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Google.cn and China: A Human Rights Perspective
Rebecca Bilbao
ABSTRACT: Google claims its creed is “Don’t be Evil.” In establishing Google.cn—the China based public
search engine service—Google provides access to information around the world while respecting the rule of
law in China. The author presents an ar gument that Google’s ethical position is not just an example of
utilitarian ethics but supports the process of progressive realization of human rights. Therefore the U.S.
should not make policy changes that restrict U.S. listed companies from doing business in China as this would
inhibit the pace of Chinese change towards international standards of human rights.

A rtic le  19  of  the  Universa l
Dec lara t ion  o f  Human Righ ts

states:  “Everyone has the right to freedom of
opinion and expression; the right includes
freedom to hold opinions without interference
and to seek, receive and impart information and
ideas through any media regardless of frontiers.”
In March of 2004 China’ s National People’ s
Congress incorporated the concept of the “state
respects and protects human rights” into the
Chinese constitution marking a milestone in
China for promoting and protecting human
rights.  However, in a reversal of progress, as of
March of 2005, the National People’s Congress
of the People’ s Republic of China passed an
Internet censorship law in Mainland China. The
project known as Golden Shield  represents
China’s Computer Information Network and
International Internet Security Protection and
Administration Regulations.

As a result of Golden Shield, in January
of 2006, when Google launched public search
services in China, Google.cn, Google’ s China
based website, incorporated censorship for
search results deemed offensive by the Chinese
government. Google’s management decided not
to introduce email and blogging services in
China due to their  ethical  concerns about
personal privacy issues which were impossible
to reconcile under current Chinese regulations
regarding the Internet.  A controversy over
censorsh ip  o f  sea rch  resu l t s  resu l ted  in
Republican Congressman Christopher Smith
introducing draft legislation on February 20,
2006, that would make it illegal for mainland
Internet firms listed in the U.S. to comply with
Chinese government demands on censorship.

Google claims its creed is “Don’t be
Evil.” Is launching the website Google.cn a

betrayal  of  the  essence of  this  pr inciple?
Google.cn is a site that provides “the best search
engine experience” for accessing information
around the world while respecting the rule of
law in China where human rights ideals have yet
to achieve broad cultural legitimacy in both law
and public opinion. Based on decisions Google
made regarding Google.cn it is apparent that
Google’s ethical position is not just illustrative
of their espoused utilitarian ethics, rather it
represents Google’s active participation in the
process of progressive realization of human
rights in China.

In 2002, Chinese Internet blocks affected
Google .com,  making  the  of f - shore  s i t e
inaccessible in China. Since then Google.com has
been down around 10% of the time. Even when
users could access Google, the website was slow
and sometimes produced results that stalled out
the user’s browser. In mainland China Google
News service was never available and Google
Images  was accessible only half  the t ime.
Google ’s  s ta ted  goa l  to  p roduce  a  g rea t
experience for users was not possible in China
after the blocks went into effect.

Google resolved the problem by working
with the Chinese government to create a local
presence. Google accomplished this in January
2006 by launching Google.cn, a website for the
People’s Republic of China based on Chinese
soil and subject to the laws of the People’ s
Republic of China. In order to have a local
presence Google agreed to remove certain
sensitive information from search results, as
required by Chinese regulations. According to
Andrew McLaughlin, Senior Policy Counsel for
Google, Google reached the decision to have a
local presence by asking which course would
most effectively further Google’ s mission to
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organize the world’ s information and make it
universally useful and accessible. Google chose
to use the utilitarian argument: how can we
provide the greatest access to information to the
greatest number of people (McLaughlin, 2006)?

Google was aware that filtering search
results compromised its mission. However ,
management felt that failing to offer consistently
responsive search results to a fifth of the world’s
population was a greater compromise. Google
disclosed to users that it was filtering search
results just as it does in the rare instances where
results are altered in order to comply with local
laws in France, Germany, and the U.S. As part of
its ethical considerations Google chose not to
offer two Google products, gmail.google.coml
and Blogger.com, on Google.cn until it could do
so in a manner that respected user ’s rights to
pr ivacy  concern ing  the i r  pe rsona l
communications. This decision suggests that
Google is more committed to the progressive
agenda of rights realization than to its stated
utilitarian argument. McLaughlin asserts that
continued engagement with China is the best
(perhaps only) way for Google to help bring the
tremendous benefits of universal information
access to users there: “To some people, a hard
compromise may not feel as satisfying as a
withdrawal on principle, but we believe it’s the
best way to work toward the results we all desire”
(p. 1).

