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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Cosmopolitan Universals and the Chinese University: 

Authoritarian Education and Its Impact on Global Perspectives 

by 

René Nahele Patnode 

 

Doctor of Philosophy in Sociology 

University of California, San Diego, 2017 

 

Professor Richard Madsen, Chair 

 

 As an authoritarian state, the Chinese government has a vested interest in 

maintaining its legitimacy in the eyes of its people as well as their adherence to its 

directives. At the same time, China has spent the last few decades successfully 

integrating itself into the global economy. Correspondingly, Chinese individuals have 

increased access to global cultural and information flows, which might include ideas that 

challenge the government’s authority. This dissertation details how the government uses 

its educational system, in particular, to promote itself relative to global political 

alternatives. The dissertation further evaluates the extent to which the curriculum 

succeeds in its goals in ensuring students’ belief in government legitimacy and their 

adherence to government mandates. 



 

 

xiii 

 

 This project draws on fieldwork done at a Chinese university over the course of 

one year. During that time, I analyzed government-published textbooks; attended the 

political classes required for all Chinese university students; interviewed teachers and 

students; and administered surveys to the students. I find that the impact of the 

curriculum is limited. It succeeds when its discourse matches what students already 

believe, such as the broadly-shared perspective that other countries persecute China. 

Those beliefs are not solely due to government influence. Yet the curriculum fails when 

its discourse conflicts with global perspectives that the students have already adopted, 

such as what the practice of science entails. Nonetheless, the structure of the university 

ensures that students adhere to institutional and political authority even in the absence of 

trust in the government, and the structure additionally limits exposure to foreign 

individuals and culture that might further modify student perspectives regarding the 

political status quo. The dissertation concludes with a discussion of the impact of 

studying abroad on student perspectives. While the more direct foreign exposure may 

improve student opinions on other countries, I draw on additional fieldwork at an 

American university to show how the Chinese government can use its affiliated Chinese 

Student and Scholar Association to mitigate the impact of foreign exposure and reinforce 

government authority from a distance.



 

1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

“Politics is boring.” I heard variations of this statement quite frequently coming 

from the students at a Chinese university where I taught English for a few years before I 

started graduate school. At first, I was surprised. Coming from the United States, I 

conceive of politics as corresponding to some number of contemporary issues like taxes 

or criminal law. While not everyone in the United States actively follows the latest 

political news or enjoys talking about politics in public, everyone seems to have a strong 

opinion on at least one hot-button issue. Given that it was my job to encourage the 

students to express themselves in English, I hoped that talking about key American 

political issues such as gay marriage or abortion rights would help them communicate 

about complicated topics without venturing into the sensitive territory of China’s own 

political situation. 

Yet it turns out that “politics” can be something of a dirty word in the Chinese 

classroom not because of the aforementioned sensitivity but because, to the students, 

politics signifies the hundreds of hours they have spent taking dry classes on China’s 

political ideology for practically as long as they can remember. Other scholars who have 

studied Chinese education have also noted the tendency for students and perhaps even 

teachers to view the government-mandated political curriculum at all levels of the 

Chinese educational system as uninteresting (Hansen 2015; Vickers 2009b). In the West, 

we might label these classes as “propaganda,” but I have since learned that the content is 

somewhat similar to what we might call “civics” or “social studies” in the United States 

in that the curriculum also contains elements of history, sociology, economics, and 

culture in addition to state ideology. However, whereas these courses in the West ideally 
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contribute to civic engagement and a thriving political culture, the opposite seems to hold 

in China. If anything, the result tends to be apathy.  

Student political apathy might be considered an achievement for an authoritarian 

government, that is, one that wishes to maintain the political status quo. At the same time, 

however, the Chinese government desires that its political curriculum promote its 

legitimacy. Zhao (1998:288) notes that the Chinese economic liberalization of the 1980s 

led to a phenomenon known as the “three belief crises” (sanxin weiji), namely, the loss of 

belief in socialism, Marxism, and the Chinese Communist Party respectively. The 

ensuing ideological vacuum pushed educated youth to look towards Western political 

ideals, inspiring the demand for democratic reforms underpinning the events in Beijing’s 

Tiananmen Square in 1989. Following the infamous military suppression of the largely 

college student-led movement, the government pushed for the strengthening of political 

education that would reinforce students’ national identities as well as affirm the 

government’s continued rule (Vickers 2009a; Vickers 2009b; Wang 2008; Zhao 1998). 

Continual curricular changes notwithstanding, this educational requirement continues 

into the present with instruction taking place at all levels, from primary school to post-

graduate studies. 

The political curriculum is historically rooted in an effort to regain ideological 

ground from foreign political discourses such as that of democracy. It also actively 

promotes cynicism towards the role that other countries play in the world and especially 

in their dealings with China. Countries such as the United States and Japan are portrayed 

as having interfered in China’s affairs both in the past and in the present (Callahan 2010; 

Vickers 2009a; Wang 2008; Zhao 1998). The educational system is thus part of a larger 
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Chinese government project to limit the influence of foreign exposure on its citizens’ 

perspectives regarding government legitimacy in the absence of political reforms. Most 

famously, the government uses its “Great Firewall” technology to censor internet material 

that does not adhere to the government’s agenda (Yang 2009). Such material can include 

foreign criticism of China’s human rights record, for example. 

However, the internet also demonstrates the limits of government capacity to filter 

foreign perspectives; Chinese citizens have proven adept at circumventing internet 

censorship and accessing restricted content. Thus, one might likewise doubt the efficacy 

of the political curriculum in shaping student perspectives. On the one hand, scholars 

have argued that Chinese students typically have strong national identities and 

demonstrate a fair degree of antagonism toward perceived foreign interference (Weiss 

2014; Callahan 2010; Vickers 2009a; He 2007; Hughes 2006). On the other hand, 

students dislike the political classes (Hansen 2015; Vickers 2009b), and other scholars 

have argued that the curriculum dovetails with perspectives students might already hold 

through social and cultural influences including broadly-shared historical memory (Qian, 

Xu, and Chen 2017; Wang 2008). It thus remains an open question the extent to which 

student perspectives hinge on the particular discourse of the curriculum.  

Furthermore, the existing research has not examined in detail the extent to which 

the effect of the curriculum cancels out the foreign discourse to which Chinese students 

have access through mechanisms such as the internet but also exposure to foreign culture 

and interactions with foreigners. In a few cases, studies have looked at the perspectives of 

students returning home from studying abroad (Foreign Policy 2015; Han and Zweig 

2010), but no study has looked at the impact of foreign exposure on Chinese students in 
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general. Does the exposure cause students to adopt cosmopolitan orientations, as various 

scholars have defined them, such as greater trust of foreigners or support for universal 

political norms that challenge government sovereignty (Picher 2012; Vertovec and Cohen 

2002)?   

To explore the relationship between the political curriculum and the maintenance 

of Chinese government legitimacy in the midst of foreign exposure, I spent the 2012-

2013 academic year examining these classes at a top-tier university in southeastern 

China. The university is one of the nine universities selected through the Chinese 

government’s Project 985 policy to receive extensive investment in order to develop 

globally competitive educational institutions. These nine universities have come to be 

known as the C-9, China’s presumptive equivalent to the Ivy League schools in the 

United States Notably, as part of their mission, these universities actively encourage 

global academic connections. Their professors frequently visit universities elsewhere in 

the world and publish in international journals; their students study abroad; and foreign 

researchers and other guests often serve as visiting scholars and speakers (Hsiung 2013). 

Like its peer institutions, the university at which I did my fieldwork has formal 

relationships with foreign universities, and it attracts foreign students from all around the 

world to study the Chinese language in addition to typical college disciplines. Altogether, 

this university provides ample grounds to study the interplay between the political 

curriculum and Chinese student exposure to these various foreign influences. The 

approximately 30,000 elite students enrolled there may graduate to become China’s 

future leaders, making their perspectives on the world particularly worthy of study. I 

further chose a C-9 school because they tend to attract a more regionally-diverse student 
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population than other schools in China, and I wanted my results to be as nationally 

representative as possible, academic and economic stratification notwithstanding.  

I had preexisting contacts at this particular university through having attended an 

academic conference held there a year previously, and these contacts helped me make the 

necessary arrangements with the university. In the year of my fieldwork, I attended 

classes in the politics curriculum, observed university activities, interviewed teachers and 

students, and surveyed students. Based on that research, I argue that, while the course 

material does not successfully generate belief in the veracity and merits of communism 

and the Chinese political system, it does successfully encourage behaviors that meet 

government expectations. Despite some degree of foreign exposure, students develop a 

sense of a lack of political agency, and they maintain a cynicism towards potential 

foreign alternatives to the current system, whatever such alternatives might be. This core 

argument can also be framed in terms of a three-part communications metaphor, which in 

turn corresponds to the organization of the dissertation.  

Part one, consisting of chapter one, concerns the “message” that the Chinese 

government ostensibly wants to communicate, which boils down to the necessity of 

student support for the Party and for the Chinese state. Chapter one briefly outlines the 

textbooks for the four courses that comprise the core of the university political 

curriculum. Based on those texts, the chapter describes two key discourses that permeate 

the entire curriculum. The guoqing discourse links the anti-foreign sentiment identified 

by other scholars to a justification for the continuing rule of the Party via the assertion 

that foreign political models such as Western-style democracy do not fit China’s 

circumstances. At the same time, the government has reformulated its traditional Marxist 
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doctrine to invoke the discourse of science, seemingly to take advantage of public trust in 

scientific innovation. The chapter concludes by analyzing the tension that arises when a 

particularistic Chinese political philosophy meets the more global and thus potentially 

more universalistic practice of science.  

Part two, consisting of chapter two, concerns the “transmission” of that message 

through the actions of those teaching the courses. In particular, the chapter details how 

the teachers instructed the guoqing and science discourses introduced in chapter one. 

Interviews revealed that the teachers did not always believe what they taught, and they 

may have felt the need to bring in material from outside the curriculum in order to engage 

bored students. Nonetheless, classroom norms prohibited open critique of the official 

discourse, and thus both teachers and students adhered to government expectations 

independent of whatever they may have actually believed. 

Part three, consisting of chapters three through six, corresponds to the “reception” 

of the message by the students. The chapters document the extent to which the 

government’s efforts succeed and through which mechanisms. The chapters also depict 

the intense Chinese government interest in limiting the impact of foreign exposure on 

student perspectives regarding its legitimacy.  

Chapter three documents the development of cosmopolitan orientations among 

Chinese students. It uses survey data collected from more than 700 students to 

statistically analyze the competing impacts of foreign exposure and national education on 

student attitudes regarding foreign culture, foreign individuals, and international political 

cooperation. The complex results show that the Chinese national context—if not the 

curriculum itself—has mitigated some of the influence of global exposure on student 
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perspectives regarding both China and the rest of the world. In particular, Chinese 

students maintain strong national identities despite increasing amounts of foreign 

exposure and despite simultaneously viewing themselves as global citizens. 

Chapter four uses student interviews to demonstrate that the success of the 

political curriculum hinges on the extent to which a given discourse aligns with students’ 

preexisting perspectives. Some, but not all, aspects of the guoqing discourse succeeded 

because the particular aspects matched what students already believed with regards to 

their national identity. The Marxist science discourse failed to gain traction with students 

because it did not match what they already believed about science and the benefits 

thereof, suggesting that the curriculum is limited in its capacity to repurpose global 

discourse that is already widely accepted. 

Chapters five and six further detail the successes and failures of the Chinese 

educational regime by exploring the lives of the students outside of the classroom. The 

Chinese government influences the daily lives of students with the hope of reducing the 

impact of foreign exposure. Chapter five depicts the structure of a Chinese university life 

that increasingly isolates students from urban centers and from contact with foreigners in 

the city. With less opportunity for positive contact with foreigners, students might rely 

more on broadly-shared negative stereotypes. Chapter six then describes a government-

affiliated Chinese student organization at a major American university. While the 

government has less direct control over its students studying abroad, the organization 

facilitated the development of ethnically-segregated social networks, which reduced the 

likelihood that student perspectives would radically change while in another country.



 

8 

 

CHAPTER 1: THE CHINESE UNIVERSITY POLITICAL CURRICULUM 

Contemporary sociologists commonly view education as a mechanism of social 

reproduction in so far as it plays a role in the maintenance of social organization and the 

perpetuation of inequalities between various social categories such as class, race, or 

gender. Most famously, Althusser (1971) labeled state educational systems as one type of 

what he calls an “Ideological State Apparatus,” which the state (and the interests it 

represents) uses to maintain its dominance through promoting particular ideologies. 

Education also serves the related role of cultural reproduction in so far as it propagates 

the dominant cultural norms and, crucially, elevates the culture of the ruling classes to 

such an extent that the lower classes lacking that cultural capital cannot compete and are 

therefore excluded from the social influence and access that educational credentials might 

bring (Giroux 1981; Bourdieu 1979). Along those lines, through the process of nation-

building, education serves a central role in establishing a unified national identity that, in 

turn, promotes allegiance to the state (Gellner 1983). 

