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nternational relations in the Indo-

Pacific region are increasingly 

shaped by “great power competi-

tion” between the United States and 

the People’s Republic of China (PRC). 

What matters most are the power 

and interests of these two states and 

their allies and partners. Values, 

such as human rights, are only of 

secondary importance. However, do-

mestic political systems and the val-

ues that underpin these domestic or-

ders play a crucial role in defining 

how states large and small view 

themselves and “the Other” on the 

world stage. 

 For the most part, the United 

States and its closest allies in the 

Indo-Pacific region share the same 

values of democracy and human 

rights. Importantly, they tend to de-

fine competition with China in terms 

of these values. The 2017 US Na-

tional Security Strategy, for example, 

stated that “a geopolitical competi-

tion between free and repressive vi-

sions of world order is taking place in 

the Indo-Pacific region.”1 Thus, there 

is a recognizable first group of states 

in the Indo-Pacific that not only 

views democracy, human rights, and 

the rule of law as part of their own 

identity but also wishes to promote 

these values in their foreign policies 

as well. These are mainly the “West-

ern” countries, including the United 

States, European countries,2 and Ja-

pan. 

 A second group of Indo-Pacific 

states shares, to varying degrees, the 

same values as the first group, but 

they are more reluctant to promote 

human rights in their relations with 

other countries in the Indo-Pacific re-

gion. The Asian democracies (with 

the exception of Japan) fall under 

this category, such as India, South 

Korea, and Taiwan. These actors ei-

ther do not wish to provoke China 

and the other authoritarian regimes 

in the region by promoting human 

rights and democracy3 or else they 

adhere to the principle of 
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noninterference and want to avoid 

criticism of their own human rights 

situation.4 The Quadrilateral Secu-

rity Dialogue (Australia, India, Ja-

pan, and the United States) share 

some commonalities with this group 

in that they collectively emphasize 

shared democratic values but, when 

acting as the Quad, exhibit a primary 

concern for upholding the rules-based 

order in the region, not the promo-

tion of human rights and democracy.5 

 A third group of states does not 

necessarily share the values of de-

mocracy and human rights but does 

nevertheless advocate respect for in-

ternational law and the rules-based 

order in the Indo-Pacific region. 

ASEAN is the most notable propo-

nent of this approach. Due to the po-

litical diversity of its members and 

its traditional principles of neutrality 

and noninterference, the organiza-

tion rarely interferes in the domestic 

affairs of its members and other 

countries. Consequently, the 

“ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific” 

mentions neither human rights nor 

democracy. On the other hand, 

ASEAN has explicitly called for re-

specting international law (including 

the UN Charter) and promoting good 

governance and the rule of law.6 

 Of those that have been put for-

ward by national governments and 

regional organizations like ASEAN, 

most Indo-Pacific strategy documents 

and policies aim to maintain the 

political status quo in the region. At 

least implicitly, most also seem to be 

directed against China’s authoritar-

ian influence and Beijing’s territorial 

claims over Taiwan, the South China 

Sea, and the Diaoyu/Senkaku Is-

lands. Even though human rights 

play only a secondary role in the 

Indo-Pacific strategies and policies of 

most stakeholders, the democracies 

in the region—and China—view hu-

man rights as an area of competition. 

 Human rights are not part of the 

PRC’s identity. Nevertheless, the 

PRC has a well-developed conception 

of human rights and has published 

over 100 white papers about human 

rights in China, as well as interna-

tional human rights policy.7 The 

PRC’s conception of human rights 

comprises three pillars: authoritari-

anism, social and economic develop-

ment, and relativism. First, the one-

party dictatorship is portrayed as the 

foundation for human rights in the 

PRC: “The Party’s leadership is the 

fundamental guarantee for the peo-

ple of China to have access to human 

rights, and to fully enjoy more hu-

man rights.”8 Second, social and eco-

nomic human rights (such as the 

rights to social security, shelter, edu-

cation, food, or healthcare) take pri-

ority over civil and political human 

rights; the two most important hu-

man rights from the PRC’s perspec-

tive are the collective rights to sub-

sistence and development.9 Finally, 
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the PRC government argues for hu-

man rights relativism and the re-

lated concept of “human rights with 

Chinese characteristics.”10  

 China does not promote human 

rights, whether in the Indo-Pacific 

region or elsewhere. Rather, the 

main objectives of the PRC’s human 

rights policy are to discourage other 

states and international actors from 

criticizing the PRC’s human rights 

record, to weaken the international 

human rights regime, and to propa-

gate its own relativist conception of 

human rights as opposed to rival def-

initions.  

 To achieve the objectives of its hu-

man rights policy, the PRC has used 

both hard and soft power. On the one 

hand, the PRC has built alliances 

with so-called like-minded coun-

tries—that is, authoritarian and de-

veloping countries—in international 

forums such as the United Nations 

with a view toward shielding each 

other from human rights criticism. 

The PRC also signals cooperation 

and nominal acceptance of human 

rights to the international commu-

nity by signing and ratifying human 

rights treaties, by being an active 

member in UN human rights institu-

tions, and by conducting human 

rights dialogues with (mainly West-

ern) states. If the PRC criticizes 

other countries’ records on human 

rights, it is almost always directed 

against Western states to counter 

their criticism of the PRC’s dismal 

human rights situation. Most of the 

time, however, China refrains from 

criticizing human rights in other 

countries and expects not to be criti-

cized in return.11 

 On the other hand, when con-

fronted with criticism of its own hu-

man rights situation, the PRC usu-

ally denies the accusations and ac-

cuses the critics of not knowing the 

facts or of being biased against the 

PRC. If this tactic is not successful, 

the PRC government initiates a 

counter-narrative that portrays the 

alleged human rights violation as a 

lawful policy. Many of the PRC’s 

white papers on human rights de-

scribe a rosy human rights situation 

in Tibet and Xinjiang or in areas 

such as freedom of expression or reli-

gious freedom.12 Sanctions are an-

other typical reaction against coun-

tries, companies, or other actors that 

speak out for human rights in the 

PRC; states that openly criticize the 

PRC’s human rights situation are 

punished, often by impeding their ac-

cess to the vast Chinese market.13 

Given that China is a larger trading 

partner than the United States for 

every country in the Indo-Pacific ex-

cept Bhutan, these threats of eco-

nomic punishment are significant.14 

The PRC’s vast hard power resources 

are the major reason why a lot of 

countries refrain from “naming and 

shaming” the PRC in their Indo-
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Pacific strategies in favor of talking 

about upholding the rules-based or-

der in more vague terms, without 

pointing the finger at the PRC as the 

“norm-disrupting elephant in the 

room.” 

 In sum, the PRC is often successful 

in limiting criticism directed against 

its human rights record by other 

Indo-Pacific stakeholders. At the 

same time, balancing against the 

PRC is largely shaped by shared val-

ues and norms among democracies 

and human rights-abiding countries 

in the region. At least, such nations 

have shown the strongest resolve to 

confront China in recent years. 

Whether this dividing line will result 

in human rights becoming a core pil-

lar of the so-called rules-based order 

remains to be seen, however. ■ 
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