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This issue of CRF focuses on China’s progress toward rule of law. A few official
statistics suggest why this topic is of such crucial importance:

In the five-year period from 1998-2002, Chinese courts tried more than 29.6
million cases, a 22 percent increase over the previous five-year period.

Among those cases, 2.83 million were criminal cases in which a total of 3.22
million people were convicted.

Among those criminal cases, 1.09 million cases — involving 1.61 million individu-
als — fell under the category of serious crimes that draw the death penalty or
lengthy prison terms. 

More specifically, procuratorial organs across the country prosecuted 3,550
individuals on charges of crimes against state security — i.e., political crimes.
Particular emphasis was placed on stamping out the “criminal activities” of 
religious groups such as the Falungong.

Compared with the 3.22 million peopled convicted, fewer than 30,000 defen-
dants were acquitted — a ratio of less than one to 100.

These figures indicate that laws are being rigorously applied in China — but the
implementation of justice is another question. 

Among the statistics less readily provided are the hundreds of thousands of 
people incarcerated through extrajudicial measures such as reeducation through
labor. Likewise hidden is how China’s impressive conviction rate might be influ-
enced by the routine use of torture, a dearth of defense lawyers and the enormous
difficulties faced by those few lawyers who are willing to take up criminal cases.

This issue of CRF examines China’s legal system from three approaches. The
first section reviews efforts by international actors hoping to promote legal
reform and a rule of law in China, often based on implicit Western models,
through legislation, law training and exchange programs. The second section
offers a glimpse of legislative changes being considered or already underway in
China, and the ramifications of these changes. The third section examines the
human costs of a legal system still dominated by politics and the Party, plagued
by corruption and deficient in qualified judges and legal professionals. 

As the discussion of the various contributors reflects, China faces enormously
complex challenges in its efforts to build a legal system that is fair, independent
and transparent. Given the Chinese government’s tendency to rule by law, the
building of a true rule of law will take some time. In the months and years ahead
CRF will continue to monitor and contribute to the accompanying debates 
and developments.

— Stacy Mosher, Editor 
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