imperialist powers to the detriment of most undeveloped nations and peoples.” 22  which the 

speeches in 1973 and 1974 reflect. However, as could be seen with the later speeches starting 

from 1979, international law and the international order with the United Nations at its core is 

repeatedly referenced. This does not indicate that there has been a fundamental shift in Chinese 

attitude toward international law as a tool. It does show, however, that China has gradually and 

continuously placed an ever-heavier emphasis on international law, which is reflected by the fact 

                                                
21 “United Nations General Assembly 34th Session Official Records,” September 27, 1979. https://documents-dds-
ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/PRO/NL7/903/75/PDF/NL790375.pdf?OpenElement 

22 Xue. Chinese Contemporary Perspectives on International Law: History, Culture and International Law. The Hague: Hague 
Academy of International Law, 2012.  

  



that the Chinese delegation refers to international law and the importance of upholding it 

evermore at the United Nations speeches. 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Positive Mentioning of keyword “law” in the context of international law over 
time. 
 



 

Figure 4. Regression analysis with x variable as time and y variable as the frequency of 
positive appearance of keyword “law” in the context of international law.  
 

The next set of data are on belligerent language, which is the combination of words “condemn”, 

“oppose” and “reject” specifically in the context such that it is expressed as a sentiment of the 

Chinese delegation. The graph in figure 5 and regression analysis in figure 6 together show a 

constant and statistically significant decrease in the use of belligerent language by the Chinese 

delegation overtime (p<0.05). Such decrease is especially prominent after 1999.  

 

This shows that in fact Chinese rhetoric has become milder, and instead of merely acting as a 

critic of U.S. and the USSR as it was in the 1970s, China now is trying to frame itself in an 

amicable and more moderate manner, especially as it establishes closer ties with a greater 

number of states and seeks global approval as a “responsible great power”.23 One example is 

                                                

23 “展现出负责任大国担当 Show the Responsibility of a Great Power, Xi Jinping's Speech at G20.” people.cn, March 28, 
2020. http://world.people.com.cn/n1/2020/0328/c1002-31651836.html.  



China’s stance on the Israeli-Palestine conflict. The conflict is a frequently addressed topic in 

speeches by the Chinese delegation, but the tone has changed significantly over the years. In 

1972, in the wake of Israeli retaliation against the killing of its athletes during the 1972 Munich 

Olympics, the Chinese delegation proclaimed that “we strongly condemn Israel for the recent 

barbarous aggression and massacres it has committed against Lebanon, Syria and other Arab 

countries on the pretext of the "Munich incident". The Chinese people will always stand 

together with the Arab and Palestinian peoples in their just struggle against aggression.” 24 

Since then, China has reestablished official ties with Israel and mutual exchange has grown 

significantly. Taking a look at China’s most recent comments on the Israel-Palestine conflict in 

2018, China still supports the Palestinian cause but has become much more moderate in its tones 

by suggesting that “a new round of peace-promoting efforts must be made with a view to 

exploring a new mediation mechanism. To that end, China will play its part, and Chinese 

humanitarian assistance to the Palestinian people will continue.”25 From this, it could be seen 

that China has over the years turned itself into a less belligerent, more moderate figure in terms 

of political rhetoric.  

 

                                                
24 “United Nations General Assembly 27th Session Official Records,” October 30, 1972. https://documents-dds-
ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/NL7/604/77/PDF/NL760477.pdf?OpenElement.  
 
25 “United Nations General Assembly 73rd Session Official Records,” September 28, 2018. https://daccess-
ods.un.org/TMP/5602296.59080505.html  
 



 

Figure 5. Frequency of belligerent language over time.  

 

Figure 6. Regression analysis with x variable as time and y variable as the frequency of 
belligerent language.  
 



