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Preface

“Ren” (a Chinese word which has no equivalent in English but can roughly be
understood as humanity or benevolence) is an ancient precept established by
Confucius as well as the core of the humanist value advocated by the traditional
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Chinese culture. In pictographic Chinese language, the word “ren” is contructed

in an ingenious and beautiful way that vividly reveals the relationship of mutual
love and mutual respect between men as moral beings. The practice of “ren” in
reality, however, is complicated and challenging. One may well say that how to
properly deal with the relations between human beings, especially between the
government and the people and between the individual and the society, has always
been a central issue in political and legal philosophies, both in the East and in the
West. From the perspective of Chinese culture, the faithful and effective practice

1}

of “ren” requires not only mutual love, but also mutual respect; not only a
gentleman’s moral status to abide by the rules of propriety and offer benevolence
and righteousness to others, but also a citizen’s political capacity to commit to the
rule of law and seek justice; not only the sacred duty to do the right things by way
of self-cultivation, but also the moral right to uphold human dignity and protect
freedom through ideology and social institutions; neot only human virtue in the
sense of encouraging the good, but also human rights in the sense of preventing the
evil. This is the political doctrine derived logically from the application and
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development of “ren” in modern context, as well as the historical experience
gained by Chinese people through persistent and painstaking exploration and
experimentation in the past several thousand years, especially in the past century.
Obviously, such doctrine and experience are highly consistent with the universal
principles and common experiences of mankind, confirmed and proclaimed in the
1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

In the contemporary world, human rights have become a lofty undertaking as
well as universal rules for all mankind. However, the culture of rights is not
perfect and the excessive use of rights language may result in the impoverishment of
political discourse and may encourage people to indulge in egoistic claims, thus
turning them into lonely rights-holders who ignore their social responsibilities.

Nevertheless, up to now, the system constructed on the basis of rights is still a
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rational arrangement for preventing evil and improving politics, and the culture of
rights an essential basis for upholding the dignity and freedom of every human
being as well as for promoting social unity and cooperation. Although the
understandings of human rights may not be the same and the methods and
conditions for the protection of human rights may differ in different cultural
traditions and for different countries and peoples, generally speaking, a favorable
environment in which there are more consensus than differences and more
cooperation than confrontation has already emerged, and the respect for and
safeguarding of human rights itself has become a significant approach by which
peoples from different parts of the world can better understand, communicate and
cooperate with each other in a wide range of fields such as philosophy, ethics,
politics, and law.

China is one of the founding members of the United Nations and contributed to
the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights with unique cultural
spirit and wisdom. In contemporary China, the notion of human rights has injected
new vitality into the traditional culture of “ren”, protection of human rights has
become a noble cause to which countless Chinese people have devoted themselves,
and the study of human rights has been developing into a broad and profound area
of learning. Especially in recent years, respect for and safeguarding of human
rights has also become a crucial index of the “comprehensive, balanced and
sustainable development” pursued by China as a developing country, and a
meaningful way by which the Chinese government, scholars and ordinary people
participate in international cooperation and promote peace and progress for all
peoples. The mission of the Chinese Yearbook of Human Rights is to create a forum
for academic research, especially for the academic exchange and cooperation
between China and the international community, in the field of human rights. We
sincerely hope that our colleagues both in China and abroad will give us their full
support and cooperation in accomplishing this mission and thereby create a better

future for China and the world as a whole.

Prof. Dr. Xia Yéng
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
Autumn 2003
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