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1.ChenGuangcheng.
2.Shandong.


https://www.flickr.com/photos/tea-rose/2401753129/
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1.Barefootlawyers.
2.Weiquan movement.

3.China’sbarefootdoctor: past, present, and future, The Lancet.


https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(08)61355-0/abstract
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1.Chinese HumanRights Lawyers Under Assault, Teng Biao Saturday, Washington
Post, July 25,2009.

2.HualingFuand Richard Cullen. “Weiquan (rights protection) lawyeringin an authori-
tarianstate: Buildinga culture of public-interest lawyering.” The China Journal 59
(2008):111-127.

3.GlennTiffert. “Socialist Rule of Law with Chinese Characteristics (Chapter4) - Social-
istLawin Socialist EastAsia.” Cambridge Core, 28 July 2018.

4.Andrew Jacobsand ChrisBuckley. “China Targeting Rights Lawyersina Crack-
down.” The New York Times, 22 July 2015.


https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/07/24/AR2009072402940.html
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/socialist-law-in-socialist-east-asia/socialist-rule-of-law-with-chinese-characteristics/53771AD414B644A1AEE7B7421046264C
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/23/world/asia/china-crackdown-human-rights-lawyers.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/23/world/asia/china-crackdown-human-rights-lawyers.html
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1.JuliaLovel. “The Barefoot Lawyer by Chen Guangcheng Review - a Story of Impris-
onment, Escapeand Tenacity.” The Guardian, 23 Apr.2015.

2.TengBiao. “Chinese Human Rights Lawyers Under Assault.” The Washington Post,
25 July2009.

3.Jennifer Dugan. “China Targets Lawyersin New Human Rights Crackdown.” The
Guardian, 13 July 2015.
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http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/23/the-barefoot-lawyer-chen-guangcheng-review-determination
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/23/the-barefoot-lawyer-chen-guangcheng-review-determination
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jul/13/china-targets-lawyers-in-new-human-rights-crackdown
http://www.radiofarda.com/a/31501904.html
http://www.radiofarda.com/a/31501904.html
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1.“lran: Detainees Denied Fair Legal Representation.” Human Rights Watch, 28 Mar.
2016.

2.“HumanRightsViolationsagainst LawyersinIran.” The Law Society,21 May 2018.

3.GolnazEsfandiari. “The Farda Briefing: Iran Intensifies Pressure on Independent
Lawyers.” RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty, 17 May 2023.

4 .HualingFuand Richard Cullen. “Weiquan (rights protection) lawyeringin an authori-
tarianstate: Buildinga culture of public-interest lawyering.” The China Journal 59
(2008): 111-127.


http://www.hrw.org/news/2016/03/24/iran-detainees-denied-fair-legal-representation
https://www.rferl.org/a/farda-briefing-iran-pressure-lawyers-azerbaijan/32415629.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/farda-briefing-iran-pressure-lawyers-azerbaijan/32415629.html
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1.China’sbarefootdoctor: past, present,and future, The Lancet.

2.Minky Worden. “WhoIs Chen Guangcheng?” Human Rights Watch, 28 Oct. 2020.


http://www.chinaaid.org/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(08)61355-0/abstract
https://www.hrw.org/news/2012/05/03/who-chen-guangcheng
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1.Weinger, Mackenzie. “10 Things about Chen Guangcheng.” POLITICO,5Mar.2012.
2.Worden, Minky. “WhoIs Chen Guangcheng?” Human Rights Watch, 28 Oct. 2020.


http://www.politico.com/story/2012/05/10-things-about-chen-guangcheng-075878
https://www.hrw.org/news/2012/05/03/who-chen-guangcheng
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1.lanJohnson. “Whenthe Law Meetsthe Party.” ChinaFile,August 17,2017.


http://www.chinafile.com/library/nyrb-china-archive/when-law-meets-party
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1.HumanRights Watch. “China: Tenant Rights Advocate Arbitrarily Jailed.” Human
Rights Watch, 19 Dec. 2003.