 Such analysis arguably applies regardless of the society being considered or the 

particular style of government within that society. Notably, an officially communist state, 

such as China, must use its educational system to explicitly promote the Marxist 

worldview that justifies its specific government organization as well as to promote 

discourse that justifies its continued authoritarian rule. In fact, for the past few decades, 

the Chinese government has faced the dual dilemmas of communicating its Marxist bona 

fides to students who increasingly do not much care for Marxism, and of advocating for 

political conservatism that does not necessarily correspond to the degree of economic 

liberalization that China has faced since the 1980s. At that time, the Chinese government, 
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under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping and other Chinese Communist Party leaders, 

largely jettisoned the traditional communist planned economy that had existed since the 

Mao Zedong-led Party had defeated its rivals, the Kuomintang (KMT),1 in 1949. Deng 

and his contemporaries pushed China into a new period known as “Reform and 

Opening,” in which state-owned industries have progressively become more market-

oriented, and private corporations have both been allowed to exist as well as to thrive, 

although, naturally, a degree of state regulation still exists (Naughton 2007). 

 Scholars of modern Chinese education have noted that this economic transition 

places the government in an ideological bind. Whereas Chinese education before the 

reforms championed strict Marxist-Leninism, now the educational system has had to 

adapt to match the ideology with the quasi-capitalist social reality. Correspondingly, 

Chinese “moral education”—the Chinese term for what otherwise might be called 

“political” or “ideological” education—has deemphasized or watered down traditional 

Marxist perspectives. For example, Chinese textbooks at the primary and secondary 

educational levels have come to portray Marxism as simply “objective” and “scientific” 

rather than staunchly anti-capitalist (Vickers 2009a). The government has then filled the 

remainder of its political curriculum at all educational levels with new discourses such as 

that of developing students’ “quality” (suzhi), where quality broadly refers to any aspect 

of a student that might make them a better citizen of a rapidly industrializing state, 

including both moral quality and intellectual quality (Hansen 2015; Woronov 2009; 

Vickers 2009a). 

                                                 
1 “Kuomintang” literally means “nationalist party.” Whereas this dissertation generally uses the official 

pinyin Chinese romanization system of the Chinese government, I use the “Kuomintang” spelling instead of 

the pinyin “Guomindang” in order to reflect most historical scholarship on that period. 
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 Despite the general reduction of Marxist ideology in the political curriculum, the 

Party, through its control of the government, has nonetheless intensified the instruction of 

the curriculum overall in so far as the material legitimizes its continued authority relative 

to political alternatives, particularly those that are more democratic. As scholars have 

indicated, the government felt this need especially after the infamous events in 

Tiananmen Square in the capital city of Beijing in 1989, during which Chinese university 

students occupied the square for about a month demanding democratic political reforms. 

Beyond the ensuing military crackdown drawing massive international attention, the 

event signaled to the Party that it must do more to influence student perspectives as well 

as restrict student capacity for similar activity (Vickers 2009a; Vickers 2009b; Wang 

2008; Zhao 1998). Furthermore, the government’s stance on promoting political stability 

through education has not necessarily declined in the nearly 30 years since the 

Tiananmen “incident,” as official Chinese historiography calls it; high school and 

university students are still required to undergo the mandatory military training programs 

launched as a consequence of Tiananmen (Silbert 2014), and the Chinese Ministry of 

Education continues to direct schools to augment their “patriotic education” (Buckley 

2016). 

 The mandatory nature of the curriculum moreover serves as an ever-present 

reminder of the power of the government in the lives of students. This is especially true at 

the university level of education; the Chinese government balances college students’ 

greater intellectual and social freedoms with a corresponding increase in the demands of 

its required political instruction. The remainder of this chapter focuses on this university 

undergraduate-level political curriculum. While Chinese undergraduates have already 
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taken years of required politics classes by the time they enter college and have therefore 

already been influenced by it to whatever extent, I am interested in the college curriculum 

because it is articulated towards a student population that is no longer as captive an 

audience as it was when it was younger. Yet, because college students’ participation in 

the Tiananmen incident inspired the aforementioned educational reforms in the first 

place, and because college students are the most immediate cohort of China’s “future 

leaders,” both in political and economic terms, it is clear that the government holds 

particular interest in them. For the majority of college students who do not go on to 

postgraduate study, the college curriculum also serves as the capstone on all those 

previous years of schooling and therefore represents perhaps the fullest expression of the 

political messages the government wishes to convey. Despite this fact, scholars have paid 

less specific attention to the college curriculum than they have to that of the primary and 

secondary levels. The college curriculum also stands out in the extent to which it 

reintroduces Marxism into an educational system that has otherwise reduced its role. 

In what follows, I will first outline the required classes that serve as the core of 

the undergraduate political curriculum; I will do this through analysis of the 

corresponding official textbooks used by all students in Chinese universities. These 

textbooks serve as a clear statement of the government’s goals for these classes as well as 

the position it takes with regards to several key contemporary issues including China’s 

relationship towards Taiwan and the government’s control of ethnic autonomous regions 

such as Tibet.2 After describing the individual courses, I will then identify particular 

                                                 
2 While it would be incorrect to treat the Chinese government as a fully unified body when it comes to 

ideology and policy—see Li 2008 for discussion of Chinese government disunity in the form of factions—
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discourses that connect the courses together as a window into the ideologies that the 

government wishes its citizens to adopt. I will focus on two discourses in particular that 

weave throughout the textbooks: 1) appeals to anti-foreign cynicism and to the belief that 

China’s unique context (guoqing) precludes political solutions developed in other 

national contexts, and 2) appeals to scientific reasoning and to the consideration of 

China’s current political configuration as the result of a scientific process. Lastly, I will 

conclude by discussing the tension that exists between the promotion of guoqing as a 

scientific discourse and the presence of alternative scientific discourses that are perhaps 

more global. 

1.1: THE CORE CURRICULUM 

The Chinese government mandates that its first-year college students take a 

course that closely matches the political (“moral”) education they received in primary and 

secondary schools, and which is entitled Ideological and Moral Cultivation, and the 

Foundation of Law3 (hereafter shortened to “moral cultivation” in this and following 

chapters). Its identically-named book begins by situating college students within the 

context of national needs: “college students are the country’s precious human resource, 

the nation’s hope, the motherland’s future…. College is an important time in the 

development of one’s life, a period in which perspectives on the world, on life, and 

values are formed…. [The class] helps students establish correct perspectives on the 

                                                 
the government nonetheless tries to project an image of unity, and the curriculum reflects and embodies 

that projection. 
3 This is my own translation of the original Chinese-language title. All quoted references to textbooks 

elsewhere in this chapter likewise represent my translation of the original Chinese text. 
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world, on life, values, morals, and law” (Luo et al. 2009:1).4 The book then delves into a 

general discussion of worldviews and morals before hitting on notably specific topics 

such as the proper use of the internet (2009:131); the importance of obeying traffic laws 

(2009:141); the close relationship between marriage and family stability on the one hand 

and social stability on the other (2009:168); the need to respect neighbors (2009:169); the 

basics of copyright and trademark law (2009:224); and a general insistence that students 

should fight against crime (2009:232).  

In many cases, Chinese government interest in these disparate topics is thinly 

veiled. For example, proper use of the internet includes avoiding “dangerous material,” 

including that which is politically sensitive or threatens national security (2009:143). The 

discussion of maintaining a unified neighborhood occurs with the specific exhortation to 

respect ethnic differences (2009:170), a statement which has clear significance in a 

country with well-known ethnic conflict. In contrast, any discussion of the accusations 

regarding copyright infringement levied against China by other countries remain 

conspicuously absent in the relevant discussion. In other cases, the text, as a treatise on 

morality, reflects the government’s moral conservatism implicitly if not explicitly; the 

text speaks of romantic relationships only with regards to heterosexual pairings 

(2009:165), and it then describes China’s marriage law as requiring one man and one 

woman (2009:170). Gay relationships are simply never discussed. 

                                                 
4 All references to textbooks in this chapter use editions contemporary to my fieldwork from 2012 to 2013. 

While the government has published updated versions since then, using these slightly older versions allows 

for consistency with the analysis in later chapters. That is, these are the editions used by the teachers and 

students I studied. 
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Students enroll in the second course in the curriculum, Outline of Modern Chinese 

History (“history”) either during their first or second years at the university. The textbook 

starts by defining modern Chinese history as beginning with the Opium Wars in 1840 yet 

it also takes care to distinguish the modern period (jindai) from the contemporary period 

(xiandai) that started with Communist victory in the civil war and the founding of the 

People’s Republic of China (PRC) government in 1949. According to the book, this 

entire span of time saw “generation after generation of individuals with lofty ideals and 

the masses heroically struggle to save the nation and realize the great rejuvenation of the 

Chinese people.” This history includes the mechanisms by which, “under the leadership 

of the Chinese Communist Party, every ethnic group joined the difficult struggle to win 

national independence and the liberation of the Chinese people,” and “through socialist 

revolution, construction, and reform, a very weak, old China gradually became a 

relatively prosperous… new China” (Sha et al. 2008:1). The book asserts that it is 

necessary for college students to learn this history because, in terms similar to those used 

in the previous book, they represent China’s future. 

Starting from the Opium Wars in the nineteenth century, the history moves 

through a discussion of early anti-imperialism movements such as the Taiping rebellion 

juxtaposed against concurrent Westernization movements spearheaded by Chinese 

intellectuals. It then proceeds to cover the downfall of the Qing empire and the 

establishment of the Republic of China government at the beginning of the twentieth 

century. The textbook moves next to the establishment of the Chinese Communist Party 

within the context of both the civil war against the KMT and the imperialist actions of 

Japan. The final section of the textbook provides an overview of the development of 
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socialism within China following the Communist Party’s victory over the KMT, 

culminating in a description of the Deng’s reform period and the contemporary doctrine 

of “socialism with Chinese characteristics.” While this section notably includes some 

discussion of the Party’s historical missteps during the late 1950s through the 1970s, such 

as the Great Leap Forward or the Cultural Revolution, the book on the whole typically 

pays more attention to wars and other conflicts, and the threat of foreign aggression 

looms over the narrative. As the book’s introduction notes, foreign “capital-imperialism” 

brought “deep suffering to the Chinese people” (2008:2).  This text thus plays a crucial 

role in developing the anti-foreign cynicism that I will later describe, whereas domestic 

errors become subsumed by the celebratory depiction of the successes of the reform 

period. 

Second-year students also take the class, Introduction to the Basic Principles of 

Marxism (“Marxism”), which serves as the primary vehicle to reinvigorate Chinese 

students’ flagging interest in Marxism as an ideology. The book opens with reference to 

an online poll conducted by the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) in September, 

1999, in which respondents selected Karl Marx as the greatest thinker of the now-

previous millennium (BBC 1999). In so doing, the book attempts to demonstrate the 

ongoing relevance of Marx and his ideas to the contemporary world. The book continues, 

“although it was born in the nineteenth century, Marxism did not stay in the nineteenth 

century. It originated in Europe but has expanded out of Europe and impacted the entire 

world” (Pang et al. 2009:2). The text reminds students that they are the future of the 

country, and they should therefore assiduously study Marxism both because it forms the 

core of China’s political system and because of its inherent scientific correctness 
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(2009:19). While the book insists that the basic truth of Marxism has persisted, it 

acknowledges that economic reform has made life more complex and has allowed new 

ways of thinking to flourish. On the other hand, it suggests only continued application of 

Marxism can maintain China’s progress in the future. In short, believing that Marxism is 

“out of date” is “unscientific and wrong.” (2009:20). 

Establishing Marxism as scientific is a core theme of this particular text. The book 

first tries to define the basic tenets of Marxism both with reference to Marxism’s 

objective and scientific nature and with reference to the intellectual forefathers of China’s 

particular flavor of Marxism beyond Marx and Engels, namely, Lenin and China’s 

paramount leaders, Mao, Deng, Jiang, and Hu. The book conspicuously leaves out 

discussion of other European Marxist thinkers but does describe the work of “utopian” 

socialists such as Henri de Saint Simon, Charles Fourier, and Robert Owen before 

dismissing their ideas as unscientific (2009:10). The book then describes dialectical 

materialism; developing an objective view of the world, society, politics, and the 

economy (with reference to Marxist terms such as “superstructure”); the importance of 

social revolution (including scientific and technological revolutions); the history and 

nature of capitalism (including global capitalism); and the establishment of socialist 

society through scientific principles (including the need for the leadership of a Leninist 

party and the setbacks faced by other socialist countries). The book concludes by arguing 

that communism is humanity’s most ideal social system in so far as a classless society 

will demonstrate harmony; communism’s establishment is also inevitable (2009:263). 

The fact that contemporary China does not match the ideal simply stems from the fact 
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that developing full communism takes a long time (2009:265). Naturally, the book elides 

the fact that this claim is unfalsifiable. 