The figures 7 and 8 respectively show the frequency scatterplot and regression analysis of the 

keyword “hegemon”. As could be seen, China has significantly decreased the usage of the word 

hegemon over the years, and in fact during the early 2000s for several years failed to mention the 

word hegemon at all, even during the time of U.S. intervention in the Middle East. This is a 

vastly different attitude than that of the 1970s, during which China fiercely condemned the 

hegemony of both the U.S. and USSR. Then, in 2008, after 7 years of silence on the topic of 

hegemony, Premier Wen Jiabao for the first time made an assurance that China itself would not 

seek hegemony, during a time when China’s rise came into the focal point. At the same time, 

China’s mentioning of “multipolar” and “multilateral” increased especially after the 2000s 

(p<0.05). The first time that the Chinese delegation made note of the trend toward multipolarity 

was in 1986, when it argued that states, regardless of their standing in the world should have the 

right to self-determination and be respected of their territorial integrity.26 Since then, China has 

ever more frequently recognized multipolarity and multilateral cooperation. 
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Figure 7. Frequency of keyword hegemon over time. 
 

 

Figure 8. Regression analysis with x variable as time and y variable as the frequency of the 
keyword hegemon.  
 



 

Figure 9. Frequency of keyword multipolar/multilateral over time. 
 

 

Figure 10. Regression analysis with x variable as time and y variable as the frequency of 
the keyword multilateral/multipolar.  
 



Next, we turn to the keywords human right and democracy/democratic/democratize, which relate 

to concepts that the West has used to suppress China internationally. Data shows no clear trend 

in the mentioning of human right or human rights, as could be seen in figure 11 and 12. In fact, 

for the majority of years China does not mention human right at all, which is not unexpected 

given the fact that China has in general avoided delivering or responding to accusations of 

human rights violations. Upon further content analysis, it could be seen that in the few instances 

in which human right was brought up, it was generally in a disapproving tone. For instance, in 

1986, 1991, 1999, 2000, 2006 and 2007, the topic human right was brought up in each year as a 

concept that states used to interfere in China’s domestic affairs, and the Chinese delegation in 

each instance called upon the de-politicization of the concept of human rights. In 1997, China 

advocated for the recognition of the differences in understanding of human rights, and in both 

1992 and 1998, China pushed for the idea that “for the people of developing countries, the right 

to subsistence and the right to development are undoubtedly the fundamental and the most 

important human rights of all.”27 This, as we will further address in the discussions section, is a 

core theoretical foundation of the Chinese understanding of human rights, and one that it is 

attempting to push for greater recognition of.  
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Figure 11. Frequency of keyword human right over time.  

 

 

Figure 12. Regression analysis with x variable as time and y variable as the frequency of 
the keyword human right.  



 

The keyword “democra” with the variants democracy, democratic and democratize, show a slight 

upward trend in usage (p<0.05). However, upon closer contextual analysis, another underlying 

trend becomes visible. Before 1989, China was an outspoken supporter of democratic 

movements world-wide. In 1974, China condemned the South Korean government for their 

emergency measures suppressing internal political turmoil as “depriving the South Korean 

people of all basic democratic rights.”28 In 1980, China vocally supported the national 

democratic movements of Latin American countries and in 1981 supported democratic reform in 

the Caribbean. In 1982, China supported the development of Democratic Kampuchea into what it 

called an “advanced socialist democracy”. In 1983, China supported the democratic movements 

in Central America, and in 1986, China stated its own goal of becoming a democratic socialist 

nation.29 However, in 1989, for the only time in the speeches between 1972 and 2020, China 

openly condemned the usage of the word democracy. The delegation stated that “to harp on 

"democracy" and "freedom" while indulging in the habit of making arbitrary criticisms and 

imposing one's own will on others in State-to-State relations represents precisely the kind of 

behavior that goes against the historical tide. This is indeed regrettable.”30 This meeting was held 

during a time of great political upheaval within China as anti-corruption and pro-democratic 

reform movements propped up across China, and the widely publicized protests at Tiananmen 

Square and the subsequent crackdown were all delivered to international audiences. This placed 

enormous international pressure on China, and became a historical event that is still being used 
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today as rhetorical weapon against the CCP. After 1989, the speeches that mentioned 

democracy/democratic/democratize were almost exclusively with regard to democracy in the 

context of international relations, or democratizing of the international order. Out of the 50 

occurrences of the keyword “democra”, 38 are under the context of democracy in international 

relations, while the remaining 12 address China’s domestic development or the domestic 

development of other nations. Before 1989, however, China’s mentioning of democracy in 

international relations only appeared once. Thus, after 1989, 76% of all mentioning related to 

democracy has been focused on democracy in international relations, with only three instances of 

speeches containing the keyword “democra” without any mentioning of democracy in 

international relations, namely in 1994, 1995 and 2008. Comparatively, before 1989, out of the 