2.HualingFuand Richard Cullen. “Weiquan (rights protection) lawyeringin an authori-
tarianstate: Buildinga culture of public-interest lawyering.” The China Journal 59
(2008):111-127.


https://www.hrw.org/news/2003/12/19/china-tenant-rights-advocate-arbitrarily-jailed
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1.MinkyWorden. “Who Is Chen Guangcheng?” Human Rights Watch, 28 Oct. 2020.

2.JuliaLovel. “The Barefoot Lawyer by Chen Guangcheng Review - a Story of Impris-
onment, Escapeand Tenacity.” The Guardian, 23 Apr.2015.


http://www.hrw.org/news/2012/05/03/who-chen-guangcheng
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http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/23/the-barefoot-lawyer-chen-guangcheng-review-determination
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1.ChenGuangcheng. “The Law underthe CCPIsaShamC.” Public Discourse, 31 Mar.
2023.

2.JuliaLovel. “The Barefoot Lawyer by Chen Guangcheng Review - a Story of Impris-
onment, Escapeand Tenacity.” The Guardian, 23 Apr.2015.


https://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2023/03/88199/
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/23/the-barefoot-lawyer-chen-guangcheng-review-determination
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/23/the-barefoot-lawyer-chen-guangcheng-review-determination
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1.MinkyWorden. “WhoIs Chen Guangcheng?” Human Rights Watch, 28 Oct. 2020.
2.1bid.

3.JuliaLovel. “The Barefoot Lawyer by Chen Guangcheng Review - a Story of Impris-
onment, Escapeand Tenacity.” The Guardian, 23 Apr.2015.

4. Lily Kuo. “Chen Guangcheng: Escaped Dissident SaysVote Trump to Stop Chinese
‘Aggression.”” The Guardian, 27 Aug. 2020.
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Inacountry with acomplicated of the rule of law in its modern his-
tory, barefoot lawyer Chen Guangcheng was able to make signifi-
cant achievements before taving no other choice but to dramat-
ically escape his house arrest and seek help from the US embassy
in Beijing to end his and his family’s unlawful harassment. Among
other activities, he courageously defended marginalized individu-
als in Shandong who faced mistreatment from officials enforcing
the one-child policy. However, his advocacy brought harassment
not only upon himself but also his family, friends, supporters, and
lawyers. Despite facing blindness since childhood, Guangcheng, a
self-taught lawyer from northeastern China, dedicated himself to
assisting those without access to legal representation. Operating
in a single-party regime, Guangcheng and other barefoot lawyers
associated with the Weiquan movement navigated an environ-
ment perceived to beincreasingly distant from principles of justice
andruleoflaw. Thiscasestudydelvesinto theirjourney, extracting
valuable lessonsfrom their determined actions.

Barefoot lawyers: Thrive for justice
In resource-scarce environments, societies can adopt innovative
approaches to addressing needs, including those related to social
issues. Under Mao Zedong’s rule in China from 1949-1976, China
saw the emergence of barefoot doctors?, who were mostly farm-
ers with minimal training providing vital medical services, as are-
sponse to the deficit in medical services. A similar concept applies
to barefoot lawyers. They are self-taught legal activists who file
civil complaints, engage in litigation, and educate citizens about
their rights. They offer free legal aid and often take on controver-
sial cases, such as exposing local authority corruption.

The barefoot lawyers are commonly associated with a wider
legal change in China, namely Weiquan movement. Weiquan law-

1.China’sbarefootdoctor: past, present,and future, The Lancet.


https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(08)61355-0/abstract
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“Chinais Human Suffering”. Protest against human rights abuse in Chinain
San Francisco,2008. (Source)

yers,alsoknown asrights protection lawyersin China,formasmall
butinfluentialmovement comprising legal practitioners,scholars,
and activists. They aid Chinese citizens in asserting their constitu-
tional, civil, and public interest rights through litigation and legal
activism. Weiquan lawyers handle cases related to labour rights,
land rights, official corruption, torture victims, and migrants’
rights. Their numbers are limited compared to the overall legal
professionals in China, estimated to be only a few dozen.! These
lawyers may not always hold a law practice license.?

