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The United States must find a new direction in its efforts to curb China’s human 
rights abuses. The change will be a slow and difficult one, with each step measured 
by countless sacrifices. Without such steps, however, tens of thousands will suffer. 
During the last two presidential administrations, focus on human rights issues has 

increased as a result of the Tiananmen Square massacre. With the recent signing of 
China’s most favored nation (MEN) status, Clinton has successfully separated the 

issues of human rights abuses and international economics. Although he may have 
hoped to curb such abuses early in his presidency, he fell victim to the growing 

complexity of Congress and the ability of special interest groups to influence leg- 

islators. A possible explanation for the support of the MFN status by both 
presidents may be evident in their previous experiences. Bush, a former ambassa- 

dor to China and representative at the United Nations, had a strong foreign policy 

background. Clinton, however, with a weak foreign policy background and no mil- 
itary experience, relies heavily on Vice President Gore’s military service history- 

during the Vietnam War-as well as his strengths in foreign service. 

President Bush faced, as President Clinton now faces, difficulties with Chinese human 

rights abuses. During the Bush administration many Democrat and some Republican 

legislators may have set out to challenge the President in an effort to show their 
support for human rights, knowing that his veto would be sustained. Because of his 

foreign service background, Bush was under much less pressure than Clinton with 
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reference to both domestic and international politics, for he had only to follow the 
party line while continuing to give MFN status to China. With Clinton, however, the 
focus changed as members of Congress saw an individual who had promised a harder 
stance on human rights in China. While efforts were made by both Republicans and 
Democrats to criticize his handling of China, for party and personal image reasons, 
internal and external pressures forced Clinton to de-link human rights issues from the 
MFN status. Without this linkage, Republicans have been able to openly attack human 
rights abuses and Clinton’s position on such abuses while maintaining the likelihood 
of MFN status passage. 

Constitutional and other forces may have also played a role in determining each 
administration’s direction. Such forces came in spite of Bush’s wish to have greater 
control of his administration’s direction, often resulting in Bush and Congress being at 
odds. This dispute sometimes resulted in vetoes and other pressure by Bush and his 
associates against those who challenged his authority. Perhaps nowhere was this 
dispute more evident than in issues concerning China, a nation that continues to main- 
tain close relations. Malecha and Reagan (1992) make the argument that “Bush’s 
rhetoric reveals his adherence to hierarchical values” (p. 76). This argument is central 
to understanding why Bush saw Congress as overstepping its designated boundaries, 
especially in foreign affairs. He may have wished to correct its path through continued 
pressure. Malecha and Reagan add, 

In particular, Bush believes that each branch of government performs specific func- 
tions, with each one deferring to the legitimate powers of the others.. ..Bush has 
resisted what he construes as an attempt to obscure the distinction between the con- 
stitutional functions of the two branches, and he has acted to restore and even 
enhance what he understands to be the formal powers of his office (p. 76). 

To this effort came Bush’s wish to maintain close foreign relations between China 
and the United States. Bush clearly did not want the problems associated with China’s 
internal affairs to damage that relationship. There were also disputes within both 
parties on how best to influence China’s internal affairs, especially given what many 
Chinese considered a Western perspective of what constitutes human rights in an 
authoritarian regime. Therefore, in an effort to gain continued support for China, Bush 
may have wished to focus more on the economic and international aspects of U.S.- 
China foreign relations than on China’s internal problems. Bush used his position to 
ensure that support for favorable relations with China continued. 

Additionally, China’s increased military and economic power and its emerging pres- 
ence as a nuclear power-with a blue-water navy and an impressive army-have 
added to the consideration by U.S. leadership of China’s ability to retaliate for major 
encroachments on what it views as interference with its domestic policies. For this and 
other reasons, Bush may have understood his limits on his administration’s ability to 
influence China’s internal affairs. 

Together with the aforementioned partisan/institutional forces and constitutional 
powers faced by both presidents, efforts by political action committees (PACs) and the 
big-business community they represent played a significant role in the eventual U.S.- 
China relations decisions. PACs, typical of previous congressional lobbyists, are 
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usually financed by big business. Whether those businesses represent medical, envi- 
ronmental, legal, or foreign trade, representatives must take into account the 
considerable expenses of upcoming elections and their reliance on PAC funding. 
Human rights organizations with less funding had a major task before them-to 
convince members of Congress of the need for further assistance. While some 
members of Congress, e.g., Representative Nancy Pelosi: (D-California) fought to 
include bills that would limit rights abuses, few appeared to be listening. PACs and 
those they represent have been major supporters of China. 