12 mentioning, only 1 pertained to democracy in international relations, making up 8.3% of the 

total. Although the base numbers are small, this still shows the trend that China has increasingly 

and more exclusively applied the concept of democracy under the context of international 

relations, and this trend is particularly prominent after 1989. This might be due to two reasons. 

First is that before the reform and opening up era in the late 1970s, China upheld great 

ideological purity in pursing Marxist-Leninism, and Soviet style communist state. This was when 

China aligned itself with communist movements globally, and supported revolutionary forces. 

However, with the reform and opening up policies and the later fall of the USSR, China 

increasingly abandoned political purity, and focused more on domestic economic development 

rather than international revolution. The second aspect could be that after the incidents in 1989, 

China stood at the antithesis of democratic governance, at least in the perception of Western 

states, and that deprived it of any prior rhetorical authority to comment on democratic 



movements. As we will expand upon in the discussions, the increase in the usage of democracy 

in international relations could also entail a norm changing strategy. 

 

 

 

Figure 13. Frequency of the keyword “democra”, containing the variants democracy, 
democratic and democratize over time.  
 



 

Figure 14. Regression analysis with x variable as time and y variable as the frequency of 
the keyword “democra”, containing the variants democracy, democratic and democratize.  
 

With regard to the topics of poverty and climate change, China has in both instances brought up 

the topics significantly more over the years, as could be seen through figures 15-18. Poverty 

alleviation and climate change are two areas in which China has either recently increased 

engagement in, or has performed relatively well in. As we will see, these two concepts are often 

combined with human rights and used as a norm changing strategic tool. Despite the fact that 

climate change is a relatively new concept, the first instance of the Chinese delegation 

mentioning climate change in its General Debate statements was in 1992, yet it was not until the 

mid-2000s that China began frequently addressing climate change. 



 

Figure 13. Frequency of the keyword “poverty” over time.  

 
Figure 14. Regression analysis with x variable as time and y variable as the frequency of 
the keyword “poverty”.  
 



 

Figure 15. Frequency of the keyword “climate change” over time.  
 

 

Figure 16. Regression analysis with x variable as time and y variable as the frequency of 
the keyword “climate change”. 
 



Finally, the analysis of the keyword “human” shows that China has significantly increased using 

the word in variants such as human progress, humanity and humankind. These are often 

associated with more universalist ideologies such as the community of shared future for mankind 

proposed by Xi Jinping in 2018.31  

 

Figure 17. Frequency of the keyword “human” over time.  
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Figure 18. Regression analysis with x variable as time and y variable as the frequency of 
the keyword “human”.  
 

DISCUSSION  

Through our regression analysis, we could see three major trends, which we will explicate in this 

section. The first is that China is increasingly upholding and applying the concept of 

international law and norms for its own legitimating purposes. The second is that China has a 

different understanding of human right and democracy, and is pushing for these differing 

interpretations to become international norms. Finally, China is becoming more universalist in 

attitude and, at least on the international stage, is less belligerent, although it might not yet have a 

concrete universalist agenda comparable to the former revolutionary days when China actively 

exported revolution and pushed for a Marxist-Leninist ideology.  

 

First of all, as could be seen in the increase in the usage and reference to international law, China 

has in recent years increased significantly its focus on international law and norms. Of course, 



there is ample evidence that even though China has historically dismissed the moral standing of 

international law, it has still utilized its concept. The CCP government in its earliest days 

established a committee for international jurisprudence in the Foreign Affairs Department, 

headed by Zhou Gengsheng, a prominent nationalist legal scholar who saw first handedly the 

oppression China faced during the Paris Peace Conference for lacking equal legal recognition. 