1.Chinese HumanRights Lawyers Under Assault, Teng Biao Saturday, Washington
Post, July 25,2009.

2.HualingFuandRichard Cullen. “Weiquan (rights protection) lawyeringinanauthoritarian
state: Buildinga culture of public-interest lawyering.” The China Journal 59 (2008): 111-127.


https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/07/24/AR2009072402940.html
https://www.flickr.com/photos/tea-rose/2401753129/

Chinalegal environment

China’s post-Mao government claimed to re-establish “rule of
law,” promoting legal protection. Although the legal profession
grew significantly, rural areas still suffer from a shortage of legal
professionals.! Despite changes, the legacy of the Mao era, where
law served party authority, remains resilient. Chinese lawyers
encounter systematic challenges under One-Party Rule, limiting
their independence and representation in cases against the gov-
ernment’s interests. Human rights lawyers defending activists of-
tenface harassment, disbarment, and imprisonment, with surveil-
lance and government control over legal organizations.?

Scarcity of skilled personnel and financial means hinder jus-
tice. Chinese people face obstacles in accessing legal assistance
due to limited resources and the authoritarian nature of the ruling
regime. The government’s approach to civil and human rights of-
ten clashes with liberal values, causing tension with legal activists
and defenders such as Weiquan and barefoot lawyers, who strive
to protect citizens from an increasingly controlling political sys-
tem. International human rights organizations criticize China for
suppressing human rights lawyers advocating for civil liberties
and the rule of law. The government tightens restrictions on legal
advocacy groups, hindering theirindependent operation. China’s
legal system remains heavily influenced by the Communist Party,
impactinglawyerindependence and thejudiciary. The emergence
of the Weiquan movement in China was facilitated by the 1996
“Lawyers Law,” granting lawyers greater autonomy within the

1.GlennTiffert. “Socialist Rule of Law with Chinese Characteristics (Chapter4) - Social-
istLawin Socialist EastAsia.” Cambridge Core, 28 July 2018.

2.Andrew Jacobsand Chris Buckley. “China Targeting Rights Lawyersina Crack-
down.” TheNew York Times, 22 July 2015.

3.JuliaLovel. “The Barefoot Lawyer by Chen Guangcheng Review -a Story of Impris-
onment, Escapeand Tenacity.” The Guardian, 23 Apr.2015.


https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/socialist-law-in-socialist-east-asia/socialist-rule-of-law-with-chinese-characteristics/53771AD414B644A1AEE7B7421046264C
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/23/world/asia/china-crackdown-human-rights-lawyers.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/23/world/asia/china-crackdown-human-rights-lawyers.html
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/23/the-barefoot-lawyer-chen-guangcheng-review-determination
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/23/the-barefoot-lawyer-chen-guangcheng-review-determination
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profession. However, the Chinese government’s recent amend-
ments have sought to limit the profession, align it with the Party’s
interests, and suppress “rights-defending” lawyers.*

The current legal landscape in China is complex. While Barefoot
Lawyers originally aimed to empower rural communities and pro-
mote party ideology, human rights and the role of independent law-
yers in advocating for justice and civil liberties emerged as critical
issues. Many lawyers and activists have been detained or questioned
by Chinese police and denounced in state media as a “criminal gang”
in recent days, raising fears of an unprecedented crackdown by the
Chinese authorities.? On the other hand, some lawyers are against
free legal assistance offered by civil activists, as it goes against their
interestsand weakentheirtieswith therulingparty. Similarchalleng-
esexistin Iran, where legal representation and advocacy face obsta-
clesunderthe rulingregime. In Iran, lawyers face similar constraints,
with the Islamic Republic controlling the judiciary and limiting their
independence and inadequacy of the lawyers reach to all nation?. De-
fending political dissidents or challenging sensitive cases may lead to
harassment, intimidation, and arrest. Criticizing authorities or repre-
senting unpopular clients can resultin reprisals. Lawyers working on
casesinvolvingpolitical prisoners* orhumanrightsissues®encounter
intimidation, harassment, disbarment, and imprisonment.®

1.TengBiao. “Chinese Human Rights Lawyers Under Assault.” The Washington Post,
25July2009.

