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Chapter 4: Human Rights Education 
By Initiative to Advance Human Rights Education in China 

 
1. During the 2013 UPR review of China, Chinese authorities accepted every recommendation put 

forth by UN Member States related to human rights education and said they have “already 
implemented” all of them.1 This assessment, however, finds that China has not implemented five 
and only partially implemented four of those recommendations.  

 
2. Overall, this assessment found that although there are books and educational information available 

to the public related to human rights, as well as materials in schools and trainings for officials, it is 
questionable if these meet international standards or convey fundamental human rights principles. 
The Chinese government promotes views of human rights that negate or ignore the principles of 
universality and indivisibility, including in human rights education materials. So, it is doubtful that 
available information and materials contribute to building a culture of universal human rights, or 
develop values, attitudes, and behavior which uphold human rights.2 Authorities have also 
criminalized human rights education and documentation activities of NGOs, thereby limiting free 
discussion of human rights concepts and issues. In addition, Chinese officials have not been 
forthcoming regarding the exact content of training materials for officials, and have not been 
transparent about the efficacy of those trainings or of school materials. It is unclear, for example, 
if training and education in places of detention have actually been effective in preventing human 
rights abuses. 

 
3. At the 2013 review, UN Member States made a total of 10 recommendations but one, from the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo (186.43) was not appropriate. It involved foreign affairs and 
cannot be assessed because it may encourage human rights violations in other countries. Five of 
the nine appropriate recommendations—from Cyprus (186.39), Burundi (40), Iran (41), Bahrain 
(42), and Togo (47)—are “poor” recommendations because they make assumptions that may not 
be true about human rights training or education programs.3 China accepted these and the other 
four appropriate recommendations from the State of Palestine (45), Thailand (46), Uzbekistan 
(48), and Seychelles (44). 

 
China’s relativist & severable model of human rights 
 
4. China has partially implemented some recommendations by referencing human rights in materials, 

but those materials do not necessarily support the concepts of universal and indivisible human 
rights. The Chinese government has allowed the publication of some books and articles that 
include so-called “human rights education” information,4 including materials published by human 
rights research centers in academic institutions and the central Party school (recommendations 
from Thailand and Uzbekistan).5 Chinese authorities have also partially implemented Cyprus’s 
recommendation by simply including the goal of expanding, “improving,” and “strengthening” 
human rights education and training in both the 2016-2020 and 2012-2015 National Human 
Rights Action Plans (NHRAP).6 Due to the ongoing lack of support for universal human rights 
values and the prioritization of some rights above others, it is questionable if Chinese government 
efforts will be able to build a culture of universal human rights, or develop values, attitudes, and 
behavior which uphold human rights. 

 
5. Chinese leaders disregard the core concept of the universality of human rights set forth in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and are promoting relativist human rights 
values.7 Chinese leaders have emphasized that human rights are dependent upon each country’s 
“culture, religion, and background.” They have also emphasized “the rights of the individual being 
subordinate to the rights of the collective, “human rights concepts with Chinese characteristics,” 
“socialist human rights concepts,” and “Marxist human rights concepts.”8 In December 2017 
White Paper, Chinese authorities noted they would “fully consider the suggestions and opinions 
put forward by UN treaty bodies, and adopt and implement reasonable and feasible 
recommendations based on China's national conditions.”9 President Xi Jinping, also in December 
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2017, said that China and developing countries should integrate both the principles of 
“universality” and “relativism” in rising human rights standards. Contradictorily, he also noted that 
countries can only promote human rights according to their own situation and the “needs of 
citizens.”10  

 
6. Xi Jinping also emphasizes China’s “insistence that development promotes human rights,” and 

that the rights to survival and to development are of “overriding importance,”11 which contradicts 
the principle in the UDHR that economic, social, cultural, civil, and political rights are indivisible.  

 
7. China appears to be globally exporting its vision of “human rights with Chinese and socialist 

characteristics,” including by hosting a “South to South Human Rights Forum” in 2017 for 
developing countries and at which some countries signed a “Beijing Declaration” that includes 
language promoting relativism in human rights values and endorsing the idea that the rights to 
survival and development are of primary importance.12  

 
Criminalization of human rights NGO activities 
 
8. The government has strengthened control over NGOs since President Xi Jinping came to power in 

2013, and it has become even more difficult for NGOs that undertake human rights education 
activities to register or operate openly. In addition, government-affiliated non-profit organizations 
(GONGOs) dominate the human rights NGO landscape, including at the UN.13 For example, the 
Human Rights Society of China reportedly works internationally to deflect attention away from 
China’s human rights abuses.14  

 
9. Authorities have passed legislation and taken action to suppress more independent NGOs, and 

have considered their human rights reporting and education activities as “endangering national 
security,” effectively criminalizing them. In 2016 and 2017, the National People’s Congress 
passed two laws that could negatively affect NGOs, the Charity Law, passed in September 2016,15 
and the the PRC Law on the Management of Overseas NGO Domestic Activities, passed in 
January 2017.16 Both laws prohibit NGOs from “endangering national security” but do not provide 
information on what activities are restricted. The Charity Law restricts all online fundraising 
activities to government-registered and approved charities while fining other groups that seek 
online donations.17 The Overseas NGO Law targets overseas NGOs operating in China but it also 
has had the effect of reducing funding opportunities for local NGOs and increasing the risk of 
accepting foreign funding.18 In 2016 and 2017, authorities detained the leaders of at least three 
human rights NGOs that monitor, document and report on human rights violations. Just prior to 
and immediately after the Overseas NGO Law took effect on January 1, 2017, authorities targeted 
Liu Feiyue (刘飞跃), head of Civil Rights & Livelihood Watch, which had submitted information 
for China’s 2nd UPR; Zhen Jianghua (甄江华), the head of the group Human Rights Campaign in 
China; and Huang Qi (黄琦), founder of the Tianwang Human Rights Center.19 Two of these 
NGO leaders were charged with “inciting subversion of state power” and one was charged with 
“illegally providing state secrets to foreign entities,” thus authorities linked human rights reporting 
to “national security.” 