Zhou made sure that the new People’s Republic fully grasped Western legal intricacies. Amongst 

his suggestions included changing the five principles of peaceful coexistence’s clause on 

respecting “territorial sovereignty” to respecting “sovereignty and territorial integrity.” This was 

made so that rhetorically at least, China could refuse to have Taiwan or any other part of its 

territory to become independent under the pretense of sovereignty, for it would be a violation of 

territorial integrity. Indeed, the Chinese Mainland now uses this principle extensively to justify 

reunification with Taiwan. Zhou also argued that the Chinese army sent to North Korea during 

the Korean War be unmarked and called the “volunteer army” in order to legally avoid state 

sponsorship. Such detailed focus on international legal norms has extended to this day, which 

could be reflected in various Chinese engagement with international law, such as its rejection of 

the South China Sea arbitration. 32 

 

However, as could be seen in the textual analysis, China was at one point antagonistic to 

international law, and even openly contested the legitimacy of international law for it served the 

interests of “imperialist powers”. Now however, even though China still arguably views 

international law in a functionalist way, it does not stand on its antithesis. As could be seen in 
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our analysis, China now has increasingly more positive mentioning of international law. In 

recent years, it has also repeated argued for embracement of the international order with the 

United Nations at its core. In specific areas such as climate change, it is even leading 

international discourse by spearheading the Paris Climate Agreement. Our regression analysis 

also shows an increase in reference to the issue of climate change, particularly after the signing 

of the Paris Agreement.   

 

This should fit the functionalist hypothesis since China did not have much say in founding the 

current international legal order and its institutions revolving around the United Nations, but it 

could introduce Chinese characteristics into the existing legal framework by dominating greater 

discourse in the international institutions. Xi Jinping in recent years has placed a heavy emphasis 

on increasing China’s influence on the global stage, especially through advocacy and norm 

setting. Xi has instructed the state apparatus to fully utilize high level experts and international 

conference opportunities to advocate for China’s institutional advantages as well as its policies.33 

The greater emphasis on climate change coincides with China’s active participation in the Paris 

Agreement, and the U.S. withdraw from the agreement in 2017. This indicates that China is 

willing to take the leading initiative in addressing topics of universal concern, in the process of 

which it could participate in norm and law setting to a greater degree. Thus, the fact that we’ve 

seen greater Chinese engagement within and contribution to the United Nations, and leading 

certain bodies such as the WHO during the COVID-19 pandemic and the Paris Climate 
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Agreement, all goes to show that China is and will continue to increase its acknowledgement and 

usage of international law in self-legitimation.  

 

Furthermore, even in cases where China rejects international law, it does not specifically reject it 

by referring to its imperial roots, but rather reject it with legal arguments of its own. For instance, 

in the case of the South China Sea Arbitration in 2016, which ruled against some Chinese 

maritime claim in the South China Sea, China refused to participate in the arbitration and 

referred to the ruling award as waste paper. This might appear arrogant on the outset, but in fact 

Chinese claim was much more sophisticated and law based. First, China rejected the legal 

jurisdiction of the Permanent Court of Arbitration, arguing that what it in fact was ruling on was 

an issue of sovereignty and not merely law of the seas, and since the court does not have power 

to adjudicate issues of sovereignty, China saw its refusal to attend as legal. Furthermore, China 

cited the fact that it had in 2006 objected to Section 2 of Part XV, paragraphs 1 (a) (b) and (c) of 

article 298 of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which 

addressed the legally binding decision of venues including the Permanent Court of Arbitration. 34 

35 

 

The second trend that our analysis has identified, is that China is increasingly pushing for its own 

understanding and re-interpretations of important norms, namely human rights and democracy. 
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As we’ve discussed in the beginning, these two concepts are what the West has most often 

attacked the Chinese government with, most recently with accusations of human rights abuses in 

Xinjiang and anti-democratic crackdown in Hong Kong. As we’ve seen however, China has 

changed the rhetorical strategy regarding human rights since 1989, when its reputation in the 

area of human rights and democracy plummeted. It has since then focused human rights 

specifically on the right to development. The earliest instance of the Chinese delegation 

mentioning of development as human right could be seen in its 1992 speech, when it stated that 