2. Jennifer Dugan. “China Targets Lawyersin New Human Rights Crackdown.” The
Guardian, 13 July2015.

3 “ParliamentReport: Iraninamong the Weakest in Terms of Lawyer Availability.”
RadioFarda, 10 Oct.

4 “Iran: Detainees Denied Fair Legal Representation.” Human Rights Watch, 28 Mar.
2016.

5. “HumanRightsViolations against LawyersinIran.” The Law Society, 21 May 2018.

6.GolnazEsfandiari. “The Farda Briefing: Iran Intensifies Pressure on Independent
Lawyers.” RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty, 17 May 2023.


https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jul/13/china-targets-lawyers-in-new-human-rights-crackdown
http://www.radiofarda.com/a/31501904.html
http://www.hrw.org/news/2016/03/24/iran-detainees-denied-fair-legal-representation
https://www.rferl.org/a/farda-briefing-iran-pressure-lawyers-azerbaijan/32415629.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/farda-briefing-iran-pressure-lawyers-azerbaijan/32415629.html

Goalsand Objectives

Weiquan lawyers are primarily focused on providing legal assis-
tanceandrepresentationtopeoplewhodonothaveaccesstolegal
representation. Weiquan activities have expanded to defend vul-
nerable groups against government abuses as individuals and so-
cialorganizationsfrequently assert their rights against the author-
ities in China’s political system as legal awareness has increased.
Both Weiquan and barefoot lawyers champion the vulnerable,
representing workers against employers, rural residents in tax-re-
lated cases, environmental pollutiondisputes,land appropriation,
village committee elections, journalists facing censorship, and cit-
izens experiencing discrimination from government policies.!

Those activists usually began their activities to provide legal
empowerment of peasants and rural communities with basic legal
knowledge, dispute Resolution including mediating and resolving
disputeswithintheircommunities,and promotesocial Justiceand
in some cases party ideology, as the movement was closely tied to
the Communist Party’s ideology and aimed to promote party’s
policies at the local level. In fact, the Barefoot Lawyers served as
a bridge between the rural population and the legal system, pro-
vidingsome form of access to justice for those who might not have
had any otherwise.?

Many lawyers and activists have faced years of state brutali-
ty, chiefly for spotlighting the growing gap between government
promises and reality.? Their efforts contribute to a growing aware-
ness of legal rights and give marginalized communities a voice in
seeking justice for their grievances. The Weiquan movement re-

1.Hualing Fuand Richard Cullen. “Weiquan (rights protection) lawyeringin anauthori-
tarianstate: Buildinga culture of public-interest lawyering.” The China Journal 59
(2008): 111-127.

2.China’sbarefootdoctor: past, present, and future, The Lancet.
3.Minky Worden. “WhoIs Chen Guangcheng?” Human Rights Watch, 28 Oct. 2020.


https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(08)61355-0/abstract
https://www.hrw.org/news/2012/05/03/who-chen-guangcheng
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mains an innovative force in China’s legal environment, inspiring
hope for greater protection of civil rights and equitable access to
justice.

Activist Chen Guangchengin Dongshigu village, in northeastern China’s Shan-
dong province, on March 28, 2005. Source: www.Chinaaid.Org

Chen Guangcheng

The rise of barefoot lawyers can be exemplified by Chen Guang-
cheng. Chen was born in 1971 amidst the turmoil of the Cultural
Revolutioninthe 1970s,and his life has been marked by challenges
from the outset. Despite being born with full sight, Chen fell seri-
ously ill at the age of five months. The lack of medical services re-
sulted in him losing his vision within a few days. An earlier tragedy
struckthefamily when Chen’soldersister passed away afterabrief
illness. Adifficult childhood was endured by Chen and his four sur-
viving brothers as they grew up in poverty and hunger. Despite be-
ingilliterate until the age of 23, his determination led him to enrol
at Qingdao High School for the Blind. In 1998, he graduated from
the school, however due to discriminatory policies, blind individ-


http://www.Chinaaid.Org

uals were not permitted to pursue higher education, leaving him
withoutalaw degree.!