Third-year students take the final class in the political curriculum, Mao Zedong 

Thought and Introduction to the Theoretical System of Socialism with Chinese 

Characteristics (“Maoism”). Longer than the other textbooks by nearly a hundred pages, 

the book continues themes found in the earlier courses. In particular, it reiterates that 

China’s unique national characteristics require correspondingly unique political solutions. 

The objective truth of Marxism must “Sinicize” in order to be successful. Whereas the 

previous Marxism course focused on Marxist-Leninist doctrine in broad terms with 

occasional reference to the political theory of China’s paramount leaders, those leaders 

now get full treatment complete with the traditional phrasings of “Mao Zedong Thought,” 

“Deng Xiaoping Theory,” and Jiang’s “Three Represents.” In so far as these perspectives 

match theory with practice, as the book claims, they maintain the claim to scientific truth.  

At the same time, the book calls out the dogmatism and errors of China’s peers in 

the Soviet Union and the Communist International (Wu et al. 2010:64), and the book 

exhaustively details the ways in which China’s leaders learned by experience rather than 

simply importing ideology. To begin with, Mao outlined the theory of a “new 

democracy” for the Chinese context, a political development that would skip the rise of a 

capitalist bourgeoisie as necessitated in other varieties of Marxism. Next, the book argues 

that this form of democracy is a transitional step on the path to socialism, a process in 

which China is only in the early stages (2010:105). The bulk of the middle of the book 

chiefly follows the chronology of the development of Chinese communist doctrine, from 

a discussion of Deng’s principle of reform to several chapters on “socialism with Chinese 
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characteristics,” and then on to Hu Jintao’s call to develop a “harmonious society” 

according to the principles of “scientific development.” The discussion of “scientific 

development” leads to a delineation of government plans for China’s future, which 

includes discussion of reunification with Taiwan although the text fails to spell out why 

reunification is necessary for the development of Chinese socialism. Moreover, at this 

point, the book has arguably abandoned theoretical discussion of socialism per se in so 

far as it concludes first with a polemic against foreign interference in China’s affairs and 

then with an exhortation to support the actions of the Party, which is the “core 

leadership” for the development of Chinese socialism and all the benefits the book has 

enumerated. This affirmation of the status quo becomes the closing statement in the 

textbook for what potentially might be the final politics course in students’ academic 

lives. 

1.2: THE SOLITARY CHINESE PATH 

 The conclusion of the university politics course sequence with a chapter 

encouraging students to recognize and support the efforts of the Chinese Communist 

Party directly implies that the Party (and the government it constitutes) sees itself as the 

solution to the issues facing China that the entire curriculum has spent years delineating. 

This implication is very obviously self-serving and confirms the perspective that the 

curriculum on the whole serves to justify Party rule. Importantly, the curriculum cements 

this position through its establishment of the discourse of guoqing, literally “national 

situation,” whereby all policies and political actions must fit the Chinese context in order 

to succeed. While that probably sounds like a reasonable position, it is important to 

remember that, per Foucault (2010), discourses are constructed through processes of 
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active exclusion of certain concepts and possibilities as well as the promotion of others. 

In developing the discourse of guoqing in its political curriculum, the government has 

two goals: 1) discrediting the political systems used in other countries by depicting those 

countries and their systems negatively; and 2) promoting the current Chinese political 

system, under the leadership of the Party, as the only system that matches China’s needs. 

I will now discuss each of these goals in turn. 

1.2.1: Resisting Foreign Power and Politics 

 Promoting antagonism towards other countries is a standard technique used by 

national governments to secure popular support. Typically, governments and their people 

rally against specific “significant others” for reasons that are contextually and historically 

rooted (Triandafyllidou 2001). This phenomenon certainly fits the Chinese context where 

the Chinese government and the Chinese people both demonstrate a great deal of 

antagonism towards Japan and the United States in particular, sentiments that result from 

long histories of political and economic conflict with those countries. At the same time, 

however, the Chinese government uses its political curriculum at all educational levels to 

generate mistrust of foreign actors in general (Callahan 2010; Vickers 2009b; Wang 

2008; Zhao 1998). In the college textbooks, the language constantly shifts from providing 

examples involving specific countries to critiquing the “West” more broadly, and from 

there to frequent invocations of the Chinese word for “foreign.” 

The first-year moral cultivation course introduces a theme present throughout the 

curriculum of reiterating past and contemporary threats of “foreign aggression.” While 

encouraging students to follow in China’s historical tradition of patriotism, one defining 

characteristic of proper patriotism is “unified anger against foreign aggression” (Luo et 
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al. 2009:43). Were it not for a history of foreign interference, Chinese civilization might 

still be in the world’s top position (2009:44). In light of threats such as these, national 

defense must be strengthened as history might otherwise repeat itself (2009:59). 

Ultimately, the Chinese people should sacrifice their personal interests for the good of the 

country (2009:57), and this obligation importantly includes students (2009:59). 

The history course continues the theme of negative foreign influence and largely 

serves as the core of its development in so far as the textbook presents example after 

example of specific instances of foreign intrusion into China. Once again, the textbook 

starts its story with the Opium Wars, during which the relevant Western powers engaged 

in “military aggression” (Sha et al. 2009:18), “political control” (2009:21), “economic 

exploitation” (2009:23), and “cultural infiltration” (2009:26); the textbook highlights 

each of those aspects in separate, named subsections. As described above, the chapters 

that follow largely highlight the various imperialist powers that have threatened China’s 

sovereignty, which culminates in the victory over Japan in the second world war. That 

victory, in turn, set the stage for the Chinese Communist Party’s assumption of control 

over the entire country, and the war against Japan continues to substantially factor into 

China’s contemporary discourse regarding foreign aggression. The Party liberated China 

both from class oppression but also from international conflicts of that magnitude, and it 

continues to vilify Japan as a particular “significant other” around which to organize 

popular antagonism. 

Naturally, the text describes the Party as having taken the lead in resisting 

Japanese forces (2009:128), whereas it depicts the KMT as being initially reluctant to 

oppose them (2009:131). Importantly, the text depicts the Party as promoting national 
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unity during the time of crisis whereas the KMT continued to craft anti-Communist 

policies (2009:138). The text notably critiques the KMT’s close ties to British and 

American military forces (2009:139). The involvement of other countries in the war, 

including the participation of the United States, otherwise receives minimal attention. 

While the text explicitly acknowledges the role of other countries in defending China, the 

actual description of those countries’ involvement lasts a single page, with the United 

States’ “Flying Tigers” air force squadron receiving praise, for example (2009:147). 

While it is true that allied foreign military presence on the ground in China was relatively 

limited, the text conspicuously fails to mention the Hiroshima and Nagasaki atomic 

bombings at all, let alone their role in bringing about Japanese surrender. It instead quotes 

US President Franklin Roosevelt as stating that Chinese forces greatly reduced the 

number of Japanese troops that the US military had to face elsewhere (2009:147). In 

short, the history of the war becomes a story about the Party’s resistance to a foreign 

power and not a story of multiple countries banding together to take on a common threat. 

The chapter on the war concludes with the statement, “only through supporting the 

Chinese Communist Party can the Chinese people safeguard their survival and develop 

their rights, and therefore create a better future” (2009:149). 

 The text pays substantially more attention to the actions of the United States after 

the end of the war with Japan due to US support of the KMT once the Chinese civil war 

resumed, and the US becomes the Party’s chief example of a foreign power trying to 

subjugate China through mechanisms other than direct conflict. The US has a long-term 

goal, the text argues, of establishing a government in China that would support US 

interests. Beyond China being a pawn in the Cold War, a KMT-led country would 
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provide the US a market for goods, a resource for raw materials, and opportunities for 

investment; and the text mentions the serious consideration the US government gave to 

formally providing military assistance to the KMT in order to ensure the defeat of the 

communists (2009:152). While the US did not ultimately do so, the text notes that the US 

and its Western capitalist allies did not want “New China” to succeed, and the West 

instituted political, economic, and military sanctions towards that end (2009:178), which, 

in turn, obligated China to form closer ties with the Soviet Union (2009:180). Of course, 

China’s relationship with the Soviet Union would also soon spoil, but the text stops short 

of fully specifying why; it hints at the “pressures” levied on China by the Soviet 

leadership in the 1960s (2009:216) but dos not reference the Sino-Soviet border conflict 

in 1969. 

The remaining courses transition from describing particular acts of foreign 

aggression to detailing foreign aggression as a general concept, transforming it into a 

vague but potentially omnipresent threat. The Marxism textbook refers to war in the 

abstract as often being the product of capitalist countries collectively attempting to 

protect their interests (Pang et al. 2009:172). It lists one of the goals of the “dictatorship 

of the proletariat”—under the leadership of the Party, of course—as protecting against 

foreign aggression and sabotage (2009:225). When the Party achieves its ultimate goal, 

the construction of a true communist society that will match up with communist societies 

developed separately everywhere else, foreign aggression will end as a result of the 

corresponding cessation of the necessity of states (2009:259). 

Similarly, the Maoism textbook often speaks of “imperialist aggression” without 

concrete historical and contextual references. In one case, the text claims that imperialist 
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aggression has caused territorial division. While the text references the specific examples 

of British control of Hong Kong and Portuguese control of Macao, it also stipulates that 

“every ethnic group [in China] has struggled against separatist forces” (Wu et al. 

2010:294), implying that unnamed foreign actors are a historical cause behind China’s 

infamous ethnic conflict. During the Cold War, the text claims that Mao supported world 

peace and opposed hegemony, but China was nonetheless prepared at the time to defend 

itself against a large-scale “war of aggression” directed at it; the text leaves it ambiguous 

as to who the particular aggressor might have been (2010:318). Likewise, the text stresses 

that the present purpose of the Chinese military is to defend against external threats rather 

than to engage in its own acts of aggression (2010:354). 

With the chronological advent of Deng’s reforms in the 1970s, the discourse in 

both the history textbook and those of the other courses shifts from speaking of foreign 

“aggression” to describing foreign “interference.” On the one hand, the textbooks depict 

foreign interference as having been present throughout China’s modern history. In 

addition to United States support for the KMT, foreign Christian missionaries in the 

1860s interfered with China’s “internal affairs” and traditional culture (Sha et al. 

2009:26), and imperialists “interfered” in the early 1900s through their support of leaders 

like Yuan Shikai, which, in turn, undermined the Chinese Republican (“bourgeois”) 

revolution (2009:65). But, since globally integrated economies tend to fight fewer wars 

with one another (Friedman 2000), the reduced likelihood of open conflict after Deng’s 

reform solidifies the Party’s need to latch onto foreign interference as the particular 

omnipresent danger that can threaten China’s improved livelihood. The previously 

mentioned indication that foreign aggression has led to ethnic separatism transitions into 
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the proposition that foreign actors are surreptitiously still behind China’s ongoing ethnic 

conflict. Given the Marxist perspective that ruling powers have historically used religion 

as a mechanism of suppression, the Marxism textbook exhorts students to be “vigilant” 

regarding foreign forces using religion to undermine China (Pang et al. 2009:96). While 

the Maoism textbook specifically blames the United States for preventing a solution to 

the Taiwan “question” (Wu et al. 2010:294), other unnamed foreign powers have also 

contributed (2010:296). The text labels any Western concern with China’s human rights 

issues as attempts to “interfere in China’s internal affairs and even subvert its political 

system” (2010:245). Conversely, as part of China’s official international relations 

doctrine of non-interference, the text describes Hu Jintao’s dream of a “harmonious 

world” in which each country would enjoy “equality of sovereignty and internal affairs 

free from interference” (2010:333). 

Students are consequently encouraged from the start of their college education to 

be wary of foreign ideological influence. While encouraging students to be patriotic, the 

moral cultivation text reminds them that “Western developed countries use their 

economic, technological, and military advantages to promote their political views, values, 

culture, and lifestyles in order to dominate the process of economic globalization so that 

developing countries will follow the Western development model…” Because of this, 

patriotism is necessary to “safeguard the interests of one’s country” (Luo et al. 2009:48). 

Students should further recognize that any efforts by Western countries to promote 

political and cultural integration through globalization simply reflect the West’s attempt 

to impose its political systems and ideology on developing countries, including China, at 

the cost of the developing world’s “sovereignty and dignity” (2009:49). 
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While the moral cultivation textbook later acknowledges the contributions that 

Western countries have made to global civilization, it encourages students to adhere to a 

Marxist standpoint and oppose the “wholesale Westernization” of China and the 

“mechanical copying” of the moral traditions of other countries (2009:100).  Having 

established the legacy of foreign aggression, the history textbook likewise further seeks 

to demonstrate how foreign social and political models have not worked for China. It 

claims that the “Westernization movement” of the late 1800s, which introduced 

industrial, military, and educational reforms to China, ultimately failed because it tried to 

apply bourgeois capitalist institutions on top of a feudal economic base and because it 

relied too heavily on foreign powers that naturally did not have China’s interests at heart 

(She et al. 2009:41-43). 