“for the people of developing countries, the right to subsistence and the right to development are 

undoubtedly the fundamental and the most important human rights of all.” 36 Since then China 

has formulated a theoretical foundation for arguing the right to survival and development as the 

most fundamental of human rights, and not merely just an important human right. Chinese 

scholars have used both Chinese ancient philosophical work and Marxist materialist arguments 

to underpin the importance and triumph survival and development rights over other human 

rights. It has been argued that “life is the foundation of human survival. Without the right to life, 

the right to freedom, political right, right to equality and others cannot exist…without the right to 

development, the other human rights would lose their vitality and cease to develop.” Ancient 

Chinese philosophical work Zhuangzi pictured a state where “the elderly dress well and eat meat, 

while the common people do not need to starve or freeze.” The classic of poetry (shijing) stated 

that “the people work hard, and deserve a life of moderate prosperity (xiaokang)”. These have 

been used to argue that Chinese society since ancient times has placed human welfare above all 

else. Indeed, the initial goals of reform and opening up were to create a society of moderate 
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prosperity (xiao kang she hui). 37 Further Marxist arguments have been used to uphold the 

insistence on the right to survival and development as the fundamental human right. A quote 

from Engels saying “that mankind must first of all eat, drink, have shelter and clothing, before it 

can pursue politics, science, art, religion, etc.” has been used to justify the right to survival and 

development as the fundamental human rights.38 In response to accusations of disregard for the 

right to freedom of speech, freedom of religion etc. the Party scholars have argued that 

“upholding the right to survival and development as foremost does not preclude also recognizing 

the importance of other human rights…but that one is more fundamental than the others…in 

other words, if a nation is underdeveloped economically, and its people are impoverished, it is 

difficult to obtain democracy, science and advanced culture. If a person is starving, he needs not 

a vote but a bag of flour. Additionally, different nations have priories in development of human 

rights. The people of developed nations have high standards of living and could be bothered with 

voting, but developing countries naturally would focus on economic development and raising the 

standards of living for its people.” 39  

 

Officially, China has been actively pushing for the recognition of the right to development and 

prosperity as a fundamental human right. On the 70th anniversary of Universal Declaration of 
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Human Rights in 2018, Xi Jinping proclaimed that “the ultimate human right is that people can 

lead a happy life.” 40 41 In the United Nations Human Rights Council, China has pushed for the 

passing of a resolution affirming “that development contributes significantly to the enjoyment of 

all human rights by all”42 This resolution has been repeatedly reaffirmed in 2019 and 2021, and 

has been used to legitimize Chinese claim of the human rights of survival and development, and 

in essence also provides an escape from accusations towards its handling of other human rights 

such as the freedom of speech, religion, etc.  

The distinct focus of human rights coincides with an increase in the mentioning of poverty as 

seen from the regression analysis. This is expected because as we’ve laid out, the Chinese focus 

on human rights is on survival and development. Poverty alleviation is a useful indicator of a 

nation’s level of development. In fact, in official Chinese rhetoric, poverty alleviation has 

become almost synonymous with and the sole indicator of human rights improvement. This 

could be largely associated with the fact that China has had an exceptional performance in the 

field of poverty alleviation, lifting more than 800 million people out of abject poverty in a period 

of 40 years, and has greatly improved the infrastructure, livelihood and overall life expectancy 

especially of those living in rural areas and ethnic minorities. In early 2021, Xi Jinping declared 

that China had completely eradicated abject poverty in the country. State media moved to call 
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this “a miraculous development in the history of human rights” and China’s ambassador to UN, 

Zhang Jun, called China’s poverty alleviation efforts the “greatest human rights project”.43 Thus, 

even though China has not rejected the Western notions of human rights, it does not hold them to 

as a high degree of importance, and from the speech pattern at the United Nations, it could be 

seen that China is now actively seeking to promote its own norms of human rights, in order to 

justify the legitimacy of its actions in accordance with international law and norms.   

