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Self-Censorship in China

The Issue

· In order to reach a wider audience by joining in on the massive Chinese market, western companies such Google, Yahoo, and Microsoft have opted to relax moral standards by voluntarily cooperating with the Chinese government’s strict censorship laws—many of which violate the rights to freedom of speech and information that are valued by cultures across the globe.

· Human rights groups, free speech activists, hackers, company executives, and many Chinese citizens have all spoken out against this self-censorship, especially after the launch of Google.cn.

· The companies participating in self-censorship have defended their positions—sometimes claiming a moral imperative, such as utilitarianism, in order to operate in the country despite the denial of basic freedoms with which they cooperate.

The Mechanisms of Censorship

· The Chinese government has direct control over the ISPs (Internet Service Providers) that provide internet access within the country, meaning material that it deems “sensitive” will be blocked before internet users ever have a chance to discover it.

· Beyond the technology, however, it is the culture of fear that works most effectively to keep the web self-censoring—people can and have gone to prison for breaking China’s censorship laws.

The Problem with Self-Censorship

· By cooperating with Beijing, Google, Yahoo, and Microsoft (among others) are contributing to the oppression of the freedoms of speech and information. 

· By foregoing respect for human rights, the western companies that have access to the Chinese market are actively participating with the Chinese government’s culture of human rights oppression and fear, even if it is indirectly.

· This disrespect for humanity is the very definition of unethical.

The Other Side

· China has the world’s largest population, and the number of Chinese internet users is increasing swiftly with every year.

· These users should not be denied powerful tools of information like Google because of their government’s position. Even in censored form, these web portals and search engines represent a valuable resource. Google’s position is that they are providing the greatest good for the greatest number of people given a difficult situation.

· European countries such as France and Germany also enforce self-censorship, but this fact has never generated nearly as much attention as Google.cn.