ThelegalactivistChengainedinternationalattentionin2005when
he filed a class-action lawsuit accusing a Shandong city of enforcing
the one-child policy through coerced abortions and sterilizations.
Earlier, he successfully gathered 79 villages in Shandong in 2000 to
petition against a polluting paper mill, which ultimately led to its sus-
pension. His quest for justice continued when he filed a class-action
lawsuit against a family planning clinic, alleging that they had forced
thousands of women to undergo sterilization or abortion as a result of
compulsion. Chen Guangcheng gained international recognition for
these landmark cases and empowered other barefoot lawyers.?

Activities

The importance of barefoot lawyers in China is attributed to the
fact that their services and counsel cannot be replaced by other
professionals. They play a crucial role in providing free legal rep-
resentation in rural areas and in taking on administrative and po-
litically sensitive cases that licensed lawyers often avoid due to the
potential repercussions. These grassroots legal advocates con-
tribute significantly to promoting social justice and safeguarding
citizen rights by courageously tackling controversial issues, such
asillegalland grabs, corruption, abuse of power, and environmen-
tal disputes. In addition to court litigation, barefoot lawyers also
assist citizens in petitioning governmental authorities. According
to a survey conducted in rural Henan province between 2001 and
2004, more cases were handled by barefoot lawyers than by li-
censed lawyers, highlighting theirimpact on the legal system.

1.Weinger, Mackenzie. “10 Things about Chen Guangcheng.” POLITICO,5Mar.2012.
2.Worden, Minky. “WhoIs Chen Guangcheng?” Human Rights Watch, 28 Oct. 2020.


http://www.politico.com/story/2012/05/10-things-about-chen-guangcheng-075878
https://www.hrw.org/news/2012/05/03/who-chen-guangcheng
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Protestors hold signs calling for the release of human rights activists Xu Zhi-

yong, an example of Weiquan movement activities.!

Lawyers from Weiquan and the movement play asignificantrolein
defendingvarioushumanrightsissuesin China. Amongtheirareas
of focus is freedom of expression, where they have been engaged
in litigation and advocacy to protect individuals charged with sub-
version crimes. There are several notable cases, including the case
of Liu Xiaobo, an intellectual from Beijing who was imprisoned for
11 years for inciting subversion. Weiquan lawyers also campaign
for judicial independence, challenging the Ministry of Justice’s
controlover lawyers’ licenses, and promoting reformsto strength-
entherule of law. Moreover, they advocate for citizens facing evic-
tions and land requisitions, as demonstrated by Shanghai lawyer
Zheng Enchong’s efforts.? In addition, Weiquan lawyers provide

1.lanJohnson. “Whenthe Law Meetsthe Party.” ChinaFile, August 17,2017.

2.Human RightsWatch. “China: TenantRights Advocate Arbitrarily Jailed.” Human
Rights Watch, 19 Dec. 2003.



http://www.chinafile.com/library/nyrb-china-archive/when-law-meets-party
https://www.hrw.org/news/2003/12/19/china-tenant-rights-advocate-arbitrarily-jailed

legal assistance to ethnic minorities, including Tibetans, following
the March 2008 Tibetan protests. These lawyers also advocate for
therights of Falun Gong practitionersin litigation and public advo-
cacy. Weiquan lawyers also vigorously advocate for HIV/AIDS vic-
tims, women'’s rights, underground Christians, and various other
marginalized groups throughout China, demonstrating their com-
mitmentto advancing human rights and justice?.

