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A FUNNY THING HAPPENED ON THE WAY TO THE BOYCOTT: WHY WE SHOULD
RESPOND TO CHINA’S RELIGIOUS PERSECUTION AND HUMAN RIGHTS
VIOLATIONS BY MEANS OTHER THAN A BOYCOTT OF THE 2008 BEIJING
OLYMPIC GAMES
By Jennifer L. Zegel1
I. China’s Persecution
A. Introduction
China’s continuing human rights violations are contradictory to the over-arching spirit of the
Olympic Games;2 however a boycott of the 2008 Olympic Games, as with past boycotts, will not
achieve the intended result. First, this article will discuss a few of the many acts by the Chinese
government that are contradictory to the Olympic spirit, specifically: the religious persecution of
the spiritual group Falun Gong, the human rights violations occurring in Tibet focusing on the
recent protests and subsequent government response, and China’s role in the financial backing of
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the ongoing crisis in Darfur. Second, this article will discuss why past boycotts have not been
effective and why boycotting this Olympics will also not achieve the desired result. Finally, this
article will briefly suggest other ways the international community can presently take action to
pressure the Chinese government to take dramatic steps towards ending their gross injustices, but
will not interfere with the sportsmanship of the Olympic Games.
B. Persecution of the Falun Gong
There are many groups in China that are persecuted by the government for their religious or
spiritual practices. The Falun Gong (“FG”) is focused upon in this article because their
particular persecution has risen to an extreme level. FG is a sub-section of Qigong - the
prominent religious/spiritual practice in China.3 FG is very similar to Buddhism and the FG’s
main tenants are compassion, benevolence, and forbearance; they are against violence.4 The FG
do not consider themselves a religious or political group but are recognized as such by many
countries.5 Before FG was outlawed, it was the most popular form of Qigong in China.6
However, in 1999 the Chinese Communist Party (“CCP”) banned FG for fear that they were
advocating superstitions and gaining too much support which could become a threat to the
government’s control.7 Since then, practitioners of FG have been beaten, tortured, arrested,
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raped, murdered and detained in “Re-education Through Labor” (“RTL”) camps.8 People
detained in RTL are not considered prisoners, are held for an indefinite period, without charges,
and without the right to an attorney, or judicial review.9 Since 2002, there have been many
independent investigations that revealed the FG practitioners who are in RTL have not only been
beaten and tortured but are having their organs harvested by the government.10
Since FG has been outlawed there has been a massive increase in organ transplant tourism by
the CCP. Over 41,000 transplant patients since 2002 cannot name organ sources, experts think
they are coming from FG practitioners.11 Recently, China has made efforts to curb their organ
transplant tourism business by no longer catering to foreign patients; however, many transplants
are still taking place and many of the sources of the organs are believed to be from FG
practitioners.12
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There are many groups who have been advocating for a boycott of the 2008 Olympics due to
the persecution of the FG.13 Initially, it seems like a great solution; however, for reasons that
will be explained later, a boycott of the 2008 Beijing Olympics will not likely be the strongest
action we can take to assist in ending the religious and spiritual persecution in China.
C. Turmoil in Tibet
Conflict and unrest are familiar concepts regarding the state of affairs between Tibet and
China. On March 10, 2008, the forty-ninth anniversary of Tibet’s failed uprising against China,
three hundred Buddhist monks marched to the center of the Tibetan capital, Lhasa.14 Thereafter,
the Tibetan monks peacefully protested and began a hunger strike.15 On March 14, protests led