1.2.2: Supporting China’s Home-Grown Solutions 

From this foundation, the curriculum builds its fundamental assertion that the 

Chinese context requires a unique economic and political solution. Though the Party 

adheres to the Marxist understanding that societies can be divided into five categories—

primitive, slave, feudal, capitalist, and communist—not all societies will necessarily 

progress through all of those stages due to different national contexts (Pang et al. 

2009:109). The “middle path” that develops “old democracy” through a bourgeois 

revolution, which the history textbook associates with the United States and the United 

Kingdom, would simply not fit the Chinese situation (Sha et al. 2009:164). China did not 

follow the model of those countries in pursuing “capitalist industrialization” like Japan 

and the remainder of Europe did. Instead, China looked towards the Soviet Union and 

settled on “socialist industrialization” because the Soviet model better allowed for the 
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rapid development of “productive forces,” and following the capitalist road would have 

put China at the mercy of the aforementioned imperialist powers (2009:191). That said, 

as the Marxism textbook tells us, the Soviet approach was not without flaws; it was too 

tightly controlled and opposed to market forces, which stifled production. The text claims 

that, while the Russian October revolution was the most important event of the twentieth 

century, the Chinese communist revolution was the second most important because it 

demonstrated the value of adjusting socialist development to specific national contexts 

(Pang et al. 2009:220). Ultimately, the eventual failure of the Soviet Union reinforces the 

need to continually adjust socialist policy to match social changes (2009:223). 

The textbooks thus establish guoqing, attention to national context, in its position 

of prime importance in the political curriculum. As the history textbook extols, a crucial 

aspect of students becoming China’s future leaders is the students’ understanding China’s 

guoqing (Sha et al. 2008:1). Recognizing China’s guoqing led China’s early communist 

leaders to look towards the Soviet approach in the first place (2008:91), and, according to 

the text, the leaders endeavored to match their political ideals to the particular Chinese 

context (2008:170). Similarly, differences between the Chinese circumstances and those 

elsewhere led to the aforementioned ideological and political breaks with the Soviet 

Union and the formation of novel concepts such as “new democracy.” While dependent 

on the Soviet Union for expertise on governing in the years immediately following the 

1949 victory in the civil war against the KMT, Chinese leaders in the 1950s quickly 

learned to identity shortcomings in the Soviet system, which further strengthened their 

resolve to match Marxism to the Chinese context (2008:206). 
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While the history textbook provides references to and directly quotes early Party 

documents with regards to deliberation of China’s guoqing, the text also clearly positions 

the Party’s early history in a way that benefits the Party of the present; the text wishes to 

translate historical legacy into contemporary legitimacy. The text quotes Deng Xiaoping 

as stating that China’s developmental success up until the time he assumed power 

stemmed from the Party having adjusted Marxism to Chinese circumstances (2008:202). 

Deng conveniently also stated that the country, under the leadership of the Party, must 

continue to respect China’s particular national circumstances and not copy Western 

political systems nor engage in “bourgeois liberalization” (2008:243). The Marxism 

textbook likewise stipulates that the development of the Marxist-Leninist “dictatorship of 

the proletariat” will vary in each socialist country according to guoqing (Pang et al. 

2009:225). The form that public ownership of industry takes will similarly vary, which 

consequently justifies shares of state-owned enterprises being sold in stock markets as 

currently done in China (2009:229). The Maoism textbook claims that China’s guoqing 

necessitated the shift from a Soviet-style planned economy to a market economy under 

the leadership of Deng (Wu et al. 2010:59). Finally, and ironically, because of guoqing, 

China cannot “close the door” and remove itself from its current position in global 

economic integration (2010:208). 

The concept of guoqing fundamentally serves as a post hoc justification for 

whichever decision the Chinese government chooses to make, and remarkable failures, 

such as the Cultural Revolution, stem from leaders at the time having misunderstood the 

guoqing (2010:132). By claiming to adhere to guoqing, government discourse moves on 

to its biggest statement of alleged ideological independence, namely, the government’s 



28 

 

 

 

self-description as operating according to the principles of “socialism with Chinese 

characteristics.” The current Chinese system of government, and all that that entails, is 

uniquely and comprehensively suited to China’s circumstances both in the present and for 

the foreseeable future, that is, until full communism is achieved and the state is no longer 

needed as the Marxism textbook suggests (Pang et al. 2009:269). The history textbook 

takes the argument further by stipulating that the “socialism with Chinese characteristics” 

approach is “totally correct” because it incorporates an understanding of China’s guoqing 

(She et al. 2008:269). According to the Maoism textbook, this approach is, moreover, the 

“only correct path to achieve national rejuvenation, prosperity, and the happiness of the 

Chinese people” (Wu et al. 2010:11); and that text, in its role as the ultimate and final 

statement in the college students’ political curriculum, repeatedly reiterates the 

correctness of the path that China has hitherto taken. 

1.3: THE MULTIVOCAL SCIENTIFIC PATH 

 Beyond actively denying the viability of foreign political alternatives in order to 

legitimize itself as the sole political system suitable for China, the government dresses its 

curriculum in the language of science; in doing so, the Party’s continued dominance gets 

painted as an objective necessity. Not only is “socialism with Chinese characteristics” 

completely correct because it adheres to guoqing, it is correct because it “adheres to the 

basic principles of scientific socialism” (She at al. 2008:269). The concept of science, as 

the textbooks use it, is simultaneously both a universal framework for understanding the 

world—and, consequently, China’s role within it—and a particularistic framework used 

to justify the specific decisions that have been made by the Chinese government and the 

Party that leads it. While a fair amount of academic attention has been paid to the anti-
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foreign aspects of the guoqing discourse discussed previously, virtually no scholars have 

turned their attention to this aspect of the curriculum, perhaps because the science 

discourse features most heavily at the university level rather than the primary or 

secondary levels that have been more extensively studied.  

Importantly, the university textbooks invoke multiple discourses regarding 

science: 1) science as a vague marker of objective superiority; 2) science as the process 

and product of research, particularly within a natural science framework; and 3) science 

as Marxist analysis. In some cases, the textbooks explicitly distinguish these discourses 

from one another, but, in other cases, the discourses get used interchangeably. In 

particular, the effort to align Marxism with natural science serves as an attempt to further 

justify government decisions and continued Party dominance. 

 The moral cultivation textbook encourages students to develop a scientific 

outlook on life as part of preparing themselves for college, but what a scientific outlook 

entails is often only vaguely articulated, effectively reducing “science” to a buzzword in 

many cases. Something that is “scientific” might be so just because it is better than that 

which is not. College is a place where students can learn from professors who are experts 

in scientific knowledge, but college is also a place where they can learn “scientific study 

methods” (Luo et al. 2009:2). College education entails learning the scientific method in 

addition to book knowledge, but students should also learn “scientific creative thinking 

habits” (2009:4) as well as “the basics of scientific exercise” (2009:9). Students can 

develop a “scientifically noble” outlook on life to guide their own lives, which entails 

using “scientific theories and methods” to establish a “correct” outlook (2009:68) as well 

as dedicating oneself to the service of others (2009:69). “Worshipping money, hedonism, 



30 

 

 

 

and extreme individualism,” in contrast, detracts from the development of a scientific 

outlook (2009:70). Students can further “scientifically” approach their living environment 

through adhering to a list of general behaviors, namely, developing a healthy body and 

mind (2009:79), establishing correct perspectives (2009:80), controlling their emotions, 

and developing social relationships (2009:82). Notably, the list also includes the directive 

to “master the scientific methods of coping with psychological problems” (2009:82). The 

associated paragraph references the need for students to develop their understanding of 

contemporary mental health knowledge, and, thus, the text briefly connects the 

previously vague discussion of science to the specific practice of scientific research. 

 To the extent that the moral cultivation textbook presents a clear picture of what 

science entails, the text generally treats science and objectivity as equivalent. The text 

contrasts “utopian ideals” with “scientific ideals” that integrate human goals with an 

objective recognition of a society’s development trajectory. “Scientific belief” consists of 

belief that will develop according to changes in “objective reality” and is therefore 

stronger than belief that is “divorced from reality” (2009:23). Science here further 

implies discernment. A “scientific worldview and methodology” can help students to 

“correctly identify the social phenomena of right and wrong; good and evil; and beauty 

and ugliness.” The same page encourages students to “objectively” evaluate themselves 

to understand their natural abilities although shortcomings can possibly be overcome 

through determination (2009:77). Lastly, the text links science with rationality; China’s 

legislative process must continue to improve in order to ensure the country’s laws are 

both scientific and rational (2009:200). On the whole, this text largely avoids construing 

science specifically as a domain involving the practice of research; when the text does 
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reference research, those references generally serve to acknowledge students’ location in 

institutions that produce scientific knowledge. 

 Armed with this broad conceptualization of science, the moral cultivation 

textbook also serves the purpose of introducing a key theme that runs throughout the 

remainder of the courses, namely, that Marxism represents a scientific worldview and 

that China’s state organization, in so far as it manifests Marxism, is likewise the product 

of scientific reasoning. In addition to discussing college students’ new lives surrounded 

by scientific research, the text’s introductory chapter states that “Marxism is scientific; it 

is always strictly based on objective facts” (2009:13). Further, “Marxism is the scientific 

theory of understanding the world and transforming the world” (2009:27). The Marxist 

assertion of the inevitability of communism is scientific in so far as it correctly 

understands the “laws of human social development” (2009:28), and, correspondingly, 

the Chinese Communist Party, guided by scientific theory construed in this fashion, has 

crafted policies “proven by practice” (2009:30). 

The Marxism textbook unsurprisingly continues this theme in the curriculum’s 

second year by relentlessly pushing the assertion that Marxism represents a specifically 

scientific approach to the study of history and society; in fact, its first chapter largely 

devotes itself to demonstrating how Marxism constitutes a science through describing 

aspects such as Marxism’s objectivity and logical structure. Notably, the Marxism text 

explicitly emphasizes how Marxism can be viewed a science in the same sense as more 

traditional forms. The text does so first through making all-encompassing claims about 

science in general. The text tells us that “any kind of scientific theory is a product of its 

times,” and Marxism’s development happens to have coincided with the onset of 
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industrialization (Sha et al. 2008:4). The “creation and development of scientific theory 

needs to stand on the shoulders of giants, and Marxism is no exception;” the text notes 

that German philosophy, English political economic theory, and ideas regarding utopian 

socialism from France and England inspired Marx and Engels (2008:8). Marx and Engels 

further arrived at their theories through “tireless scientific research” (2008:10). Later, the 

text links the “materialist worldview” of Marx and Engels with natural science’s focus on 

matter (2008:30), and the text stipulates that readers should adhere to the perspective that 

all phenomena—presumably, whether pertaining to society or the natural world—are 

“knowable” since matter exists objectively and because the extent to which anything 

remains unknown stems from limitations in scientific technique and technology 

(2008:31). Lastly, the text asserts that dialectical thinking, consciously performed or not, 

exists at the core of modern scientific methods, whatever the method might be (2008:53).  

Beyond analogizing the practice of Marxism and other forms of science, the text 

makes a point to place Marx at the same standing as other well-known scholars and 

scientists, and, in doing so, it clearly implies that his theories are of equal scientific value. 

This is, after all, the same text that begins by mentioning the selection of Marx as the 

greatest thinker of the previous millennium. The aforementioned reference to standing on 

the shoulders of giants, of course, is likely meant to evoke the famous metaphor 

attributed to Isaac Newton. Later, after referencing Immanuel Kant’s insistence that 

human reason reveals natural laws, the text points out that gravity existed before Newton 

studied it, and, in the same way, the law of surplus value existed before Marx described it 

in Capital. Nonetheless, Newton and Marx’s particular skills at research revealed these 

scientific laws to the world (2008:54). Just as “Darwin discovered the law of the origin 
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and evolution of species, Marx discovered the laws of the development of human 

society” (2008:94). The text more generally asserts later that “Marx puts forward the 

issue of [the development of] communism just as a natural scientist already knows how a 

new biological variant is produced and which direction evolution would have to go to 

produce that variant” (2008:254). 

While it makes great effort to demonstrate how Marxism constitutes the same sort 

of science as other sciences, the Marxism textbook also makes it clear that Marxism is 

also different in the sense that it has an unequivocally moral nature. The text points out 

that a chemist might either engage in research that helps people or produce drugs that 

harm people. However, Marxism can only benefit people as it serves to liberate humanity 

(2008:83). The text elsewhere depicts science and technology as a “double-edged sword,” 

especially within a capitalist society, in so far as science and technology might be used 

either for social benefit or for oppression. Using elements of the foreign aggression 

discourse analyzed earlier, the text notes that hegemonic powers might use science to 

develop weapons that result in the substantial loss of life and property. And, of course, 

technology in any context, China or otherwise, might harm the environment (2008:125). 