The following is a political/historical synopsis of events which influenced both Pres- 
idents Bush and Clinton in their determination of MFN status for China. These events, 
it is contended, define the role of big business, PACs, and special interest groups in the 
eventual decision to award the MFN status to China. 

BUSH AND THE MFN 
President Bush entered the White House in the glow of his predecessor, former Presi- 
dent Reagan. Bush took the issue of foreign policy seriously. He created one of Wash- 
ington’s strongest foreign policy teams in history with Secretary of State James Baker 
leading the way. With the collapse of the former Eastern Bloc, China has played a 
smaller international role. However, China could say “No” to challenging countries, 
especially in regard to human rights abuses. 

Given its huge trade deficit with the United States, China is significantly affected by 
the issuance of MFN status, more so than most other countries. In general, all but a 
small minority of countries have such status. China received this status because of its 
continuous close ties with the United States. Yet, as a result of the last two presiden- 
cies, the MFN status is no longer considered a tool to improve human rights, rather it 
is now considered a “given.” 

Chinese officials played a key role in causing the MFN status to be questioned 
during the Bush administration as well as ensuring that those legislative initiatives 
designed to revoke the MFN status would not pass through Congress. They did so by 
playing two opposing groups against each other: those in support of and those against 
attaching conditions to the continuation of China’s MFN status. Deng Xiaoping, head 
of the central committee; Zhao Ziyang, former prime minister; and his successor Li 
Peng were key axes in the politics and activities surrounding the Tiananmen Square 
incident. Li played a key role in the massacre; in fact Zhao may have been replaced by 
Li in part because of his support of those students and political liberalization. 

The Tiananmen Square incident and Bush’s failure to address it, indicate a continu- 
ing pattern of events. The June 4th incident would not be forgotten. Instead, the MFN 
status as a tool to influence China’s human rights policies took center stage. China 
maintained, however, that the West had a different definition of human rights; it 
considered the United States to be interfering with its internal politics. The President 
sent clear messages to China’s leaders reiterating the United States’ continued stance. 
On June 3, 1990, HR 4939, sponsored by Representative Donald Pease (D-Ohio), was 
introduced. It attached conditions to China’s MFN status intending to improve human 
rights policies. The bill stated that a number of items had to be accomplished before 
renewal of China’s MFN status. Prior to the next vote on China’s MFN status, Bush 
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announced that China had made strides toward achieving those goals. These included: 
(1) ending martial law in China and Tibet; (2) releasing those imprisoned in the after- 
math of Tiananmen Square; (3) easing press restrictions; (4) stopping the harassment 
of Chinese citizens in the United States; and (5) eliminating fees imposed on Chinese 
citizens seeking to travel abroad (Malecha and Reagan, 1992, p. 71). When the House 
passed the bill, President Bush persuaded the Senate not to pursue it. 

Bush continued to defeat bills that would impose negative sanctions on China; many 
of his reasons centered on the loss of American jobs should China not continue to 
receive MFN status. Thomas (1991) quoted Washington analyst Joseph Brewer as 
saying, “Bush’s implicit message to U.S. corporations with a total of billions of dollars 
invested in China was clear. Despite the massacre, they should regard the situation 
very much as business as usual. The apologists of Kissinger associates could not have 
expressed their position more clearly than had the president” (p. 302). When Jimmy 
Carter went to China in April 199 1, he came with a message from the President stating 
simply that China would continue to receive the MFN status and that it was time to 
“Put the Tiananmen Square tragedy behind us” (Thomas, 1991, p. 311). Thomas 
quoted Bush as saying, “I look at the big picture. I look at the support we got from 
China back in Desert Storm, the importance of China as a country. And I don’t want to 
isolate them” (Thomas, p. 311). For Bush, the use of the MFN as a tool did not start 
until 1991. By that time, China had a $15 billion trade deficit with the United States. 
That year Minister of Foreign Trade Li Nanqing said “that if the United States with- 
draws MFN status, China will retaliate by raising its tariffs on U.S. goods” 
(Oberdorfer, 1991). China could lose about three-quarters of its exports to the United 
States, not counting the loss of two to three million jobs, if the status was not approved 
due to the expected increase in competition from other nations (Oberdorfer, 1991). The 
MFN status was approved. Since the 1980s sales of Chinese goods to U.S. markets 
have jumped some 30 percent, ten times faster than United States’ reciprocal sales. 
With annual applications for renewal, the MFN status remains critical to understand- 
ing U.S.-Chinese relations. 