 

Closely tied to human rights is the other norm of democracy. As we’ve stated, democratic 

governance has also become a currency in today’s liberal international order. China, on the other 

hand, does not have a Western style democratic government, nor does it have much rhetorical 

force in supporting democratic movements after mostly downplaying its universalist Marxist-

Leninist ideology during the reform and opening up era, and the subsequent internal crackdowns. 

Thus, as we’ve seen in the contextual analysis, China has in fact pushed for a different notion of 

democracy, namely one focused on democracy on an international scale. In the UN General 

Debate speech of 2019, for instance, foreign minister Wang Yi, proclaimed that “China will 

always stand firmly with other developing countries in safeguarding their common interests and 

right to development and in increasing their representation and say in global governance so as to 

promote democracy in international relations.” President Xi, in his 2020 General Debate speech, 

called upon nations “to uphold the values of peace, development, equity, justice, democracy and 

freedom shared by all of us and build a new type of international relations and a community with 
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a shared future for mankind.” Thus, it could be seen that with regard to democracy, China is 

deliberately focusing on democracy in international relations. This is not to say that China has 

not mentioned democracy in other contexts. The government has always retained that it is a 

socialist democracy with Chinese characteristics. In such a system, the CCP has absolute power 

but responds to the people’s wish and needs, and is thus described as a government in which the 

people are the owners and the Party are the policy executers.44 However, such a regime type is 

simply authoritarian in the Western understanding, and is something that China cannot and 

would not change. Democracy in international relations, on the other hand, is a concept that 

China could push for and one that would provide itself with great benefit. This is because, firstly, 

democracy in international relations reflects the founding principles of the United Nations and is 

universally recognized. Second, China has for long be a leader of developing nations, which 

constitutes a larger number than developed nations. Pushing for greater democracy within the 

United Nations centered world order would therefore offer China more rhetorical power. Finally, 

democracy in international relations is closely tied to the concept of sovereignty, and as we’ve 

stated, China has historically viewed sovereignty as a topic with little room for negotiation, in 

part due to its history of subjugation under semi-colonialism, but also because respect for 

sovereignty is a foundation upon which China defends its regime and its internal actions. Thus, 

from a functionalist perspective it would also make sense for China to push for democracy in 

international relations, although in reality it has not drawn attention away from its crack down on 

internal protest movements such as those in Hong Kong.  
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Thus, from the above analysis we could see that China has in fact developed a comprehensive 

theoretical framework for the concepts of human rights, and is also attempting to redirect 

discourse on democracy toward something that would offer it the most benefits, and allow it to 

change norms or at least expand existing norms so that China could “legally” justify its actions.    

 

The final trend that is observed via the regression analysis is China’s increasingly universalist 

rhetoric. The regression analysis shows that the Chinese delegation has in recent years 

significantly increased the usage of words “human”, “humanity” and “humankind” when 

addressing issues, signifying that they are increasingly concerned with or wish to be seen as 

concerned with commonly faced issues, in an attempt to increase its global leadership and norm 

setting abilities. This corresponds well with increases in more specific keywords such as climate 

change and poverty, which are universal issues that China is attempt to act as leaders in 

resolving. President Xi Jinping has introduced the goal of creating “a community of shared 

future for mankind.” This goal has been widely adopted at the United Nations, and has even been 

written into the official CCP constitution and the constitution of China. It seems in this case that 

China is indeed trying to place itself as an upholder of universalist values. At this point however, 

aside from re-interpreting and redirecting existing norms such as human rights and democracy, 

China does not yet have a competitive universalist value. The closest view that the Chinese 

leaders hold is that of the respect for sovereignty, which is functional in nature because China 



wishes to remain undisturbed territorially and politically. Whether China is again attempting to 

disperse a certain dominating universal political ideology over liberalism is still uncertain. 45 46 

 

Thus, China is not content with only using existing international law and norms to justify its 

cause, but is actively propagating its own reinterpretation of norms such as human rights and 

taking an increasingly leading role in international agreements and organizations that would offer 

it legal advantage in the long run. However, it does not seem to have a competing universalist 

agenda, like it did during the 1950s and 1960s, when the reach of its influence reached even the 

United States, where it supported the Black Panther Party, whose ideological grounding was 

heavily Maoist and whose leaders visited Mao personally.47 

 

Today, even though China does not have the will or capability to push for large-scale, systematic 

intervention abroad, it has confronted Western criticism and de-legitimization efforts more 

directly, pointing to what is sees as bias and hypocrisy in the Western government and media. 