by the monks turned violent and mayhem broke out in Lhasa.16 The Chinese government has
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reacted harshly: China has expelled all foreigners and journalists from Tibetan areas,17 China
has blanketed Tibetan areas with thousands of troops,18 and China has published a most wanted
list of twenty-one protesters pressuring the public to make their whereabouts known to the
government.19 The security lock-down is expected to continue for up to three months,20
“[S]ecurity measures are on par with those not seen since the government mobilized police to
crush the Falun Gong in 1999-2000.”21 China has boldly stated in the People’s Daily, the
official paper of the CCP, that they, “[V]ow to crush the conspiracy of sabotage and smash
‘Tibet independence forces.’”22 China accuses the Dalia Lama of being linked to the planning
and aiding of the recent protests.23 The Dalai Lama’s representatives have denied all of China’s
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accusations and urge China to allow international probe.24 The United States and many other
countries reject allegations that Dalai Lama had any involvement in the plotting of the protests.25
News of the protests to “Free Tibet” quickly spread across western China and around the globe.26
Six-hundred people in Tokyo demonstrated in the streets against the Chinese crackdown.27
Protestors in Paris burned Chinese flags, and demonstrators in New Delhi stormed the Chinese
embassy.28 United States House of Representatives Speaker, Nancy Pelosi, demanded that China
stop the repression in Tibet.29 During the Olympic torch lighting ceremony on Mount Olympia
in Greece on March 22, 2008, members from the French organization “Reporters Without
Borders” broke through the crowd and disrupted the event by displaying a picture of their
version of the Olympic flag.30 Their flag replaced the pure white background of the Olympic
Flag with a pitch black background, and the colorful interlocking rings were changed to
interlocking metal handcuffs.31
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On March 27, 2008, President George W. Bush, called on the President of the CCP, Hu
Jintao, “to encourage the CCP to engage in substantive dialogue with the Dali Lama’s
representatives... and to allow access [to China] for journalists and diplomats”32
D. China’s Financial Backing of Sudan in the Darfur Crisis
Among other major groups opposing the Olympic Games in Beijing include Darfur activists;
they are furious with the Chinese government’s support for Sudan, which is party to a civil war
in Darfur.33 China buys the majority of Sudan’s oil and supplies many of the weapons used in
the Darfur conflict.34 Sudan’s export of oil into China accounts for seventy percent of their
exports.35 Due to the Chinese government’s continued financial backing of Sudan despite their
vows to aid in peace negotiations, activists have vowed to demonstrate in Beijing during the
Games. International Olympics Committee (“IOC”) does not allow politics to interfere with the
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Games.36 The IOC’s position is that a sports organization is unable to pressure China or any
other country on political matters and has been forced to lobby against boycotts and the
possibility of turning the games into a political demonstration.37 Last month, award-winning
director, Steven Spielberg, resigned as an artistic advisor to the opening and closing ceremonies
because he felt China has failed to increase pressure on Sudan to cease bloodshed in Darfur.38
II. Past Boycotts Have Not Achieved their Intended Effect and Neither Will a Present
Boycott of the 2008 Beijing Olympics
A. Effects of Past Boycotts
There have been three major boycotts of past Olympic Games: first, the African boycott of
the 1976 Montreal Olympics; second, the United States led boycott of the 1980 USSR Olympics
due to the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan; and third, the retaliatory boycott by the Soviets in the
1984 U.S. Olympics.39 Paradoxically, in 1984 China returned to the Olympic Games after a