By examining Chen Guangcheng’s actions in China, we can gain
a greater understanding of the work of barefoot lawyers. In 2000,
Chen returned to his hometown of Dongshigu to address severe en-
vironmental pollution caused by a polluting paper mill. In the past
decade, the mill had been releasing toxic wastewater into the Meng
River, causing havoc on crops, wildlife, and the health of down-
stream villagers. As a result, Chen rallied his fellow villagers and 78
neighboring communities to organize a petition against the pollut-
ing mill. The determined efforts of these individuals resulted in the
suspension of the harmful operation and the relief of the affected
communities. Chen’s activism extended beyond environmental
concerns. In March 2004, over 300 residents of Dongshigu demand-
ed the release of village accounts and the resolution of unresolved
land requisitions. Chen stepped forward to representthemandfiled
a lawsuit against the Public Security Bureau in the Qi’nan County
Court, citing negligence as thereason forthe incident. In early 2005,
legal proceedings were commenced in connection with the case.

Chen’s assistance was sought in the same year by Chinese vil-
lagers in Linyi, Shandong, who had launched a brutal campaign
punishing families who attempted to evade the restrictive “one-
child” population control policies. Chen spent several months
documenting cases of forced late-term abortions and steriliza-

1.HualingFuandRichard Cullen. “Weiquan (rights protection) lawyeringin an authori-
tarianstate: Buildinga culture of public-interest lawyering.” The China Journal 59
(2008):111-127.
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tions inflicted on women who refused to comply with the policy?.
The results of his survey in Linyi and the surrounding rural areas
revealed the grim consequences of the policy’s implementation.
Chen filed an unprecedented class-action lawsuit on behalf of the
affected women against the city’s family planning staff based on
compelling evidence. The groundbreaking legal challenge drew
international attention, shedding light on the abuses perpetuated
by the one-child policy.

Visions and Leadership
Weiquan activists are motivated by their values and vision, which
focus on making services accessible and free without being con-
strained by political constraints, while also contributing to the de-
velopment and improvement of China. As with other members of
this movement, Chen Guangcheng faced formidable challenges,
demonstrating remarkable resilience and steadfastness. During
Chen’s early career as a self-taught lawyer, a cynical acquaintance
expressed scepticism, claiming that China lacked a proper legal
system under the control of the administrative branch. Chen re-
mained undeterred despite the obstacles and continued his legal
fightagainstthe abuses of the one-child policy.2Theimportance of
addressing the bigger picture of political structure to reach a bet-
terlawful society is one of Chen’sviewpoints, ashe assertsthatthe
violation of people’srightsis caused by the party’s unchecked and
imbalanced authority, which lacks a true rule of law.?

According to Chen, his mission has been to provide ordinary
people with nonviolent means of resolving their grievances, in or-

1.MinkyWorden. “Who Is Chen Guangcheng?” Human Rights Watch, 28 Oct. 2020.

2.JuliaLovel. “The Barefoot Lawyer by Chen Guangcheng Review - a Story of Impris-
onment, Escapeand Tenacity.” The Guardian, 23 Apr.2015.

3.ChenGuangcheng. “The Law underthe CCPIsa ShamC.” Public Discourse, 31 Mar.
2023.


http://www.hrw.org/news/2012/05/03/who-chen-guangcheng
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/23/the-barefoot-lawyer-chen-guangcheng-review-determination
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/23/the-barefoot-lawyer-chen-guangcheng-review-determination
https://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2023/03/88199/
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derto establish the rule of law in a country that claims to embrace
it feignedly under its ruling party. He believes that citizens should
be educated about their rights and encouraged to advocate for
themselves. In Chen’s opinion, the Cultural Revolution in China
persisted in various forms, intimidating the population into sub-
mission to the party’srule.

Chen Guangcheng and his wife, Yuan Weijing, in New Yorkin 20121

The Weiquan lawyers are aware of the importance of media cov-
erage in thwarting government actions that are detrimental to
human rights. Chen utilized the media in various ways to advance
his cause, including seeking help to protect his family from harass-
ment. Taking to the Chinese-language website Boxun, he posted
a video calling for the Prime Minister’s personal intervention in
the investigation of unlawful actions committed by county-lev-
el police officers and officials who violated his rights and caused
him harm without any legal justification or uniformed officers?.
Using the media to raise public awareness is an unconventional
approach in China, where the media is controlled by the party. Al-
though Chen’s daring escape from house arrest and brutal perse-

1.JuliaLovel. “The Barefoot Lawyer by Chen Guangcheng Review - a Story of Impris-
onment, Escapeand Tenacity.” The Guardian,23Apr.2015.

