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Liu Xiaobo

The ‘Global Times’ 
reported that Liu was a 
criminal and a political 
agitator.

According to the Times, 
“Liu’s memorial tablet can-
not fi nd a place in China’s 
cultural temple. Deifi cation 
of Liu by the West will be 
eventually overshadowed 
by China’s denial of him.”

The publication also 
stated that China would not 
be dictated to as to how it 
should conduct its affairs 
and that the West should 
mind its own business. Liu 
is not a name that is well 
known by ordinary people 
in China.

He was not as famous 
as the scientist Andrei 
Sakharov who was a 
dissident in Russia and 
who also won the Nobel 
Peace Prize.  But there 
were similarities. When 
Sakharov won the Nobel 
Prize in 1975 it stirred 
the fury of the Soviet 
leadership. He was not 
allowed to travel to Oslo 
for the Prize. His wife 
Jelena went instead.

When Gorbachev 
took power he recalled 
Sakharov. This opened 
the door for rehabilita-
tion. There was no such 
luck for Liu. His empty 
chair in Oslo speaks vol-
umes about a regime that 
would stop at nothing to 
suppress freedom.            

Who was Liu and 
why was he prominent in 
the struggle for democ-
racy? When the Cultural 
Revolution began in 1966 
Liu was only eleven years 
old. Mao Zedong had 
decreed that re-education 
should be a major com-
ponent of the Revolution. 
This meant that millions 
of youths were sent to the 
countryside to be re-edu-
cated by peasants. Liu saw 
the Cultural Revolution as 
a time of upheaval.

Families were separat-
ed. His grandmother was 
sent away while his broth-

ers joined the Red Guards. 
Liu was a good student. After 
school, he was sent to work 
in the farms and in the con-
struction industry. In 1977, 
Liu won a place to Jinlin 
University to study literature. 
There are reports that he 
formed discussion groups that 
revolved around human rights 
in China.

In 1982, Liu was appoint-
ed as a professor at Beijing 
Normal University. His 
fi rst book ‘Criticism of the 
Choice: Dialogues with Li 
Zehou’ became a bestseller. 
It challenged the ideas of Li 
Zehou who was an ideologue 

of the party. Liu was not in 
the country when the pro-
tests broke out at Tiananmen 
Square in June 1989. He was 
at Columbia University, in 
New York.

He learned that the Chi-
nese government had cracked 
down on the protests while 
he was changing planes in 
Tokyo. Liu recalled several 
years later, “I even asked 
about fl ights returning to New 
York. But then I heard the 
boarding call for my fl ight to 
Beijing. I didn’t have time 
to hesitate. I thought, what 
the heck, live or die, I’ll just 

go.”  Liu took on a leadership 
role in the protests and was 
jailed for his efforts. Who 
can forget the image of a man 
standing in front of tank with 
his suitcase?

By 1995, Liu was sending 
petitions to Parliament calling 
for an open society. A year 
later, he and his followers 
were pressuring the Commu-
nist Party to “give the people 
religious freedom, and free-
dom of the press and speech 
and the right to form political 
parties and hold demonstra-
tions.” The authorities reacted 
by sentencing Liu to three 
years of hard labor in prison. 
In 1996, he married Liu Xia 
who is currently under house 
arrest.

One of the legacies of 
Liu was Charter 8 that his 

supporters hope will serve as 
a “blueprint for fundamental 
political change in China 
in the years to come.” The 
Charter was promulgated 
in 2008 to mark the sixtieth 

anniversary of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. 
It called for the basic free-
doms and says that “without 
freedom, China will always 
remain far from civilized 
ideals.”

But there are other pro-
visions of the Charter that 
strikes at the heart of de-
mocracy. There are calls for 
human rights, equality, and 
for people to exercise choices 
in the selection of leaders. Liu 
and his supporters wanted a 
new constitution with separa-
tion of powers and an inde-
pendent judiciary.

The group advocated for 
freedoms that are similar to 
those in the American Bill 
of Rights. They included the 
freedom to form groups, to 
assemble, to express opin-
ions and to worship freely. 
Financial and tax reform laws 
and social security featured 
prominently as were recom-
mendations for prisoners of 
conscience to be released and 
compensated.

The offi cial reaction to the 
Charter was predictable. The 
authorities detained many of 
the signatories for questioning 
and some of them were jailed. 
Liu Xiaobo was sentenced 
to eleven years in prison. In 
2010, Liu won the Nobel 
Peace Prize while in prison. 
There was to be no celebra-
tion as his wife was placed 
under house arrest.

What does a repressive government do 
with a high profi le dissident? In the 

case of China it has used the State appa-
ratus to imprison him and to treat him as 
a non-person. When Liu Xiaobo died the 
Chinese government was unrelenting. 

China’s Prisoner of Conscience
The China Daily re-

ported that the award of 
the Nobel Prize to Liu was 
an interference in China’s 
affairs. It concluded that 
the Prize was part of a plot 
to contain China and ‘it 
exposed the deep and wide 
ideological rift between 
this country and the West.’

As the world knows, 
Liu was not allowed to 
receive the Prize, nor was 
his wife given permission 
to represent him in Oslo. 
Despite serious concerns 
by world governments, 
the Chinese authorities 
refused to allow Liu to 
leave for medical treat-
ment. His wife Liu Xia has 
committed no offense. She 
remains under house arrest 
and is said to be extremely 
depressed.

Liu’s death saw ag-
gressive censorship by 
the Chinese government 
to expunge and erase his 
memory. This was particu-
larly evident on the internet 
where many sites were 
blocked. Only a handful 
of persons in China know 
about Liu or his ideas.  But 
the power of ideas cannot 
be erased easily. At his 
trial Liu said, ‘ I have no 
enemies, and no hatred. 
None of the police who 
have monitored, arrested, 
and interrogated me, the 
prosecutors who prose-
cuted me, or the judges 
who sentenced me, are my 
enemies.’

The Chinese govern-
ment has shown defi ance. 
Perhaps the address of the 
Chinese embassy in Wash-
ington will be renamed ‘1 
Liu Xiaobo Place’ and that 
Liu Xia will be released. 
But whatever the outcome, 
there is no doubt that the 
ideals of Charter 8 will live 
on, as long as people yearn 
for freedom.

In 1657, Governor Peter 
Stuyvesant jailed many 
of the signatories of the 
Flushing Remonstrance, a 
document that called for 
the freedom to worship. 
The Remonstrance was 
later integrated into the Bill 
of Rights in the American 
Constitution. 

The walls of a prison 
and one’s own mortality 
cannot stop the power of 
ideas.

Liu Xiaobo explains his ideas on democracy. A free China will be 
his legacy.

Nobel Peace Prize winner and prisoner, Liu Xiaobo, with his
wife Liu Xia.