The solution to these various issues, naturally, is to develop better technology as well as 

to encourage scientists to work for positive social change under the moral guidance of 

Marxism (2008:133). 

In stark contrast to the Marxism textbook, the history textbook frequently draws a 

clearer distinction between Marxism and other forms of science. In doing so, the history 

textbook provides a window into how the various discourses entered into China and also 

how the Chinese government retroactively reflects on those discourses. As the text 
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explains, pre-modern China once led the world in scientific and technological discoveries 

(She et al. 2008:5). Nonetheless, because China eventually fell behind the West, 

intellectuals in the 1800s, including the aforementioned “Westernization movement,” 

advocated the study of Western science and technology so that China could catch up but 

also so that it could fend off foreign aggression (2008:34). As a founding member of the 

Chinese Communist Party in the early 1900s, Chen Duxiu likewise favored developing 

China’s scientific capabilities. Yet the text insists that Chen’s admiration of certain 

contemporary Western philosopher-scientists—the text specifically names William 

James, Henri Bergson, and Bertrand Russell—indicates that Chen, who was later 

expelled from the party, incorporated bourgeois ideology into his conception of science 

(2008:88). In contrast, Li Dazhao, another early Party leader, “transformed” his 

colleague’s West-aligned perspective on science by incorporating Marxism (2008:90). In 

describing this history, the text implicitly acknowledges the existence of multiple 

discourses on science. Indeed, the text soon thereafter makes that acknowledgement 

explicit when it states, “science, outside of natural science, and as far as society is 

concerned, chiefly refers to the Marxist scientific worldview and its theory of social 

revolution” (2008:97). 

 From this point forward, the text interleaves both discourses as it details the civil 

war, the war against Japan, and the years of Party rule since. In some cases, a given 

statement regarding science clearly reflects a Marxist framework. For example, the 

statement “[Mao] scientifically elaborated on the dialectical unity of the Communist-led 

agrarian revolt, armed struggle, and base construction,” (2008:115) includes Marxist 

terminology (“dialectic”). Similarly, Mao’s strategy for leading the Communist Party 
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during the Civil War against the KMT originated in a “scientific summary” of the 

experience of the Soviet Red Army and accorded with “Marxist doctrine that prevailed in 

the Party at that time” (2008:116). At that time, the Party also published “social science 

works”—presumably Marxist, although the text does not explicitly say so—for the 

purpose of spreading “progressive ideas” (2008:117). Later, Mao, while stationed at the 

Party base in Yan’an in 1937, “scientifically clarified the Party’s ideology” by combining 

the “basic principles of Marxist-Leninism” with the “specific reality of China,” leading to 

conclusions the text deems “objective” (2008:123). 

The text simultaneously documents the attention the Party has paid towards non-

Marxist scientific research during various periods of struggle. While Mao was busy 

scientifically clarifying in Yan’an, the Party also set up schools there to teach 

“philosophy, social science, and natural science” to the children of farmers. Seeing the 

latter as particularly important, the Party established the Yan’an Academy of Natural 

Science in 1940 for the purpose of teaching and research (2008:140). During the war with 

Japan, “patriotic teachers and students,” displaced from their universities, continued 

teaching and doing scientific research to foster “independence and revival of the Chinese 

nation” (2008:142). Developments in scientific political thinking often go hand-in-hand 

with promoting other forms of science. While making a “scientific analysis on the basic 

contradictions of society,” Mao also recognized the need to train “scientists” as well as 

“Marxist theorists” from within the working class (2008:211). 

Despite the fact that the history textbook’s use of the concept of science often 

explicitly refers to, or at least implies, one particular discourse, the Marxist science 

discourse frequently evokes the other in ways not unlike that which the Marxist textbook 
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employs. The text’s repeated use of “science” as a modifier, that is, “scientific” or 

“scientifically,” arguably implies that the results reflect a process not unlike that which 

might be used by the natural sciences, which the text has otherwise acknowledged to be a 

distinct form of knowledge. Correspondingly, the text is not always entirely clear about 

which discourse it is using. For example, the text reports that Mao “scientifically 

predicted” in 1938 how the war against Japan would develop (2008:136), but the context 

does not make it clear that Mao’s tools for doing so were specifically Marxist. Nor does 

the text stipulate the process by which Mao arrived at those predictions even as it implies 

that a process existed nonetheless, a process which resulted in predictions analogically 

akin to those made by natural science. This implication of process is made stronger by the 

narrative structure of the text, which allows the text to present Party doctrine as truths 

revealed over time. The text elsewhere acknowledges that the Party has made errors, but 

it also asserts that the root cause of those errors stems from the short history of socialism 

and the corresponding lack of adequate, pre-existing scientific research on how to build a 

socialist society (2008:223). In other words, the Party learned the practice of Marxist 

science by doing. 

With the practice of Marxist science so construed, practically any successful 

decision the party makes becomes scientific, and, echoing the moral cultivation textbook, 

the history textbook insists that history has proven that Marxism, as led by the Party, is 

the sole scientific perspective that can successfully lead to China’s “rejuvenation” 

(2008:272). In contrast, any errors made by the Party can be “scientifically analyzed” 

after the fact (2008:224). The text establishes a pattern whereby each successive 

paramount Chinese leader establishes their own scientific credentials relative to their 
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predecessors, ensuring a never-ceasing continuity of scientific practice and correctness. 

When Deng Xiaoping first came to power, he promoted Mao’s “scientific system” 

(2008:233), which he, in turn, “inherited and developed” into his own scientific “Deng 

Xiaoping theory” (2008:251). Regarding Deng, the text uses language similar to its 

descriptions of Mao; Deng “scientifically summarized the Party’s basic practice and 

experience since the third plenary session of the eleventh central committee” (2008:248). 

His successor, Jiang Zemin, likewise proclaimed the scientific virtue of Deng’s 

contributions while Jiang also provided a “scientific summary of the practical experience 

of the reform and opening” (2008:250). Further, Jiang’s own scientific “three represents” 

doctrine “holds high the banner of Deng Xiaoping theory” (2008:254). Lastly, Hu Jintao, 

leader at the time of this edition of the history textbook’s publication, constructed a 

“scientific development perspective” that represents a culmination of “Marxist-Leninism, 

Mao Zedong thought, Deng Xiaoping theory, and the important thought of ‘three 

represents’” altogether (2008:257). 

 Hu’s personal focus on “scientific development” almost certainly explains why 

the history textbook so emphatically punctuates its narrative with references to science, 

both in the Marxist and natural senses. Explaining the concept requires the text 

demonstrating how China has thus far developed scientifically. “Scientific development” 

arguably also represents the culmination of an effort reflected in this particular text to 

subtly fuse the two distinct discourses into one, and it thus provides the basis of the broad 

science discourse found in the other textbooks as well. In essence, the “scientific 

development” phrase can both signify China’s historical and future development 

according to Marxist science as well as the development of China’s scientific research 
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capacity. The text reports that Hu told China’s National Science and Technology 

Conference that China should adhere to “a road of independent innovation with Chinese 

characteristics.” He hoped that China would be become an innovative country within 

approximately fifteen years, and the central government subsequently launched a 

“scientific and technological development plan” (2008:259). 

 As the textbook for the capstone university politics course, the Maoism textbook 

builds on top of this scientific development concept as well as the more general science 

discourse covered in all of its predecessors. Marxism, once again, is a scientific truth, a 

truth that this text recognizes as “universal,” but which requires adjustment to China’s 

guoqing (Wu et al. 2010:3). The text then recapitulates much of the Party ideological 

history that the history textbook covered, but, in this case, it naturally starts with Mao. At 

the same time, it incorporates the Marxism text’s greater emphasis on exhaustively 

detailing the scientific nature of particular points of doctrine; what the history text might 

have covered in a few paragraphs might now require several pages. As the course serves 

both as an introduction to the perspectives of Mao Zedong and to “socialism with 

Chinese characteristics,” the scientific underpinnings of the latter receive especially 

extensive attention, and the ties between the guoqing and science discourses are thus 

cemented. 

Correspondingly, in its role as the final textbook, the text intensifies the use of 

science as a justification for Party and government actions. Acknowledging the widening 

income gaps that have occurred as a result of Deng’s economic reforms, the text asserts 

that some degree of inequality is necessary in so far as full egalitarianism would hinder 

work initiative and hence would stall the economic growth needed to achieve general 
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social prosperity. Policies that enforce strict egalitarian distribution “do not meet the 

scientific theory of Marxism” (2010:195). Nonetheless, as part of Hu’s “scientific 

development,” the government will seek to “rationally adjust the pattern of national 

income distribution” so as to mitigate the negative consequences of income inequality 

(2010:199). As before, favorable results prove the scientific quality of the Party’s 

methods; China’s “one country, two systems” approach to Taiwan, an approach that 

would allow some degree of political and economic autonomy upon the assumed 

inevitable reunification with the island, has been proven scientific through its successful 

application to Hong Kong and Macao (2010:305). In contrast, serious historical blunders 

such as the Cultural Revolution that transpired prior to the reforms occurred because the 

Party at that time lacked sufficient scientific understanding of China’s stage of socialist 

development (2010:132). China has had to learn by doing because Marx and Engels only 

“scientifically clarified” the contradictions that exist in capitalist societies and did not 

offer insight into the contradictions in the early stages of socialism (2010:163). 

The text and the curriculum conclude by laying out the scientific development 

plans the Party holds for the future, and many of those plans stem from the Party’s honest 

reflection on where the government and the country on the whole still fall short. To begin 

with, China needs more science of the non-Marxist variety. As also described in the 

history textbook, this text recognizes that China has already come a long way in terms of 

developing its capacity for scientific and technological innovation, but the text argues 

that the country has not reached the rank of a top-tier “innovative country,” which, from 

the perspective of the 2010 publication date, would hopefully occur in 2020 (2010:206). 

Yet China also needs more science in the curriculum’s broader sense. The country needs 
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a “scientific legal system” that can readily adapt to the “continuous development of the 

economy, politics, culture, and social life.”  Laws should be “clear, certain, specific, and 

operational” and should represent the interests of the vast majority of people. Legal 

inconsistencies should be eliminated (2010:238). Government administration must 

likewise be reformed to become more efficient and to encourage “scientific decision-

making.” Yet making the government more scientific does not necessarily entail 

liberalization as the text is quick to point out that a “scientific understanding” of 

“democracy, freedom, and human rights” recognizes that those concepts are historically, 

culturally, and economically bound (2010:242). Lastly, the military must be 

“scientifically and rationally reformed” to make the best use of personnel as well as 

improved technology and weapons (2010:360). 

1.4: THE TWO PATHS DIVERGE? 

In the preceding analysis, I have described the guoqing and science discourses 

individually even though the textbooks use them to reinforce one another. The books 

repeatedly stress that attention to guoqing represents a particular scientific approach. At 

the same time, the books’ use of the two discourses remains distinct in that the guoqing 

discourse actively excludes other development discourses while the science discourse 

clearly attempts to bring in multiple discourses of science under one umbrella. These are 

two radically different discursive maneuvers that ultimately serve the same end of 

justifying Party rule. 

Moreover, differentiating these various science discourses should not be taken to 

imply that I am suggesting that Marxism does not constitute science; in so far as 

“science” represents a socially constructed category related to knowledge production, 
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science can be whatever social consensus says it is. Nonetheless, in the case of China, the 

government clearly wishes to promote a broad picture of science with itself at the center. 

Collectively, the textbooks reference the term “science” hundreds of times, highlighting 

the central role the term takes in the government’s presentation of itself to its college 

students. However it may choose to construe science, the government wishes to say of 

itself that it is the product of science, that it practices science, and that it will promote the 

development of science into the future.  

Yet the various textbooks also seem to anticipate, if not expect, that the student 

reader’s understanding of science matches a narrower perspective of science, namely, 

that of “natural” or “modern” science. As the text that most resolutely pushes Marxism as 

a science, the Marxism textbook seems to be especially aware that its student readers may 

not necessarily agree with its framing of science. For example, it stresses that “denying 

the scientific nature of Marxism is wrong and harmful”—harmful because China’s 

Marxist development approach needs general support in order to be successful (She et al. 

2008:21). The Maoist textbook further declares that “we must focus on changing ideas 

that do not suit or do not conform to the scientific development perspective” in order to 

guarantee the development of socialism with Chinese characteristics (Wu et al. 2010:57). 

Later, as part of its culminating depiction of the steps necessary to safeguard China’s 

future, the same text describes the government’s educational policy, which is to “persist 

in educating people, moral education foremost, cultivating the [all-around] development 

of the builders and successors of socialism; improve the quality of all the people, 

including the ideological and moral quality, the quality of scientific culture…” 

(2010:284). Here the text asserts the importance of ideology relative to science, and, 
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further, “scientific culture” likely already connotes a broader conception of science. 

Ultimately, if the government did assume that students construed science in the broader 

way, it probably would not feel the need to constantly reiterate that such-and-such 

doctrinal tenet is scientific or that so-and-so did such-and-such scientifically. 