Attacks on the United States became more open as editors of Chinese newspapers 
challenged the use of MFN status and the United States’ insistence on attaching human 
rights agenda to it. An article noted one Chinese intellectual in China as saying, “China 
has been a feudal society for thousands of years, and most Chinese don’t understand 
human rights and at least some believe that the American Congress is trying to inter- 
fere in our internal affairs” (Sun, 1991). Still, there are many Chinese who argued that 
Bush should use the MFN status as an instrument to fight abuses. Tong from China in 
“Exiled Students Urge Bush to Accept Trade Conditions” noted, “MFN status is the 
most effective weapon available to influence the Chinese government policy and move 
it toward democracy. We know that economic leverage can work’ (Washington Post, 

1991, July 24). 
By 1992, Bush was already campaigning for a second term. Still, he would not 

budge on the issue of the human rights and the MFN status. An editorial in “Mr. Bush 
Meets Mr. Li” suggested that “Mr. Bush should seek relief for specific individuals 
subjected to incarceration and abuse for their political views. He can insist that fully 
normalized relations necessarily await China’s compliance with accepted human 
rights standards” (Washington Post, 1992, January 31). The article went on to add that 
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the president must be tougher on China if improvements in human rights are to 
continue. The president, however, may have understood the limits of constitutional 
powers and that linking the MFN status to human rights abuses in China was overstep- 
ping those limits and therefore felt obligated to veto any legislation that bridged the 
two. The Democratic-controlled Congress, however, sought to curb those rights 
through the passage of bills linking human rights to the MFN and other areas of U.S.- 
China foreign relations. As such, bills were introduced within both the House and 
Senate that focused on the Chinese human rights issue, yet few got out of committee 
and fewer still got past Bush, and none had a major effect on China’s internal affairs. 

Another factor deals with partisan and institutional forces, both of which played 
roles in the power struggle within Congress. Reviewers of an earlier version of this 
article, whose comments were compiled by Freeman (1995), noted, 

One reason why Bush vetoes of linkage legislation may have been upheld despite 
large, bicameral support for linkage in Congress is that Republican Representatives 
and Senators may have wanted to support Bush’s string of successful vetoes. As 
minority members in both chambers, it may have been to their broader advantage 
to uphold the President’s veto on MPN, even if they disagreed with Bush on this 
issue, so that on other legislative matters they could use the threat of a Bush veto to 
compel Democratic concessions. And by the close ofhis term, Democratic congres- 
sional leaders were regularly worried about such proposing legislation that wasn’t 
veto-proof. Such worries increased the power of minority Republicans on the Hill 
(personal communication). 

Later that month, both the House (419 to 21) and the Senate (59 to 39) approved the 
extension of MFN status to China. However, the bill contained conditions regarding 
human rights issues. Bush vetoed the bill and the Senate upheld it after the House over- 
rode it. By June of that year, the vote for continuing China’s MFN status was back. 

Bush continued to isolate those who opposed renewal by stressing its financial bene- 
fits, especially given that in 1991 China’s exports to the United States exceeded $19 
billion. In that year Bush promised to veto any bill that attached conditions to the 
renewal of MFN status for China. The President again approved MFN status for China. 
As the election drew near, he found this issue at the forefront in his debates. In Octo- 
ber, he held his first presidential debate against challengers Bill Clinton and Ross 
Perot. In defense of his policy on China, noted in “Campaign ‘92: Transcript of the 
First Presidential Debate,” he said, 

I have stood up with these people, and I understand what you have to do to be strong 
in this situation. And it’s moving not as fast as we’d like. But you isolate China and 
turn them inward, and then we’ve made a tremendous mistake. And I’m not going 
to do it, and I’ve had to fight a lot of people that were saying human rights and we 
are the ones that put the sanctions on and stood for it (Washington Post, 1992, Octo- 
ber 12). 

Clinton, in the same article, clearly challenged Bush on this issue. He said that 
although relations with China are important, “I would be firm. I would say if you want 
to continue most-favored-nation status for your government-owned industries as well 
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as your private ones, observe human rights in the future, open your society, recognize 
the legitimacy of those kids that were carrying the Statue of Liberty.” In November, 
Clinton became the new President. In the three years that Bush had fought to retain the 
MFN status, countless people were hurt and imprisoned in China. The issue did not go 
away, but instead, as many issues have, it returned to haunt Clinton during his first two 

years in office. 