 
10. Some more independent NGOs have continued to try to carry out a range of human rights 

education activities, including on discrimination, LGBTQ issues, and business and human rights, 
but they face potential persecution by officials. Since the 2014 review, the government has shut 
down human rights NGOs and persecuted their leaders. In February 2016, authorities forced the 
Beijing Zhongze Women’s Legal Counseling Service Center to close down, possibly because 
officials suspected the group received funding from the overseas-based Ford Foundation.20 The 
center had operated for over two decades and had provided legal assistance to tens of thousands of 
women, and produced publications on various topics including gender discrimination in the 
workplace and rural women’s’ economic rights.21 Other women’s groups and NGO members were 
also targeted in 2015, including Beijing Yirenping Center, a public health and anti-discrimination 
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NGO, and Weizhiming Women’s Center in Hangzhou, and five Chinese female NGO personnel 
who had planned to raise awareness about sexual harassment on public transportation by 
distributing information to the public.22  

 
11. UN human rights bodies have warned against citing “national security” as the pretext to restrict 

civil liberties. By criminalizing human rights education and reporting by NGOs, the Chinese 
government is contravening a September 2014 Human Rights Council resolution urging 
governments to stop targeting civil society actors and organizations through legislation on 
counter-terrorism, national security, and funding for civil society development.23 The UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights raised concerns that China’s Law on National Security, adopted 
on July 2015, could leave “the door wide open to further restrictions of the rights and freedoms of 
Chinese citizens, and to even tighter control of civil society by the Chinese authorities than there 
is already.”24    

 
Human rights information & training for officials 
 
12. Officials and State-affiliated research centers have held “human rights trainings” for government 

personnel, law enforcement officials, the media, and judicial authorities.25 According to China’s 
official assessment of the implementation of its 2012-2015 NHRAP, during that five-year period, 
Chinese officials have held 144 training sessions for Chinese Communist Party cadres, 
government employees, judiciary and media personnel.26  

 
13. Greater focus should be placed on the content of China’s overall views of human rights and 

human rights education and training materials, rather than simply concentrating on the number of 
trainings or education programs. In addition, insufficient attention is given to efforts to examine 
the effectiveness of China’s human rights education and training programs. It is unclear for 
example, if any of the education and training for officials in places of detention are 
methodologically sound so as to be effective in preventing human rights abuses, promoting 
equality, and enhancing public participation in decision-making, among other goals, as outlined by 
UN instruments.27 The Committee against Torture also noted the need for evaluating the 
effectiveness of education and training programs relating to torture in its 2015 Concluding 
Observations.28  

 
14. Authorities have refused citizen requests for information on some of the training materials. For 

example, based on one in-depth study done over several years by a Chinese NGO, a majority of 
authorities in judicial and public security departments at the provincial level refused to disclose 
information about training for law enforcement personnel in places of detention, including on the 
number of training sessions, the contents of education materials, and if the materials met 
international standards, or whether medical personnel have been trained.29 Of note, while the 
Chinese government told the Committee against Torture in 2015 that all medical personnel in 
places of detention had already received anti-torture training, authorities did not answer 
information requests regarding this type of training, making it difficult for civil society to 
independently assess the government’s claims.30  

 
School curriculum lacks information about universal human rights principles 
 
15. Chinese authorities have partially implemented the recommendation by Palestine on including 

human rights in school curriculum. Not all education departments/commissions, however, have 
been transparent about materials used in elementary and middle schools, as well as institutions of 
higher education. One local Chinese NGO survey showed that 26 out of 31 departments or 
committees responded to the requests about those materials but only 22 provided some or all of 
the information requested.31 At least nine others, however, either did not respond or refused to 
provide information, citing articles from the Regulations on Open Government Information32 as 
reasons for not giving out information.33  
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16. According to the local Chinese NGO survey, human rights education concepts were not taught as 
stand-alone subjects in elementary and middle schools but incorporated in various types of 
curriculum, most often in “legal studies,” “history,” or “ideological & ethical education.”34 In 
institutes of higher education, human rights concepts were most often incorporated into 
curriculum focused on “ideological, ethical, and legal education,” “Mao Zedong thought and 
theory of socialism with Chinese characteristics,” “modern Chinese history,” or “principles of 
Marxism.” Of those that did respond, some merely replied that the materials used were based on 
the national standardized education materials.35 Human rights concepts taught to teachers focused 
on the teacher-student relationship.36 

 
17. As part of the local Chinese NGO survey, a more in-depth study of 19 randomly chosen education 

materials for elementary, middle, and higher education students included in “ideology and ethics” 
or “political education” curriculum was conducted. Results illustrated that the majority of the 
materials did not contain human rights principles or only included such principles indirectly or 
ambiguously.37 One introduced human rights education more systematically; four included some 
human rights education information; eight only indirectly included information on human rights; 
and the remaining six did not appear to include human rights concepts.38  

 
18. In summary, while the Chinese government has said that school curriculum in elementary and 

middle schools and in institutes of higher education include materials on human rights, most of 
those materials do not address universal human rights principles or international human rights 
treaties, and do not discuss things like the right to supervise the government, the right to 
participate in elections, or freedom of expression or assembly.39  
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