I would argue that, through the broadly-construed science discourse in the 

university political curriculum, the government is clearly attempting to establish its 

legitimacy on the foundation of already existing student belief in the merits of science in 

the narrower sense. Despite the various textbooks warning about the dangers of importing 

foreign thought, there is generally no such concern about importing Western natural 

science. (The humanities and social sciences from capitalist countries, however, might 

convey bourgeois ideology; She et al. 2008:177). The benefits of science and technology 

tangibly abound in the lives of Chinese students in the form of cell phones and internet 

access. Moreover, many of the textbooks recognize that developing China’s capacity for 

science and science education in this narrower sense represents a crucial step towards 

China’s future, and students who have arrived at this point in their academic lives have 

already had years’ worth of training in the natural science tradition. Many of these 

students will, in fact, become scientists in that tradition. Indeed, the texts largely assume 

that their student readers are already familiar with the narrower natural science discourse 

as evidenced by the use of analogies to natural science and references to specific 

scientists. The texts clearly assume that these references will appeal to students and thus 

encourage the students to see science in the broader sense that, ironically, leads to the 

narrow guoqing discourse. 
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Outside of science thus construed, there exists an alternative scientific framework, 

one that stresses a more universalistic approach. Peter Berger (1997) identifies the global 

“intelligentsia” as one of the “four faces of global culture” along with business, popular 

culture, and religion. The intelligentsia include internationally-connected academics and 

thus, potentially, professional scientists, natural or otherwise. While not all scientists 

necessarily have the goal of supplanting local and national prerogatives with global 

ones—and Berger’s focus is primarily on those who do—it remains the case that science 

thus construed operates across borders. Through mechanisms such as the internet, 

students, regardless of whether they intend to pursue lives as researchers, will still likely 

experience exposure to international scientific discourse that has not necessarily received 

the “with Chinese characteristics” postfix. If students do become researchers, they will 

likely spend their professional lives reading journal publications written by foreign 

researchers and possibly interacting with those foreign researchers at conferences either 

in China or abroad. In any case, those foreign researchers will most likely not construe 

science in the same way that the Chinese government does. 

The moral cultivation textbook, the political text students will read the earliest 

after having begun their lives in their new academic homes replete with non-Marxist 

science, reveals an anxiety that students will gravitate towards the discourse less 

constrained by guoqing:  

In the context of economic globalization, the development and use of 

science and technology crosses borders…. Citizens of all countries are 

flowing around the world, and citizens of a country may work and live in 

another country, and development an attachment towards that country. 

This situation may confuse someone’s sense of belonging, even causing 

them to think patriotism is outdated (Luo et al. 2009:48).  
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The text then reminds students: 

Science has no borders, but scientists have a motherland…. The 

development of scientific work and the fates of scientists both have a close 

relationship with the scientists’ motherland. Scientific knowledge is 

borderless, but the use of scientific knowledge cannot leave the specific 

country. (2009:49) 

 

Providing the example of Qian Xuesen, an aerospace engineer who “abandoned a 

superior life and working conditions abroad” to “join the construction of the motherland,” 

the text asserts that “natural scientists and social scientists all have a great responsibility 

to the prosperity of their country” (2009:49). 

 This chapter has detailed the discourses of guoqing and science that the Chinese 

government wishes to promote through its curriculum, with a particular emphasis on how 

the latter is meant to entail the former, but the chapter does not detail how these 

discourses are actually taught in the university environment, nor does it examine the 

impact of these discourses on the students. Does the Chinese government actually have to 

be anxious about students falling prey to foreign discourse, including those regarding 

science? The following chapters will address this question.
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CHAPTER 2: INSTRUCTING THE POLITICAL CURRICULUM 

 The previous chapter introduced the curriculum that the Chinese government has 

designed to convince Chinese university students to accept its continued rule. In 

particular, it pushes the two discourses of guoqing and Marxist science, with the latter 

being especially tuned to appeal to student trust in non-Marxist science. At the same time, 

these discourses are just inert words on a page until they are either taught by teachers or 

read by students. Even then, teachers do not necessarily passively transmit discourse, nor 

do students passively receive it. Transmission and reception furthermore occur within the 

context of particular classroom and university settings that can impact the entire process. 

Chinese university education can and should be analyzed from the aspects of being both a 

mechanism of social control and an embodied environment.  

While social theorists such as Althusser (1971) and Gellner (1983) have examined 

education’s role in maintaining state authority, these perspectives have typically 

approached schools as if they were simple mechanisms acting out the will of the state 

when, in fact, schools comprise complex structures and processes involving multiple 

actors with individual wills and goals (Giroux 1981). Later scholars, particularly those 

who study Chinese education, have increasingly turned to the work of Foucault to 

examine how schools actively construct discourse as well as construct the individual 

student as a state subject through what Foucault (1995) calls the “microphysics of 

power.” Through disciplinary measures and evaluative methods such as examinations and 

grades, teachers and other school authorities, as active mechanisms of state power, shape 

the behavior and mentalities of individual students according to government goals 

(Hansen 2015; Woronov 2009; Bakken 2000). Students may come to internalize their 
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subjectivity through either accepting the evaluations teachers give them, or, as Woronov 

(2009) discovered in Chinese schools, by engaging in practices of self-evaluation and by 

evaluating other students. University organizations such as student government “[train] 

students to govern themselves and their peers, and adapt to and internalize hierarchical 

structures” (Hansen 2015:97). Moreover, teachers serve as the gatekeepers of particular 

discourses such as those identified in the previous chapter; teachers have the profound 

power to determine who can speak in class and what constitutes an acceptable statement, 

and they evaluate students accordingly (Ball 2013). 

Educational systems also construct teachers as subjects in so far as teachers face 

expectations of behavior and even evaluations on their teaching performance, potentially 

including evaluations of their adherence to state doctrine. At the same time, a 

Foucauldian analysis allows for some degree of resistance. Teachers have motivations 

that do not always perfectly align with those of the state. They may not always agree with 

the textbooks, and they may voice that disagreement to the students assuming that 

repercussions for doing so will be minimal or even nonexistent. Further, teachers may 

add their own material that either more closely matches their personal interests or that 

seeks to entertain the students. Students might likewise choose to speak at times when a 

teacher does not expect them to do so, or students might make comments that do not 

adhere to the prevailing state discourse. 

Yet, in my fieldwork, I observed that teachers for the political curriculum classes 

and their students rarely resisted in substantial ways, which speaks to the strength of the 

microphysics of power. As this chapter will detail, teachers frequently added material, 

but the new material usually supported state discourse, and students rarely challenged 
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their teachers or the official discourse the teachers presented. Instead, student resistance 

most often occurred in the form of obvious boredom and lack of attention. In what 

follows, I first examine the ways in which politics teachers tried to make politics 

interesting in the face of obvious student disinterest, and I pay particular attention to the 

methods by which the teachers instructed the science and guoqing discourses. While 

students could have challenged either discourse, they rarely did so, and I conclude the 

chapter by analyzing how teachers maintained discursive control even when giving 

students the ability to speak.  

This chapter draws from my time attending twelve semester-long university-level 

politics courses over the course of the year I spent doing my fieldwork. I gained access to 

the courses through contacting the corresponding teachers listed in the university’s course 

schedule. At the university, students were automatically assigned to these courses 

according to their major. Because each course only enrolled students from a small 

number of specific majors, my primary goal in selecting teachers to contact was the 

desire to attend classes with a diverse range of students. I wanted to make sure STEM, 

social science, and humanities majors were all represented in my sample in case class 

demographics impacted instruction even though the government-mandated curriculum 

remained the same for all students. Most teachers I contacted accepted my request to 

attend their course; and I attended courses targeting mathematics, physics, chemistry, 

psychology, sociology, journalism, Chinese literature, and foreign language students. 

The twelve courses were split among five distinct topics. Eight of those courses, 

representing four of those topics, corresponded to the textbooks described in the previous 

chapter, namely, moral cultivation, history, Marxism, and Maoism. The eight different 
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individuals teaching these courses were all directly affiliated with the university’s politics 

department although they primarily taught students in other majors given that these 

classes are required of all students. The last topic, “current events and policy,” (“policy”) 

did not come with an assigned textbook although it nonetheless comprised a required 

course in the same politics curriculum. The remaining four teachers were not affiliated 

with the politics department but instead held positions known as fudao yuan and were 

affiliated with the same department as the major of the students they taught.5  

Fudao yuan literally translates to “counselor,” but their duties can be both 

extensive and vaguely defined. While the politics faculty had academic training in fields 

closely related to the subjects they taught, the fudao yuan had often majored in the same 

discipline as their students. They do serve the role of providing guidance, but they also 

plan social events for students, and, crucially, they provide oversight consistent with the 

social control purpose of the Chinese university.6 For example, on June 4, the anniversary 

of the Tiananmen square incident, one told me that her peers and she receive emails each 

year instructing them to be vigilant regarding student activity on that day. While the 

fudao yuan do not have a lot of authority within their respective departments, they do 

essentially serve as the public face of the Communist Party and the government for the 

students. They make sure that students are fulfilling their political as well as their 

                                                 
5 One fudao yuan informed me that national regulations stipulated that the policy classes also be taught by 

teachers in a university’s politics department, but this particular university did not have enough faculty to 

do so. Another told me that the class was supposed to serve as an introduction to the social problems faced 

by developing countries but not in the case of this university for the same reason. Because of this, I cannot 

construe my experience observing the policy classes as representative per se although the experience 

nonetheless clearly demonstrates the themes I develop in this chapter. 
6 The teachers, including the fudao yuan, report to the department deans for administrative purposes, but 

the real power lies with each department’s Communist Party secretary who occupies a position in a Party 

hierarchy running parallel to the administrative hierarchy. The university’s Party secretary likewise holds 

more power than the university president. 
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academic obligations. Fudao yuan facilitate the election and organization of student body 

leaders who then also become active in the social control of their classmates, including 

informing on them. If students wish to become a member of the Party, which can confer 

material and social benefits later in life, the fudao yuan facilitate that process as well. 

While attending classes, I took extensive notes on the material discussed as well 

as photographs of any presentation slides to make later reference easier. I paid particular 

attention to the ways in which teachers both covered and strayed from the discourse and 

topics of the official course textbooks.  I also formally interviewed ten of the twelve 

teachers. Interviews followed a semi-structured format with questions pertaining to their 

daily lives, their academic training, their motivation for becoming a teacher, their goals 

for teaching, and how they prepared for the classes they taught. I asked follow-up 

questions as needed to flesh out details. I met with the various teachers in locations of 

their choosing. (Most selected their offices, which provided some degree of privacy and 

hence increased the likelihood of truthful responses.) All interviews were done in 

Chinese, and some were recorded with the teacher’s permission. I promised strict 

confidentiality, and all of teachers’ names used in this chapter are pseudonyms. However, 

I believe it is worth noting that the teachers exhibited the most hesitancy out of all of 

those I interviewed at allowing me to record my conversations with them, indicating that 

they were acutely aware of the sensitivity of their responses. I took notes during the 

interviews, and I transcribed and translated segments of the available recordings as 

needed during analysis.  

2.1: MAKING IDEOLOGY INTERESTING 
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 While college instructors in other countries have certainly experienced inattentive 

students, Chinese students studying the politics curriculum blatantly demonstrate lack of 

interest in course material, variously doing homework, sleeping, surfing the internet, 

watching movies, and chatting with their classmates, all within easy view of the 

instructor. Such behavior is not relegated to students in the back sections; while attending 

classes, I frequently discovered that I was the only individual looking at the teacher and 

taking notes on the lecture. 

 The teachers were not unaware of this and tried diligently to engage students. 

Shen Du, the fudao yuan for the foreign language majors, explained to her charges why 

she believed the required politics classes were useful. She told them about hypothetical 

former students who had asked her, “what relationship does Marx have with falling in 

love [i.e. what this female teacher presumed her mostly female class desired most]?” Yet 

she encouraged the students to see the classes as ways to philosophically understand life 

and to also develop logical thinking that would come in handy when writing essays as 

humanities students and later in their jobs. Other teachers clearly introduced course 

material that they hoped would entertain students even though the connection to the 

official curriculum was likewise tenuous. Zhou Qixing, who taught moral cultivation to 

mathematics majors, spent most of one class period showing her students the American 

film, Hachi: A Dog’s Tale, in which a college professor adopts an abandoned dog who 

patiently waits for him at the train station while the man works, and this behavior 

continues even after the man dies. When I asked her how the movie related to course 

goals, she said that she hoped it would teach students about loyalty as well as the 

relationship between people and animals. During another class period, the same teacher 
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read her students the entirety of Shel Silverstein’s book, The Missing Piece, whose theme 

of searching for personal fulfillment she connected to the lofty ideals of Marxism and, 

specifically, China’s ongoing quest to achieve socialism through adapting it to the 

country’s material circumstances (guoqing). When I later asked her during an interview 

how she selected course materials, she acknowledged that she included news articles 

because she believed they interested students. 