Clinton, Big Business, and the MFN Status 

President Clinton’s position on China and the issue of human rights has plagued his 
administration since its inception. He and Vice President Gore noted during their 
campaign, 

We believe that the Bush Administration erred by extending Most Favored Nation 
trade status to the People’s Republic of China before it achieved documented 
progress on human rights. We should not reward China with improved trade status 
when it has continued to trade goods made by prison labor and has failed to make 
sufficient progress on human rights since the Tiananmen Square massacre (Clinton 
and Gore, 1992, p. 158). 

Issues concerning China and human rights abuses continued to haunt the president. 
Former President Nixon made an interesting observation on Clinton’s first days in 
office: “In its first move, the Clinton administration responded by increasing distrust, 
stirring up trouble, threatening noncooperation, and fomenting confrontation” (Nixon, 
1994, p. 124). He went on to argue that, as most economists and businessmen would 
agree, failing to give MFN trade status would only lengthen the war on human rights 
abuses in China while forcing the loss of jobs in America. He commented, “We cannot 
improve the political situation in China through a ‘scorched earth’ economic policy. 
Revoking China’s MFN status would hurt the free-market reformers and entrepreneurs 
who hold the key to China’s future” (pp. 125-126). 

The dilemma of the MFN status continued to plague Clinton’s foreign policy. Many 
in Congress saw it as a threat to the status quo. In response to the trade deficit, special 
interest groups contributed significantly to the separation of China’s human rights 
policy from trade issues. However, Clinton continued to “waffle.” Fluctuating 
between threatening and negotiating hurt American relations with other countries that 
were trying to anticipate the extent to which the United States was willing to go in its 
efforts to attach human rights sanctions to foreign policy documents. However, it is 
ironic that the United States, while focusing on democratic issues in Haiti, Iraq, Israel, 
Somalia and Angola, has ignored China. (Perhaps China has been allowed to stand on 
its own because of its United Nations veto power, trade issues, and the fact that it is an 
emerging nuclear power. This emergence as a military power, coupled with congres- 
sional dissent regarding improved human rights, allowed for China to continue its 
abuses without worrying about a failure of passage of the MFN in Washington. These 
have all contributed to accepting such violations that would normally bring a quick 
response-either militarily or financially-from the United States and other countries, 
One may wonder to what extent Clinton’s hands were tied in his desire to advance his 
human rights agenda. In a comment made shortly after his inauguration Clinton said, 
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“I want to continue.. . [the] partnership, but I also think we have a right to expect 
progress in human rights and democracy as we support that progress” (Southerland, 
1993)) 

At this time Clinton sent his first delegation to China to implement trade agreements. 
Still, the issue of human rights continued to plague him in those first few months. Jour- 
nalists and politicians continued to study Clinton’s early position on human rights. The 
Washington Post quoted from his campaign, “When countries flagrantly violate 
accepted norms of international conduct and undermine interests we hold dear and 
retard the forces of democracy.. .then I think we should seriously consider whether we 
should maintain most favored nation status” (Williams, 1993, March 11). This strong 
position eventually pushed the President to more moderate levels of action toward 
China. What began as a confrontational issue was soon becoming one of endurance 
and moderation. 

The first two years of the Democrat-controlled House and Senate saw the introduc- 
tion of legislation perceived as important by the Democrats. Included in the legislation 
were the issue of human rights in China and attempts to attach conditions to the 
renewal of MFN status. That April (1993) such a bill was introduced in the House by 
Pelosi and in the Senate by Majority Leader George J. Mitchell (D-Maine). Mitchell 
noted, “It is not our intention to terminate trade with China. Our intention is.. .to cause 
that government to change policies which we believe are wrong” (Williams, 1993, 
April 23). The bill required that there be progress on human rights issues in China 
before passage of the MFN status and called on China to release political prisoners and 
permit politically persecuted citizens to emigrate freely; at the same time, the bill 
sought an end to Chinese sales of missiles abroad and greater access for U.S. products 
to Chinese markets (Williams, 1993). A similar bill was put forward by Democrats 
twice during the Bush administration, though both were vetoed. Bills such as this read 
well on paper but had little chance of succeeding because of the influences of special 
interest groups. Even when Clinton and Gore met with the Dalai Lama, their attempts 
to attach conditions to the MFN renewal seemed to be hollow promises. “Big busi- 
ness” and the special interest groups that represent them played an important but 
limited role in the continued passage of the MFN. Such issues as internal debate over 
how to improve human rights, partisan and institutional forces, and congressional 
forces all played their separate but important roles in limiting both the Bush and Clin- 
ton administrations’ abilities to influence China’s human rights record. Clinton found 
himself under great pressure because of the June 3rd deadline for passage of China’s 
MFN status, each side promising votes and financial help. Unlike Bush, Clinton was 
unable to take the simpler course no conditions to the MFN status renewal. As the time 
drew near, Sun noted, “In Beijing today, the Chinese Foreign Ministry said it was 
‘resolutely opposed’ to conditions in any form. ‘The MFN trading status is not a favor 
granted by the U.S. to China,’ a spokesman said, ‘It is the foundation for normal trade 
relations between the two countries”’ (1993). 