36

Olympic Charter, supra note 2, at 99. By-Law 51.3 states, “No
kind of demonstration or political, religious or racial
propaganda is permitted in any Olympic sites, venues or other
areas.” Id.
37

Human Rights ‘Sacrificed for Sake of Games,’ CNN NEWS, Mar. 18,
2008, [hereinafter referred to as Human Rights],
http://edition.cnn.com/2008/SPORT/03/18/olympics.boycott.ap/inde
x.html?eref=edition (last visited Mar. 25, 2008).
38

Reynolds, supra note 33.

39

Andy Walton, Olympic Boycotts: In Propaganda War, Refusing to
Play is a Risky Move, CNN NEWS 1, 2, [hereinafter Olympic
Boycotts],
http://www/cnn.com/SPECIALS/cold.war/episodes/20/spotlight/
(last visited Mar. 18, 2008).
8

thirty-two year absence.40 Also of note is the twenty-eight-year-ban (1964-1992) against the
regime in South Africa from participation in the Olympic Games.41
Unfortunately, the brunt of these boycotts were felt by the athletes who trained and sacrificed
for years only to be unable to compete in the most important event of their lives, and not against
the boycotted country. For example, Africa’s 1976 boycott still haunts Tanzanian runner, Filbert
Bayi, who was favored to win the fifteen-hundred meter race and never even had a chance to
compete.42 Additionally, the 1980 and 1984 boycotts cannot be attributed to the ending of the
Cold War or the fall of the Soviet Union.43 Further, the ban against South Africa from Olympic
participation did not change South African policies; change required stronger, longer-lasting
forces.44 Despite past Olympic boycotts, the Olympic ceremonies still thrived.45 A boycott to
the 2008 Olympic Games would similarly not have the intended result; it could even achieve the
opposite effect.46
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B. Why a Boycott of the 2008 Beijing Olympics Will be Similar to Past Boycotts
The Olympic Games should be utilized as part of the process to help religious freedom and
other basic human rights develop in China. The Games are a platform to further push China
towards correcting their human rights record by having other countries set positive examples of
their own.47 A boycott of the Olympics will squash this opportunity and also will not bring about
the desired change because China has never been ruled by international pressure.48 China has
always been ruled internally by pressure from their workers, real change will only come through
the development of free trade unions, and the right to collective bargaining.49 China does not
submit to international pressure due to their fast rising status as a world power. Han Dongfang,
the Hong Kong-based labor rights activist for the China Labour Bulletin organization, insists
"The Chinese leadership does not care about international pressure. It is not China who is
knocking at the door of the international community looking for favors -- it is the other way
around.’’50 When China was picked to host the 2008 Olympic Games their policies and stances
were known to the world. Although China’s recent actions have not displayed the fundamental
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ethical values the Olympic Games intend to impose, the IOC will not support a boycott.51 The
Committee did not boycott the 1968 Games in Mexico City even though governmental
authorities had killed hundreds of nonviolent protesters days before the Games.52 By having
China host the Olympic Games, the world is finally allowed to glimpse at what goes on behind
the wall.53 What the world witnesses could dramatically affect how China is viewed in the future
and may be the catapult to winds of change.
This opportunity cannot be cast aside and must be recognized for the potential long-term
benefits that could ensue. The European Union stated recently, “A boycott would be
counterproductive to efforts to improve human rights in China… [A] boycott could signify
actually loosing an opportunity to promote human rights and could, at the same time, cause
considerable harm to the populations of China as a whole.”54 Canada has also announced that it
will not participate in a boycott stating, “[T]hings may not be happening in China as quickly as
we would like but to use the athletes as pawns is entirely inappropriate, past boycotts have
shown that.”55 The Dalai Lama also agrees that a boycott is not the answer.56 He only wants
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more autonomy for Tibet, not independence, and has stated, "It doesn't matter whether Tibet is
independent or not, as long as Tibetans live in happiness."57
III. Suggestions in Lieu of a Boycott
Instead of a boycott of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games which hurts athletes and will not be
strongly effective on curbing the CCP’s religious persecution and human rights violations, we as
a united international community can take action now by utilizing the following suggestions.
First, the international community should make every effort to immediately begin a boycott of
products made from China, and begin to invest in other sources to supply and manufacture
products currently exported from China. China will only succumb to financial pressure,58 which
consumers can directly exert: individual consumers are the most powerful force to effect their
economy and thereby end the injustice.59
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Second, people around the globe should continue to have peaceful demonstrations and nonviolent protests against the CCP’s atrocities leading up to the Olympic Games but not against the
Olympic Games.60 Third, the Games should be utilized as an opportunity to further encourage
the Chinese government to practice equality and adhere to universal fundamental ethical
principles.61 Fourth, foreign spectators should attend the Olympics wearing and utilizing the
color orange which activists are using to represent and highlight the ongoing violations of human
rights in China.62 Fifth, during the Olympic Games, journalists and reporters should be
encouraged to conduct investigations and news stories aiming to reveal the true state of affairs in
China; further, the Internet must also be fully functional during the Games so everyone can
immediately communicate unedited versions of events that transpire.63
Sixth, during the Olympic Games foreigners should hold peaceful protests outside Olympic
venues where reporters have live broadcast feed and are able to document any reaction by the
60
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Chinese government to the protests.64 Finally, heads of state, political officials, and celebrities
should boycott the opening ceremonies of the Olympic Games which are meant to honor the host
country but will not prohibit athletes from competing.65 German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, has
already announced that she would not be attending the opening ceremonies and the idea is being
given serious consideration by other foreign officials.66
IV. Conclusion
At first glance it seems tempting to boycott the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games but after much
thought, research, and debate the reality of a boycott would be ineffective to achieve the intended
purposes of curbing the religious persecution and human rights violations ongoing in China.
China will respond faster to a financial boycott of their products instead of their venue to host the
Games. The Games enable the world to view China in the international spotlight, which could
be the match to spark world-wide action long after the Games are over: to pressure the Chinese
government into ending their religious persecution, curb their human rights violations, and cease
their financial backing of the Darfur Crisis. Boycotting the Games hurts the athletes who have
sacrificed for years and is not the solution to curb China’s human rights violations. The goal of
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the Olympic movement is to contribute to building a peaceful and better world by encouraging
the establishment of a peaceful society67- boycotts have yet to achieve this purpose.
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