 From time to time, teachers would get angry at the students for not paying 

attention or not respecting the material. Zhou once finished class by showing a thirty-

minute video about the life of a poor butcher who had graduated from the prestigious 

Beijing University. His wife had left him, and he had lost a lot of many playing mahjong. 

Students began laughing during a point where he took a swig from a beer bottle, and they 

continued laughing for the remainder of the movie. The teacher responded first by 

increasing the volume and then by yelling at them a few minutes letter. Similarly, during 

a discussion on a rape committed by United States soldiers during the Chinese civil war, 

a history teacher yelled at students for talking and not taking the material seriously. Later 

in the same lesson, he forced a talking student to stand and identify a particular historical 

figure. At least one teacher became visibly chagrined by poor attendance during one class 

session; the journalism fudao yuan even asked the few students present to call their peers 

and ask them to show up, after which she scolded them for what she saw as their poor 

attitudes. 

 The teachers motivate themselves by maintaining belief in the value of the 

material. Foremost, the teachers see the classes as covering more than political ideology. 

In addition to the explicitly labeled history class, they believed the classes comprise a 
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mix of philosophy, law, and culture, which aligned to varying degrees with their own 

academic credentials and research interests. As Shen suggested, teachers construed the 

Marxism course as philosophy whereas the moral cultivation course transformed into law 

and culture. Only the Maoism class was held to be a class truly and singularly political. In 

this way, a very specific ideological framework found itself rechristened as something 

akin to liberal humanities curricula employed in other national contexts. The teachers to 

whom I spoke hoped that the classes would transform students into “global citizens,” 

develop their understanding of ethics, and encourage a sense of social responsibility. 

 The teachers further appreciated the leeway to bring in topics of personal interest. 

Shen Du once began class by asking her students if they wanted to begin the lesson 

immediately or would rather look at photographs she had taken during her trip to Taiwan 

in the previous week. Unsurprisingly, the students chose Taiwan. Professor Tao Yuding, 

who taught moral cultivation, told me that he brings in extra material because the 

textbooks, while broad, lack sufficient depth; he and several other instructors relied on 

internet communities for political curriculum teachers to find extra material. Several 

teachers, including Tao, told me they enjoyed their profession because they could bring 

in course content that matched their interests. For Tao, who had been a medical doctor in 

a previous career, such interests included law and philosophy; in one class, he linked a 

discussion of the death penalty to the philosophies of Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas. Bao 

Qinggang approached the same topic with more attention to the specifics of China’s 

death penalty law, including which demographic groups were eligible for having the 

sentence commuted. The additional depth (and interest) provided by supplementary 

topics did further burden the students, however; the teachers told them they would have 
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to learn on their own, prior to the final exam, any textbook topic that the teachers had not 

managed to cover due to time constraints. One teacher justified this stipulation by the fact 

that students had likely already seen much of the course content in high school. 

 I will now chart how the teachers translate the two specific discourses of science 

and guoqing within the classroom setting. 

2.2: “SCIENCE” COMES ALIVE 

 In the previous chapter, I argued that the Chinese state uses the curriculum to 

encourage students to translate their faith in science and technology into faith in the 

government and the Party. The “science” in “scientific development,” which is both a 

model of how development should be done and an alleged description of how the 

government does it, becomes linked to the allegedly scientific underpinnings of the 

Chinese approach to Marxism. 

Teachers used class time to further develop the association between science and 

politics. In some cases, class material did not stray very far from the official discourse 

used in the textbooks. A slide presented to mathematics majors studying moral 

cultivation exhorted them to “establish scientific ideals and beliefs” in its heading. Yet 

the subsequent slides only provided two mechanisms for doing so: “1. establish the 

common ideal of socialism with Chinese characteristics” and “2. establish Marxist 

ideals.” Through this, the teacher explained, and in agreement with the text, that Chinese 

Marxism merited the “scientific” descriptor by virtue of the fact that modern history 

proved the validity of the Chinese political approach. The teacher provided a 

chronological list of Chinese achievements, from developing the atomic bomb in the 

1950s and 1960s to hosting the Olympics in 2008, as empirical evidence. The successful 
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dismantling of the “gang of four” in 1976 and the subsequent cessation of “ten years of 

chaos,” (i.e. the Cultural Revolution) also comprised data points, but less favorable data, 

including the beginning of those ten years or the Great Leap Forward, were elided into 

the assertion that the Chinese Communist Party has the courage to correct mistakes. 

 In most cases, however, teachers did not solely rely on the Marxist discourse of 

science to justify the Chinese political environment. Instead, like the textbooks, they 

relied on the use of non-Marxist science as the grounds for allusion and analogies when 

explicating doctrinal points. Marxism teacher Zhang Xiali analogically used the fact that 

light demonstrates the physical properties of both particles and waves multiple times to 

explain dialectic theory: first as an example of how competing scientific theories 

synthesize into one and then later as a metaphor for how experience and theory formed a 

dialectic unity. Teachers also drew on the words of well-known scientists to illustrate 

points. According to one of Zhang’s slides for her Marxism students, “the famous French 

scientist Pasteur said: opportunity favors the prepared mind.” In classes that were 

superficially apolitical such as the policy and moral education classes, teachers chose a 

different approach and asserted scientific expertise and knowledge regarding 

contemporary issues, such as falling in love, and they then concluded that Marxism 

provided the ideal solution. 

 Zhang was the only teacher who ever demonstrated explicit awareness that 

multiple discourses of science might exist. However, she articulated that one moment of 

awareness to reinforce the link between Marxist and non-Marxist science. Zhang seemed 

to recognize that her students understood science as “quantitative,” that is, the 

measurement of phenomena. However, she stressed the importance of “qualitative” 
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science, which, in her view, referred to the categorical states of things. For example, she 

explained that water possesses both a quantitative temperature and a qualitative state 

(liquid, ice, or vapor). She tried to engage the students in the discussion by noting that the 

quantitative-qualitative distinction held particular relevance in their major of sociology. 

Having entered the discourse of social science, she subtly transitioned into treating 

history as a scientific object, noting that the development of the atomic bomb represented 

a qualitative change and linking Sima Qian (a famous Chinese historian) with Charles 

Darwin, and both, in turn, with Karl Marx, as individuals who scientifically studied the 

passage of time. Zhang concluded the lesson by first underlining the importance of 

Hegel’s dialectic in understanding society and then reintegrating her students’ concept of 

science by suggesting the paradigmatic transition from Newtonian to Einsteinian physics 

as one final example of the Marxist qualitative approach. 

 Difficulties occasionally arose when teachers attempted to broach scientific topics 

beyond simple concepts. In one particularly salient example, Zhang attempted to draw a 

connection between a Marxist materialist perspective and Einstein’s theory of relativity 

within her Marxism class. One student took issue with what he perceived to be an 

inaccurate portrayal of the scientific theory. Whereas the teacher claimed that the 

existence of space and time hinge on the existence of matter, the student believed that 

space and time existed regardless of the presence of matter. The two engaged in a heated 

debate while the other students audibly whispered among themselves regarding the 

conflict. Eventually, the teacher called for the usual short mid-class break while she 

continued discussing the issue with the student. Ultimately, she was unable to persuade 

him, and the debate derailed class discussion. Because time was running out, Zhang 
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quickly flipped through her slides, pausing to bring up Plato’s view on objectivity and 

Bacon’s view on empiricism, but she was unable to give much time to the climactic 

message of this section of the lesson, namely, that science has proven the materialist 

perspective and the Maoist slogan that the universe is infinite. 

 While most teachers did not go as far afield as physics, they frequently turned to 

disciplines such as psychology or biology to justify certain points of doctrine. Because 

their class attempted to instill within new first-year students the virtues of the proper 

Chinese citizen, the moral cultivation teachers, in particular, emphasized knowledge of 

the functioning of the brain as a mechanism for successfully navigating college life and 

for understanding one’s place in society. In so doing, they fleshed out the brief references 

to mental health research found in the textbook and described in the previous chapter. 

Zhao Mingtie, who had trained in philosophy as both an undergraduate and a graduate 

student, began one period of his course for chemistry majors providing examples of two 

Chinese college students who had not handled stress well and went on to commit murder 

during their time in school. After a short break, he continued by discussing the 

differences between the two hemispheres of the brain (e.g., language ability’s origins in 

the left brain). 

However, some of Zhao’s depiction of modern psychological science may not 

have been entirely complete and accurate, especially when he moved on to describing 

alternative forms of intelligence modeled after the intelligence quotient (IQ) concept. 

Beginning with the “emotional intelligence quotient” (EQ), he projected a multiple-

choice quiz students could use to determine their own EQ levels. For example, the first 

question asked students, “you are sitting on a plane when it starts to shake; what do you 
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do?” Students could choose either to continue doing what had been doing (e.g. reading a 

book) or prepare for an emergency. The quiz continued for ten questions. Importantly, 

Zhao treated EQ as science fact despite the fact psychologists continue to debate the 

extent to which EQ (or EI, for “emotional intelligence,” as the existing literature calls it) 

represents a useful and sufficiently well-defined psychological measure (Murphy 2006). 

His slides elided an evaluation of the concept’s validity by noting that the researcher he 

identified as the originator of the concept, Daniel Goleman, served as a Harvard 

University professor. In truth, while Goleman had received his PhD from Harvard, he had 

only taught there briefly in the 1970s; he was not employed at Harvard when he first 

published his work on EI in 1995 nor during the time of my fieldwork. Yet the Harvard 

connection alone conveyed credibility for Zhao as he described the concept. He made 

similar elisions on further slides introducing “moral,” “adversity,” “will,” “mental,” 

“financial,” “health,” “daring,” “spiritual,” and “aesthetic” intelligences. 

Like the moral cultivation classes, one first-year policy class portrayed science as 

promoting a healthy, fruitful lifestyle but the actual science content was fairly thin and 

conformed to common assumptions. Shen Du, the fudao yuan for the foreign language 

majors, wanted her classes to provide “useful” information to the students, and therefore 

designed individual classes around topics such as losing weight and dating. She gave 

responsibility for introducing losing weight to a student in the class who, according to 

her, possessed extensive knowledge of nutrition due to his experience as a trainer; he 

focused on providing instruction to the female students presumably under the assumption 

that they had more interest in losing weight. When discussing dating, Du drew on pop 

psychological concepts not unlike those promoted in works popular in the West such as 



58 

 

 

 

Men are from Mars, and Women are from Venus that essentialize gender difference 

(Kimmel 2016). As she navigated from one gender stereotype to another, there were 

moments where she could have challenged convention, but instead she genuinely seemed 

to concur with them.  

Because most foreign language students were women, Shen framed the class on 

dating largely as advice on how to pursue and maintain relationships with boys. (Same-

sex attraction never received discussion in this lesson; heteronormativity ruled the day.7) 

Female students were cautioned against insulting their boyfriends in public and told not 

to worry if their partners look at other women because, ultimately, the boy would remain 

theirs. Shen outlined six key differences between men and women including the 

assertions that men do not like to express emotions and that men do not wish to just be 

friends with women. In a follow-up class, she explained that she wanted to help the 

female students avoid future divorce. She drew from her own experience by noting that 

she had carefully observed how her now-husband treated his parents and how he treated 

her when they were all eating together. His behavior had indicated he was a good match 

for her, and her students should be similarly vigilant with their prospective partners. Shen 

concluded this segment by advising the students to stay virgins until marriage as doing so 

would improve marriage stability. She cemented this position by recounting an anecdote 

in which a Chinese guy went to the United States, contracted HIV, and infected four 

women upon return to China.  

                                                 
7 The topic of non-heterosexual relationships only came up once in all the classes I attended, during the 

policy class for Chinese literature majors. In it, the respective fudao yuan advised against pursuing such 

relationships during college given the current “difficult” cultural climate in China. 
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What Shen called a “Marxist” approach to dating boiled down to a dialectic 

between men and women that would ideally result in a strong synthesis, and the focus on 

promoting a lasting romantic union tended to overshadow other course topics. After her 

student’s presentation on losing weight, Shen chimed in and suggested that the female 

students should think about their future husbands and children, and protect their own 

health. While advising students on how to prepare for graduate school in another class 

session, Shen made a point to note to her female students that boys would still be 

plentiful at that time. When I later interviewed some of Shen’s students and asked them 

about her discussions of dating, they generally reported feeling that the focus was 

excessive. 

While attending Shen’s lectures in particular, I began to wonder what training she 

and other teachers had regarding some of these topics. Beyond attending regular 

departmental meetings, politics teachers received professional development training 

through attending obligatory month-long conferences in Beijing once every five years. 

While the politics teachers generally held advanced degrees relating to their areas of 

instruction (e.g., politics or history), the fudao yuan, such as Shen, had simply been top 

students in their respective majors—in addition to being Party members—and had 

received some amount of psychology training from the university’s Office of Student 

Affairs. The fudao yuan also participated in bi-weekly training sessions on topics such as 

dealing with poor students and curbing internet addiction. 