The process of de-linking the MFN status from trade issues continued its downward 
spiral when, in stating that he would sign it once again, Clinton de-linked arms sales 
from issues concerning the MFN status. Williams and Smith noted, “A senior official 
said avoiding any linkage between MFN and arms proliferation will allow the admin- 
istration to pursue the matter as a ‘high priority.. . without the distraction’ of a major 
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disruption in economic relations” (1993). As a gesture, Chinese authorities released 
two prisoners who had been held in solitary confinement for 12 years. Still, Clinton 
added that there had to be continued improvements in human rights support, leaving 
sufficient allowance so as not to be cornered. Solomon said, “Managing this policy has 
become a game of Chinese chicken. The White House and congressional proponents 
of sanctions have tried to ‘carefully craft’ conditions for extensions of MFN that will 
express our strong opposition to Chinese human rights related actions, press them to 
change their ways, yet not rupture the relationship” (1993). This argument may be 
central to much of what continues to frustrate human rights organizers. The fine line 
between Congress and the special interest groups can be negotiated only with diffi- 
culty. Yet, it would be foolish to think that one could walk such a tightrope without 
falling. 

Just before President Clinton was to sign the treaty, China bought $800 million in 
aircraft from Boeing, $160 million of cars from the Big Three, $200 million in oil 
exploration equipment; signed a $750 million agreement with Hughes Space Commu- 
nication; and signed an-agreement with AT&T that could be worth billions of dollars 
(Weisskopf, 1993). United States business lobbyists managed to bring the MFN status 
and Chinese human rights abuses to the forefront. Assistant Secretary of State Winston 
Lord, a key player in the MPN drama, noted, “It would be very helpful if the business 
community lobbied the Chinese Government to make progress.. . as effectively as they 
are lobbying the Congress and president” (Awanohara, 1993, June 10). Weisskopf 
commented, 

Industry struck every economic note in pushing most favored nation.. .status for 
Beijing. Chiefs of such companies as Boeing and Motorola pressed Clinton pri- 
vately on China’s importance to their industries, sources said, while other Fortune 
500 executives made the round of Cabinet secretaries, from State to Commerce, 
carrying estimates that 157,000 U.S. workers now produce goods for China 
(Awanohara, 1993). 

Clinton received a letter from 298 companies and 37 trade associates, 50 of which had 
given contributions averaging $30,000 to the Democratic National Committee, 
requesting that he not attach any conditions to the MF’N renewal (Kruger and Lewis, 
1993). PACs not only attacked Clinton, they continued to set upon many members of 
Congress. Their efforts were taking a toll. Although China was but one country to be 
dealt with, it expended much of the President’s time. In January 1994, Senator J. 
Bennett Johnston (D-Louisiana) said that “it would be unthinkable for human rights to 
strip China of MPN status” (Chandler and Williams, 1994). The senator called for a 
permanent renewal of China’s MFN status, thereby eliminating its association with 
human rights issues. 

When Secretary of State Warren Christopher visited China in March 1994, he made 
certain that the Chinese understood the position of the United States on human rights 
violations. He said, “‘I pulled no punches and I yielded no ground’ in talks with 
Chinese leaders” (Lippman, 1994). The Administration’s waffling sent mixed signals 
to China. On the one hand, Clinton pledged to fight human rights abuses and, on the 
other, he attempted to ensure solid trade relations. This alertered the Chinese leader- 
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ship to the fact that the Clinton administration may simply want to save face in the eyes 
of the American public while maintaining its commitment to China and the trade 
status. Rowen (1994) said, 

The administration is clearly in disarray on the trade-MFN issue. Does the policy 
of “engagement” with the Chinese take precedence over human rights? There is no 
clear-cut White House policy, and given the Clintons’ preoccupation with fending 
off their Whitewater entanglements, it may be difficult for one to evolve. 