2.Minky Worden. “WhoIs Chen Guangcheng?” Human Rights Watch, 28 Oct. 2020.


http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/23/the-barefoot-lawyer-chen-guangcheng-review-determination
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cution by plainclothes police in Shandong province was widely re-
ported, the Chinese state mediaremained silent!, emphasizing the
difficulty of obtaining unbiased and comprehensive information
under China’s tightly controlled media environment.

Often, effective leadership requires the formation of a team
of activists and supporters. The courage and actions of Chen gar-
nered widespread support for him and his cause. In 2011, Chinese
citizens demonstrated their support for Chen by printing T-shirts
with hisface and posting pictures of themselves wearing sunglass-
es similar to his trademark glasses. The officials, however, have
harassed both Chineseandforeignjournalists, lawyers,and others
who have attempted to express solidarity with Chen on a number
of occasions.?

Lawyers from Weiquan also embrace the idea of seeking inter-
national assistance and support, which Chen emphasized even
after he arrived in the United States. In his advocacy of China’s le-
gal system and its citizens’ rights, he urged the US to leverage its
principles of freedom, democracy, and the rule of law to unite with
otherdemocraciesinopposingtheaggression of the Chinese Com-
munist Party3.

1 Ibid.

2.JuliaLovel. “The Barefoot Lawyer by Chen Guangcheng Review - a Story of Impris-
onment, Escapeand Tenacity.” The Guardian, 23 Apr.2015.

3. LilyKuo. “Chen Guangcheng: Escaped Dissident Says Vote Trump to Stop Chinese
‘Aggression.”” The Guardian, 27 Aug. 2020.
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Weiquan lawyers and human rights defenders outside the Linyi City Courtin
solidarity with Chen Guangcheng, July 20,2006.

Reactions and Achievements

While barefoot lawyers and the Weiquan movement are relatively
new movements, they have already made significant progress in
enhancing legal awareness within rural Chinese communities and
gainingtheirsupport. Chen’s efforts have notonlyyielded positive
results for his clients, but have also inspired others to strive for a
more justsociety.?

Itis not uncommon for lawyers such as Chen to encounter nu-
merous obstacles, including government harassment and restric-
tions, aswell as criticism from licensed attorneys concerned about
competition. Even though they were initially encouraged in order
to address rural demand, alternative legal providers such as bare-
foot lawyers and legal workers are now subject to greater scrutiny
and control by authorities. Since barefoot lawyers often challenge
corruption, abuses of power, or defend victims of forced evictions,
they are frequently exposed to punitive reprisals. Chen’s impact-

1.MinkyWorden. “Who Is Chen Guangcheng?” Human Rights Watch, 28 Oct. 2020.
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ful activism resulted in severe consequences, including house ar-
rest, harassment, intimidation, and imprisonment. According to a
party official, he had even been labeled a “counterrevolutionary,”
an ominous designation during the Maoist era, which normally re-
sulted in death. The incidents outlined above illustrate the enor-
mous challenges and risks associated with pursuing justice and
defending human rights in China.! Even in the face of relentless
harassment, Chen’s persistent actions gained increasing momen-
tum. Anumber of prominent media outlets, such as The New York
Times and The Globe and Mail, have extensively covered the trial,
questioning the fairness of the verdict. In its human rights report,
the British government highlighted his case, while Amnesty Inter-
nationalrecognized him as a prisoner of conscience. Also, the Wei-
guan cases brought global attention to China’s treatment of civil
and human rights, revealing a stark contrast between the prom-
ised “harmonious society” and the harsh treatment of peaceful
dissenters. Especially when Chen continued to be under constant
house arrest, surveillance, and mistreatment afterreleasein 2010.

Chen’sinspirational narrative and legal advocacy have turned
him into a folk hero in Shandong, attracting a growing number of
admirers and supporters?. Some supporters bravely attempted to
assist him despite the risks and opposition of Chinese authorities.
The actor Christian Bale, deeply affected by Chen’s message?, at-
tempted to visit him, but Chinese security guards prevented him
from doing so*. Chen’s remarkable escape from house arrest in
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Activist.” CNN,17Dec.2011.