Since 1998, the Chinese State Council has published an annual Human Rights Record of the 

United States, in response to a U.S. human rights report against China. Rhetorically, Chinese 

authorities have started a counter de-legitimization campaign against U.S. authorities, especially 
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its failure to resolve domestic unrest such as the BLM movement in the wake of COVID-19 as 

sign of Western hypocrisy. More recently, the Chinese official media has also sought to 

delegitimize Western media by targeting certain informational and technical biases in their 

reporting. One example is the recent campaign against BBC’s reporting on Chinese COVID 

measures, which the Chinese media points out is cherry-picked and heavily edited.48 

 

CONCLUSION 

In this paper, we’ve briefly discussed how the West has contained China in the late 19th century 

by excluding its international legal status and denying its equal standing among nations, 

particularly by painting China as a lawless and uncivilized nation that does not merit recognition 

as an equal legal entity, and we’ve argued that in today’s world, even though China has gained 

formal legal recognition as a permanent member of the United Nations, legal containment has 

continued in the form of Western states confronting China’s violation of international law and 

commonly recognized norms. Through textual analysis of UN speeches, we see China has 

become much more active in terms of referring to international law, and is actively reinterpreting 

or redirecting the focus on existing key concepts in international law and norms such, mainly 

human rights and democracy.  Furthermore, it has in fact become rhetorically less belligerent and 
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more diplomatic, at least in the United Nations, which is in contrast to statements made by the 

foreign ministry which some have deemed to be arrogant and combative.49 

 

For continued research, it might be fruitful to try and focus on a specific theme, such as 

international law, and review China’s official position on the issue over the years not only as 

documented in the UN General Debate speeches but also in documents intended for domestic 

audiences. This is because, although the United Nations General Debate speeches are a 

consistent source with comprehensive yet brief position statements on a wide range of issues in 

the particular year, it is mostly intended for the international audience. This means that the 

content might be more toned and not as accurately reflect China’s position as well as internal 

documents such as guidance issued by the National People’s Congress. Thus, it would interesting 

to compare the United Nations speeches with internal documents on the same theme in order to 

visualize any deviation or consistencies.  

 

Furthermore, one question that naturally arises from our analysis in this paper is: how should the 

United States respond? After all, the U.S. currently sees China as its number one competitor in 

terms of international influence. Central to the Chinese backlash, and in fact the backlash of 

other states such as Russia and Iran, is that by making the condemnations with regard to human 

rights and Western-centric concerns for human rights, the United States and its Western allies are 

being hypocritical, for they fail to address their own human rights violations to the same degree 
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or at all. This has been used as rationale for ignoring or condemning Western criticism. Thus, the 

question that begs to be asked is, if a Western power wishes to engage with China meaningfully, 

how should it address the problem of hypocrisy? Obviously, a charge of human rights violation 

is no small condemnation, and as such should be taken seriously even if the state making this 

charge were in fact hypocritical. However, as scholars have observed, blaming and shaming is 

often ineffective when issued by a perceived cultural outsider or by a non-ally, and might even 

result in counterproductive consequences such as the blamed party worsening its abuses and 

stirring up anti-outsider sentiment.50 It would not be a stretch to say that on top of this, 

hypocritical blame would weaken the moral force of blame even more, and provides an excuse 

for the blamed to respond in backlash legitimately. Thus, how should the U.S. respond in the 

face of criticism such as that “the U.S. is not in a position to criticize China due to its own 

violation of human rights and disregard for territorial integrity” and what grants a state moral 

authority to make criticisms on another are important questions that must be answered. I believe 

that such an inquiry would need to begin with providing a thorough philosophical discussion of 

the nature of hypocritical blame, and why hypocrisy deprives or weakens one’s moral authority 

to judge others. Then, it would be possible to understand how to engage with and respond to a 

China in the age of changing norms.  
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