This continues to be the case, as it seems with each passing day the Clinton adminis- 
tration continues to send out mixed foreign policy signals. 

“De-couple” appears to be the new Washington buzzword concerning de-linking 
China and the issue of human rights. Rowen noted, “That’s the new buzzword in a 
desperate effort to solve the major battle between the Clinton administration and the 
Chinese government over human rights, and continuance of most-favored-nation 
(MFN) trade treatment” (1994). This movement has been stimulated by Beijing’s 
retaliatory threats should the MFN status be revoked. The resultant losses to American 
companies would amount to billions of dollars. What this has meant is that the admin- 
istration turned away from the Tiananmen Square massacre and returned to politics as 
usual for China. In May 1994, a senior administration official again emphasized the 
importance of linking human rights with China’s MFN status so that we can make 
“overall significant progress.” That official noted, “We wanted to take the opportunity 
of.. . [Chinese Vice Premier Zou Jiahua’s] presence here to underscore how important 
it is to make progress-not just a P.R. game but significant progress on human rights” 
(Marcus, 1994). Clinton told Zou that he was expecting progress on human rights in 
accordance with the executive order which spelled out conditions necessary for exten- 
sion of the MFN status. (On the one hand, Clinton appears willing to make concessions 
to allow China to retain its status and, on the other, he appears ready to revoke that 
status. Despite the fact that his advisors urge renewal of the status, the president seems 
unable to make a decision.) 

By the end of May 1994, China had conceded on a sufficient number of dictates 
allowing Clinton and his administration to save face. Under the Jackson-Vanik 
Amendment to the 1974 Trade Act, the annual renewal of China’s MFN status must be 
completed by June. Under the agreement, there has to be evidence of continued 
improvement on immigration issues. The two compulsory conditions for MFN contin- 
uation have been met: improved emigration (China issued 130,000 visas last year) and 
inspections of prisons suspected of producing goods for export to the United States 
(Williams, 1994, May 24). Senator Max Baucus (D-Montana) voiced his criticism of 
the trade act: “MFN is an outdated tool. The core MFN law, the Jackson-Vanik 
Amendment, is a cold war law dealing with the right of Soviet Jews to emigrate. It is 
an anachronism” (Friedman, 1994). Most representatives agreed with the criticism. As 
the deadline for 1994’s renewal moved closer, Clinton made a decisive move on May 
26 to, de-link the issue of human rights violations from China’s MFN status. He said, 
“I believe. ..this is in the strategic, economic and political interests of the United 
States” (Williams, 1994, May 27). By taking this move, the issue of human rights 
abuses and the continued struggle to eliminate them entered into a new phase of world 
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politics. Clinton noted, “This decision offers us the best opportunity to lay the basis for 
long-term sustainable progress on human rights and for the advancement of our other 
interests with China” (Devroy, 1994). 

However, this move has not been without its opponents. Mitchell argued, “I disagree 
with the decision. This decision will confirm for the regime the success of its policy of 
repression on human rights and manipulation on trade” (Devroy,1994). Clinton’s deci- 
sion came at the end of a long battle between interest groups, human rights activists, 
and congressional leadership. Ultimately, the supporters of de-linkage won. Willard A. 
Workman, Vice President of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, noted, “The politics of 
trade have changed dramatically in the past 12 months. [Many lawmakers have] begun 
to realize that trade matters.. . [ an d means] jobs for people that vote for them” (Behr, 
1994). This change was overdue; no one really expected human rights and the MFN 
status to be linked. And so, a new chapter in the history of U.S. foreign policy has been 
written, one that evokes outrage and sadness. E.J. Dionne, Jr.‘s incisive editorial 
(1994) sums up the situation: 

The fight for a tougher human rights policy toward China was lost long before Pres- 
ident Clinton announced surrender last week. Clinton’s decision to throw aside his 
own campaign commitments on the issue bodes very badly for the future of human 
rights as a core concept of American foreign policy. From now on, it seems, the 
United States’ human rights policy will amount to talk, talk, and more talk. 