4.Amnesty International. “Chen Guangchengand Christian Bale.” Amnesty Interna-
tional, 18 May 2020.


http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/23/the-barefoot-lawyer-chen-guangcheng-review-determination
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/23/the-barefoot-lawyer-chen-guangcheng-review-determination
http://www.hrw.org/news/2012/05/03/who-chen-guangcheng
https://edition.cnn.com/2011/12/15/world/asia/china-bale-activist/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2011/12/15/world/asia/china-bale-activist/index.html
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/podcast-in-their-own-words-chen-guangcheng-christian-bale

April2012, despite breaking his footin the process, led him to seek
refuge at the United States Embassy in Beijing!. Human rights ac-
tivists played a crucial role in assisting his journey to the embassy,
where the United States granted citizenship to him and his family
on humanitarian grounds. Subsequently, Chen took on research
positions at the Witherspoon Institute and the Catholic University
of America.

The fates of Chen’s supporters and fellow activists have been
troubling, with some individuals going missing and others being
placed under house arrest. Yuan Weijing, Chen’s wife, was threat-
ened andabusedinorderto pressure herinto conveyingamessage
toChentoleavetheU.S.embassy?. Clearly, thissituationillustrates
thedifficultiesand dangersthat activists forhuman rights and jus-
ticein Chinaface onadaily basis. Chen published his memoir, “The
Barefoot Lawyer,” in March 2015, and has since published several
articles. It was claimed by himin 2013 that NYU forced him to leave
because of pressure from the Chinese government, an assertion
the university disputes. Some of his previous supporters have
expressed concern regarding his association with conservative
Christian and anti-abortion figures. While underscoring theimpor-
tance of small actions in defending human rights. Over the years,
he received several prestigious awards, including the Ramon Mag-
saysay Award in 20073, the Democracy Award from the National
Endowment for Democracy in 2008, and the Human Rights Award
fromHuman Rights Firstin2012.
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Chen’s book has been described as a riveting memoir and a portrait of China*

Conclusion

The Weiquan movement and Barefoot lawyers have made signifi-
cant contributions to raising legal awareness and gaining support
in rural China. The government harasses and restricts them, as
wellaslicensed lawyers who fear competition. Despite facing chal-
lenges, these legal activists persist in their mission to empower
ordinary people and promote the rule of law, even in a system that
claims to embrace it disingenuously. As a folk hero, Chen Guang-
cheng exposed abuses under China’s one-child policy and faced
persecution, leading him to seek refuge in the US Embassy and
eventually attaining US citizenship. Although he has been able to
escape, supporters and activists who have assisted him have been
subjected to repression. As a symbol of resilience in the face of an

1.Chen Guangcheng. “The Barefoot Lawyer.” Chen Guangcheng. Pan Macmillan.
Accessed 1Aug.2023.
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oppressive system, Chen’s bravery and dedication made him a
symbol of courage and dedication.

There are similarities between the pursuit of concentrated
power by China and Iran’s regimes. Weiquan, barefoot lawyers,
and specifically Chen Guangcheng provide valuable lessons. They
demonstrate that while legal expertise is beneficial, basic legal
awareness can empower citizens to defend their rights and chal-
lenge oppressive policies effectively. Throughout Chen’s expe-
rience, the importance of developing supportive networks is un-
derscored, as he mobilized his community with the help of such a
network and later used it to escape house arrest. It isimportant to
note that international support, particularly from the media and
prominent figures such as Christian Bale in Chen’s case, plays a
critical role in amplifying the impact of human rights advocates.
Nonetheless, in order to reach a peaceful and just resolution to a
sensitive issue such as abortion, resilience, hard work, and care-
ful navigation are required. The complexity of legal activities and
advocacy emphasizes the challenges civil activists face, but also
highlights the importance of their dedication and determination
in promoting human rights and justiceforall.
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