Support for Google’s decision in regards
to the progress of cultural legitimacy for human
rights in China is easy to find. On November 17,
2005, Chinese Vice Premier Huang Ju gave this
statement to a gathering of 20,000 government
officials  and information business leaders
around the world, “We need to, on one hand, to
guarantee freedom of speecon the other, let the
rule of law prevail and stress social responsibility
and obligation in order to create a harmonious,
information society” (Huang, 2005). This example
of China’s attitude, seen in terms of quick back
and forth adjustments between stability and
reform, is a perfect illustration of the tension
between  human rights and  the State’s authority.
Progressive realization of human rights requires
a pragmatic view of the political situation. The
state’s need for stability must be balanced
against the effect that access to information and
ideas is having on a culture that has been denied

such freedoms until recently . The people of
China, having discovered this freedom, have
begun to argue for more of it, using the language
of human rights to support their claims.

Support for Google’s decision to work
with China for progressive realization of human
rights is also found in The Global Struggle for
Human Rights by Debra DeLaet (2006). She
makes just such a case for encouraging change
from within a society. DeLaet affirmed that state
sovereignty is an essential organizing principle
in world politics. With sovereignty and human
rights in tension, as they are in China, the
ongoing emphasis on state sovereignty in world
pol i t i cs  poses  a  s ign i f ican t  cha l lenge  to
proponents  o f  human r igh ts  as  un iversa l
principles that transcend the boundaries of
states (p. 204). States like China frequently
justify human rights violations, like censoring
media content, in the name of national interest.
However, changes have occurred when states
experienced shifts in conceptions of national
interests due to changes in political, economic,
cul tura l ,  and ideologica l  forces .  Delaet ’ s
statement that normative constraints on state
sovereignty arise internally rather than externally
supports Google’s decision. “Ideas not just
interests have been a major force in shaping
world politics” (p. 205). The Internet is a major
force for disseminating ideas. A compromise that
allows for access to information and ideas is
necessary for progress.

Recent shifts  on both poli t ical  and
economic  f ron ts  in  China  suppor t  th i s
perspective on internal change. For example, On
March 9, 2006, a Wall Street Journal article
hea l thy  and  order ly  env i ronment  fo r  the
development of theh and safeguard human rights
and  d ign i ty,  and  Lobby is t s  Targe t  China
Legislators reported that China’ s traditional
rubber-stamp legislature has become more
outspoken in representing their constituencies.”
Gaining public support is the first step in making
legislation, because every law and regulation
should reflect public opinion. We are doing this
to help the government give up its worries and
make up its mind,” said Mr. Xiao Taifu, a Beijing
based lawyer (p. 2).

The U.S. Department of State fully
supports progressive realization in regards to
relations with China as seen in this statement by
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James R. Keith, Senior Advisor, East Asian and
Pac i f ic  Affa i r s  g ive  before  the  House
In te rna t iona l  Re la t ions  Commit tee  in
Washington, DC on February 15, 2006.

Market forces will continue to push China
toward a less restrictive approach to the flow
of information. The international and domestic
business communities in China will continue
to demand not only the hardware for the
information age, but also the software,
including unfettered access to the Internet
and seamless broadband connections
unburdened by fil tering and other
government efforts that render commercial
operations less effective, reliable and efficient.
We will do our best to shape public and
private interaction with China in ways that
advance fundamental human rights, including
those for Internet users. This is a central tenet
of the Secretary’s new task force on Internet
Freedom. I assure you that this Administration
will engage the Chinese Government on these
issues in ways that promote American values
and ideas (Keith, 2006, p.1).

Google ’s  dec i s ion  to  a  censored
Google.cn as part of its mission to organize the
world’s information and make it universally
usefu l  and  access ib le  i s  in  l ine  wi th  the
progressive realization of human rights ideals.
China currently requires internet companies to
block political and religious speech, a law which
is in direct conflict with both The Universal
Declaration of Human Rights Article 19  and
China’s own constitution. The rising tension
between the power of the state and individual
human rights in China is apparent in political,
economic, and cultural realms. The Internet’s
potential for increasing the pace of social change
on these fronts in China is increasing this
tension and the state’s fears of social instability.
Google’s position of abiding by the law as it
stands currently in China is not an example of
self-interested utilitarian ethics but one of human
rights ethics in line with its stated creed of
“Don’t be Evil.” Providing information access
to a fifth of the world’s population, investing in
people and infrastructure within China in the
belief that Google’s very presence will hasten
change is inline with Google’s creed. The U.S.
Department of State is in agreement with this
position stating that “market forces will push
China toward a less restrictive approach to the

flow of information” (Keith, 2006).  Therefore the
U.S. should not make policy changes that restrict
U.S. listed companies from doing business in
China as this would inhibit the pace of internal
change towards internat ional  s tandards of
Human Rights.
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