Kissinger (1994), former Secretary of State, in an editorial in the Washington Post 
agreed wholeheartedly with Clinton’s decision while raising a number of important 
issues: 

The president’s courageous decision does not mean that America is abandoning its 
support for human rights in China. But as the President said, “We cannot help 
change human rights in China if we are not there.” The issue is not whether to con- 
tinue pursuing better human rights in China but how best to balance this objective 
with other American interests. By placing our legitimate human rights concerns in 
the broader context of overall bilateral relations, we are more likely to see results. 
Indeed, Chinese leaders have made clear to both of us that they are willing to take 
into account American concerns if these are not presented as unilateral demands. 

The decision to de-couple the issue of human rights from the MFN status will mean 
a change in direction not only for China but for other countries as well. Christopher, in 
agreement with the president, stated that “we shouldn’t be rooted in the policies that 
the president espoused when he came into office or that seemed logical a year ago. If 
a policy that seemed to make sense then proves to be not working, we must change 
course and keep trying to find a way that works” (Go&o, 1994). 

Commerce Secretary Ronald H. Brown inaugurated Clinton’s new policy in August 
1994 during a trip to China when, accompanied by 24 businessmen, he aligned with 
the president by signing an agreement with Chinese leaders aimed at improving busi- 
ness. He said, “I don’t want a level playing field. I want a tilted playing field, tilted 
toward us” (Mufson, 1994). Amnesty International, one of many critics, pointed out in 
a statement, however, “The message to China and the world was that human rights will 
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be the sacrificial lamb to trade” (Shenon, 1994). On November 4, 1994, China signed 
a $1.6 billion deal with McDonnell Douglas. Signed by Chairman John F. McDonnell 
and Vice Prime Minister Li Lanqing, the transaction included 20 commercial aircraft. 
Shortly before the signing, Commerce Secretary Brown said that strong business ties 
would go far to improve human rights in China. He noted, “There is no guarantee. But 
we know that what we were doing before was simply not working. I think this 
approach makes much more sense” (Sanger, 1994). Clinton has noted, “We have 
reached the end of the usefulness of that [MFN] policy and it is time to take a new path 
toward the achievement of our objectives” (Jehl, 1994). 

CONCLUSION 
One of the biggest political turnovers in the history of Congress occurred in November 
1994. With this change came an opportunity to change foreign policy. However, with 
Republican-controlled houses, one may wonder if human rights will be viewed as too 
Democratic to be addressed by “conservative” lawmakers? One may also wonder, 
therefore, what the future will hold for China’s political prisoners? Kirschten noted, 
“Human rights activists thought they had plenty of friends in the Clinton Administra- 
tion. But the President’s decision to de-link human rights concerns from his China 
trade policy has left the human rights lobby in a bit of disarray” (1994). Clinton’s deci- 
sion has played a key role in changing the United States’ stance on human rights 
issues. Yet, surprisingly, the United States, until recently, remained the only nation 
with continued sanctions against China for the Tiananmen Square massacre. One may 
ask, therefore, what effect such sanctions have had on a country as large as China and 
if they would have been enforceable? Would China have become another Cuba where 
businesses throughout the world would flock while American businessmen waited at 
the sideline? Economic sanctions would hurt, but would not seriously affect China’s 
internal policies. Through the loss of jobs that are linked to the United States individ- 
ual freedoms may be worsened. 

Another question that must now be raised is whether other countries will cite this 
decision when called upon to explain abuses? The United States’ decision is critical 
because of its position as the world’s “superpower.” Therefore, any stance taken by the 
United States for or against China must be considered by other countries, including 
China. Sidney Jones, Human Rights Watch-Asia’s executive director, noted that the 
president “effectively removed all pressure on China to improve its human-rights prac- 
tices” (Awanohara, 1994, July 9). Without continued pressure, as limited, and changes 
to China’s human rights record will be limited. 

The business community and those in Congress, including the President, must take 
responsibility for the United States’ influence on the improvement of China’s human 
rights movement. Human Rights Watch’s Washington director, Holly Burkhalter, 
noted “American companies are in a position where they have some influence. [That 
influence]. . .is not going to be taken seriously by the companies until the President 
himself gets a bunch of people in front of the news media and says, ‘I want a code of 
conduct”’ (Awanohara, 1994, July 9). 

After the release of human rights activist Harry Wu, the attitude change of Republi- 
cans and other Washington insiders regarding China’s human rights record became 
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apparent, most obviously in the recent Republican condemnation of Clinton’s refusal 
to deal more harshly with China. Other changes have recently been evident with the 
visit by Taiwan’s president Lee Teng-hui. China saw this as a direct threat, yet was 
powerless to prevent the visit. With the upcoming elections, continued attacks on 
China’s record may be considered an act of Republican partisanship in its efforts to 
attack Clinton. Kirschten noted, 

The GOP clearly sees the downturn in U.S.-Chinese relations as an opportunity to 
bash Clinton. The tenor of the criticism is captured by a white paper on Clinton’s 
Asia policy issues by the House Republican Policy Group on July 17, a few days 
before the House sidestepped a vote to revoke China’s most-favored-nation.. .trad- 
ing status, approving instead a broad resolution rebuking-rather than punishing- 
China for suppressing human rights and democracy (1995). 

Still, a central question remains: will the fate of those who fought for democracy be 
determined by those they tried so hard to undermine? The June 4th massacre was the 
beginning of a long road for those espousing democracy in China. Neither Congress 
nor the Clinton administration will challenge China significantly on its abuses. Nor 
will they attempt to use the MFN status as a political tool in their attempts to improve 
those rights. Clinton (1994) said recently, 

I believe the question...is not whether we continue to support human rights in 

China but how we can best support human rights in China and advance our other 
very significant issues and interests. I believe we can do it by engaging the Chinese. 
I believe the course I have chosen gives us the best chance of success on all fronts. 
We will have more contacts. We will have more trade. We will have more interna- 

tional cooperation. We will have more intense and constant dialogue on human 
rights issues. We will have that in an atmosphere which gives us the chance to see 
China evolve as a responsible power, ever-growing not only economically but 

growing in political maturity so that human rights can be observed. 

Senator Lloyd Bentsen (D-Texas), reflecting the sentiments of many in Congress, 
stated, “We cannot afford to take a hands-off approach to China. It is too important to 
the future of this country and to the future of the world’ (Bentsen, 1991). 

I contend that future improvements in human rights issues will embody a seed that 
even now is being planted in Hong Kong, a seed that took root as China assumed 
proprietorship in 1997. Unlike Tiananmen Square, there are too many people who 
have been free for too long and therefore will not bow to pressures. Additionally, as 
China grapples with financial rewards versus its stance against human rights abuses, a 
struggle will ensue that may cause the great wall of China’s leadership to crumble 
under the weight of much needed reform. Martin CM. Lee, a democratically elected 
member of Hong Kong’s Legislative Council and Chairman of the United Democrats 
of Hong Kong, said, 

In a little over 1,000 days, Hong Kong will be part of China, and Beijing’s new- 
found confidence that Tiananmen worked casts a long shadow. . . ..Despite the 
impressive economic gains in China, our people recognize that the difference in 
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approach to human rights and democracy-in combination with a fundamental 
misunderstanding of the values and practices of a free society-will pose the great- 
est threat to Hong Kong in the transition to Chinese sovereignty. Hong Kong has 
not forgotten Tiananmen Square. As we remember the deaths of our Chinese coun- 
trymen, we hope that Britain and China will begin to honor the promises of democ- 
racy and autonomy (Lee, 1994). 

Like the shipyards of Poland and the streets of Eastern Europe, Hong Kong may be 
the seed of a growing democracy. The length of time it will take depends upon luck 
and the nourishment Hong Kong’s efforts receive from outside sources. That help 
could come from the United States, Asia, Europe, or Africa. However, I hope that 
some assistance will come from the United States. President Clinton, perhaps more 
than any other president, must ensure that change continues. To quote Blackwell, Jr. 
and Blechman (1990), 

To reform a political institution or process is to recognize that previous patterns of 
behavior were characterized by a wrong-minded approach that resulted in harmful 
error. To reform is to change minds and alter ways of doing business because of 
conclusion that the old ways are ineffective and destructive (p. 1). 

I argue that the Chinese people must be the initiators of positive change in human 
rights. Hong Kong, may be the catalyst for such change. For China, Hong Kong 
remains a hotbed in that it is one of Asia’s most industrialized areas. Yet, like so 
many fortunes, this one is not given freely. It comes with a sense of identity very 
different from that of mainland China, one that cannot be easily crushed and which 
is not easily hidden. Hong Kong will be critical to China’s attempts to modernize. 
Support for continued individual freedom will come through many different 
avenues, including Chinese expatriates throughout the world, other Asian countries, 
and even the West. However, Western countries will play only a small role because 
they are both culturally and economically different. Democracy will come to China 
only through countless sacrifices of individuals’ time and efforts. 
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