Shen’s classes, however, proved that there were still some gaps in teachers’ 

training particularly pertaining to areas such as sexuality and gender expression where the 

Chinese government might not sponsor or pursue cutting-edge training. I had heard from 
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a sociology professor that her department was struggling to figure out how to handle a 

transgender student, and that department’s fudao yuan admitted to me that the extent to 

which the student’s needs were being met hinged on the progressive inclinations of the 

department’s particular faculty, and that such a student might not have fared as well 

within other disciplines. To wit, Shen’s knowledge on health seemed to rely on outdated, 

if not traditionally Chinese, thinking. Providing lectures full of cautionary tales, she once 

insinuated that not eating breakfast caused a former student to contract leukemia. During 

the same lesson, she demonstrated hand exercise and pressure point techniques that 

struck me as an amalgam of traditional Chinese medicine and Western new-age 

mysticism.  

Shen and her colleagues were ideologically bound to profess authority on science 

topics even when their training was limited. While politics teachers and fudao yuan did 

not always depict non-Marxist science accurately, their ability to assert scientific 

authority and thus promote the curriculum’s science discourse stemmed in part from the 

teachers’ association with a university environment actively engaged in scientific 

research. In other words, the university lent them its authority. First-year classes in 

particular stressed the concept of the university as a hub of scientific knowledge 

production in ways that connected to the curriculum’s science discourse. For example, 

Liu Wu, journalism fudao yuan, gave class time to presentations by groups of older 

students who had recently completed summer research fellowships. While introducing 

their project on public opinion regarding public transportation in Shanghai, the first group 

included an image of a painting in the Soviet realist style with Chinese workers holding 

copies of Mao Zedong’s red book of quotations. Explicitly alluding to curriculum 
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depictions of the Party having proven the correctness of Marxist theory through practice, 

the group advocated for student research as a mechanism to likewise prove scientific 

theory through practice. After the presentations finished, Liu told her first-year students 

that she hoped that they would eventually complete similar projects in order to connect 

theory with practice on their own. 

Along those lines, several moral cultivation instructors spent time in their first 

lesson of the semester examining the mottos of various universities as a means of linking 

university goals to the goals of the curriculum and thus to the goals of the Party. 

Typically, the instructor would begin exploring the meaning of the home university’s 

motto before moving on to those of other prestigious universities in China such as Beijing 

University or Tsinghua University; regarding the latter, one professor highlighted how its 

Confucian ideals of self-improvement linked the school to China’s long history of 

scholarship. Afterwards, instructors uniformly moved to discussing the mottos of famous 

western universities such as Harvard. At one point during a class, a professor asked me if 

I knew Oxford University’s motto, with the implication being that he presumed such 

things were widely known. (I told him I did not know it.) Another professor, speaking to 

chemistry students, linked the discussion of mottos to the “college spirit,” of which 

research served as a key element. Over the course of the next few weeks, this topic 

eventually led to consideration of “lofty ideals,” a key component of the moral cultivation 

curriculum, and references to famous universities and their leading scholars continued to 

pepper course slides.  

2.3: TEACHING THE NATION 
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 The previous chapter introduced the political curriculum’s guoqing discourse, 

through which the government uses China’s unique “situation” to suggest that alternative 

political systems cannot fit China’s objective reality.  According to this logic, the Party is 

uniquely positioned to represent China’s people and to push forward towards the 

country’s future. To further bolster the Party’s claims, the curriculum insinuates that 

other states, particularly those in the West, continuously try to undermine the Party’s 

policies, especially those pertaining to key issues like political reform, human rights, and 

potential separatism within Tibet, Xinjiang, and Taiwan. 

 By and large, the politics teachers did not stray far from the core guoqing 

discourse presented in the textbooks. Yet the immediacy of the classes allowed teachers 

to bring in brand new points of doctrine that had not yet started to appear in the 

textbooks. The teachers could also frame developing current events as additional 

examples of foreign interference, and they served as conduits for official responses to 

new and ongoing internal political situations that might otherwise challenge the 

legitimacy of the Chinese government. 

2.3.1: Introducing New Doctrine 

By the time they reach college, Chinese students have already attended years of 

political courses. Although the teaching methodology might change and emphasis might 

shift, the key components of the guoqing message remains the same, namely, the unique 

position of the Party to manage China as proven by its alleged historical success. 

However, as the rest of the world changes, the Party continually adapts its message at a 

speed faster than the publication schedule of new textbooks. Top Chinese leaders such as 

China’s presidents continually develop new slogans such as Hu Jintao’s “scientific 



63 

 

 

 

development” and “harmonious society.” In 2013, President Xi Jinping and his 

colleagues at the Ministry of Propaganda coined the phrase “Chinese dream” with clear 

reference to the well-worn concept of the “American dream.” Whereas the American 

dream stresses the individual’s capacity to succeed according to ability and effort 

(Johnson 2014), the Chinese dream, in its initial formulation, imagines a moderately 

prosperous collective residing in a China that has regained its international prestige. 

Given that this coinage occurred in the same year in which I was doing my fieldwork, the 

phrase had not yet been introduced into the textbooks being used by the students. 

Maoism teachers nonetheless incorporated the concept into their lectures. Shortly 

after Xi introduced the term, Wu Ming explained its meaning to the math majors in his 

class: it signified civilized and harmonious development and called for the Chinese to 

support China, its people, and individual families. The concept was important, in his 

mind, because it demanded a wider sphere of moral concern than just the family, unlike 

what he perceived to be the natural inclination of China’s many poor farmers in 

particular. Both Guo Mingren and Qian Zhima, who taught Maoism to physics and 

chemistry students, respectively, linked the Chinese dream to the need for a particular 

Chinese way to develop society, namely, “socialism with Chinese characteristics.” 

Because China was still a developing country, and Western China lagged particularly 

behind, China’s goals were necessarily more modest than those of developed countries. A 

month later, Guo told his chemistry students that Xi intended the Chinese dream to serve 

as an amendment to the “Chinese characteristics” slogan. In the months that followed its 

introduction, the teachers worked hard to link the new phrase to whichever topic in the 

textbook came up for discussion in any given class period. 
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2.3.2: Applying Doctrine to New Circumstances 

The political curriculum textbooks portray a history of foreign aggression against 

China and foreign interference into China’s politics. Teachers extended these historical 

narratives into the present day through new examples, many of which came directly from 

the most recent international news.  

By far, most of the examples involved the United States, fitting its status as one of 

China’s “significant others,” that is, a country that serves as the focus—often negative—

of a nation-building project (Triandafyllidou 2001). The official position that the United 

States’ alliance with Taiwan remains the chief barrier to Taiwan’s reunification with 

China found its way into several courses spanning years of instruction. It first popped up 

in history classes detailing the establishment of US diplomatic relationships with China’s 

Nationalist Party in 1911. (The Nationalist Party later established control of Taiwan after 

losing the civil war with the Communist Party.) The topic continued in the same class 

several weeks later through the assertion that the United States now “acknowledges” 

(renshi dao) that Taiwan is legally part of China but has not truly “recognized” 

(chengren) this status since the Korean War. Zhou Qixing addressed the theme in her 

moral cultivation class by stating that the Taiwanese people now desire reunification but 

do not immediately pursue it due to an erroneous impression of the Communist Party. 

According to her—and the textbook—true Chinese patriotism eschews separatism and 

rejection of obligation to the motherland, which she illustrated with the story of a 

Taiwanese economist who, despite studying in the United States at the University of 

Chicago, came to the mainland to help its development. Eventually, several teachers 

assumed, the barriers blocking reunification, including US interference, would 
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disintegrate through the gradual development of a relationship with Taiwan; Zhang Xiali 

told her Marxism students that this was preferable to the sudden and drastic “change” of 

having to use atomic weapons to ensure against formal Taiwanese independence. 

Teachers referenced Japan second most frequently during my observations with 

most of the references occurring during discussion of the Second World War. However, 

other classes broached the topic of Japan with reference to how it remembered history, 

another key issue in contemporary Chinese international politics (Weiss 2014; Wang 

2008); Tao Yuding took special interest in how Japan reflected on its past and brought 

the topic up during several moral cultivation class periods. In one class, he claimed that 

the Japanese people did not understand how the common people in China viewed them. 

The Japanese did not know the real history of Japan’s relationship with China, including 

events such as the Nanjing Massacre, in which Japanese soldiers occupied that city from 

December 1937 to January 1938 and violently killed hundreds of thousands of Chinese. 

He reported results from a Japanese survey that purportedly demonstrated Japanese 

historical ignorance. A few weeks later, during a lecture on the Marxist practice of 

learning from history, he connected the discussion to a 2012 occasion in which Japanese 

diplomats reportedly expressed dismay at then-United States Secretary of State, Hillary 

Clinton, who had directed a subordinate to refer to South Korean and Chinese “comfort 

women” by the less euphemistic term, “sex slaves” (see Randall 2012). Despite having 

been one of China’s wartime allies, the United States also insufficiently understands the 

war history. Tao told students that the United States does not realize that the territorial 

conflict surrounding the Diaoyu islands stems from Japan failing to relinquish those 

islands at the same time as it relinquished Taiwan despite treaties to that effect. In an 
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earlier class, he had asked me directly during lecture what I thought average American 

perspectives on the Diaoyu conflict were; I told him that, as far as I could tell, Americans 

had no opinion whatsoever. 

Contemporary media enhanced the ability for teachers to update textbook 

arguments regarding geopolitical trends. Zhou Qixing showed a documentary to her 

students that depicted contemporary Japanese control of the Diaoyu islands as the ironic 

result of a lack of United States involvement in enforcing China’s geopolitical rights in 

the rest of the region once Taiwan’s de facto independence was ensured. The video 

culminated in a 2012 press conference in which a Chinese reporter asked a United States 

diplomat on the US position regarding the islands; the diplomat answered that the US 

protection treaty with Japan covered the islands, but that the US did not take a position on 

ownership. The reporter believed that the diplomat’s answers nonetheless implied the 

United States did in fact hold a position on the issue. On the way to that conclusion and 

hitting another tense issue surrounding the relationship between China and Japan, the 

video briefly discussed the controversial visits by Koizumi Junichiro, Japan’s former 

prime minister, to Tokyo’s Yasukuni shrine, which honors, among other individuals, 

convicted World War Two war criminals including high-ranking officers connected to 

the Nanjing Massacre (see Weiss 2014). 

In another instance, during a lecture on social problems, Zhang Xiali showed her 

Marxism students a picture of the 2008 Olympic torch protests in Paris, France, in which 

supporters of Tibetan independence attempted to disrupt the torch run on its way to the 

Olympics in Beijing and Chinese students studying in the city counter-protested. While 

she did not explicitly connect the event to foreign meddling, she linked the Chinese 
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counter-protesters to the topic of experiencing social problems on the road to 

development, and Chinese social media had already extensively publicized the event as 

an example of the Chinese people standing up to foreign intrusion into China’s internal 

affairs (see Osnos 2008). She also linked the event to foreigners not understanding 

China’s reality; she subsequently mentioned an American friend whose opinion on China 

radically changed after finally visiting the country. Bao Qinggang showed his moral 

cultivation students pictures of the same event and made the same suggestion that the 

pictures demonstrated foreigners’ lack of understanding of China. 

2.3.3: No Country is Perfect 

Beyond extending the textbook discourse in the aforementioned ways, teachers 

also augmented the curriculum with many examples of the failings of other states to 

provide evidence for the assertion that China is not the only country with problems, as 

diminishing other systems is a preliminary step to validating China’s political approach 

as being equally good if not better. Once again, the United States came up most 

frequently as an example. Teaching history to chemistry majors, Wang Shi described 

Imperial China’s territorial expansion as comparable to that of the United States or 

Russia in the past as a means to briefly introduce the topic of China’s relationship with its 

ethnic minorities. He then spent substantially more class time examining Western 

imperial encroachment into China during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Continuing to contemporary issues, Shen Du brought up the incidence of AIDS in the 

United States and in Africa as a cautionary tale to her female policy students, but she did 

not discuss the phenomenon of AIDS villages in China (see Anagnost 2006). In the face 

of an aging population resulting from the One Child Policy and the ensuing elderly health 
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problems, Zhang Xiali shared the experience of an American friend who could not find 

sufficient healthcare for an older relative.  

Denigrating other states easily transitions to support of the Party’s particular 

political decisions. In Zhang Xiali’s lecture on the Chinese people’s historical choice of 

communism led by the Party, she noted that while Americans can directly elect their 

political representatives, they are not free to establish a completely new form of 

government. Similarly, Tao Yuding believed that Party leadership allows China the 

ability to avoid the pitfalls of too many perspectives bogging down the United States’ 

social development, whereas Qian Zhima claimed that China’s slow political 

development corresponded to the Party’s desire to avoid the problems plaguing Russia 

after democratization. Qian Zhima also justified China’s planned economies in his 

Maoism class with reference to US capitalism initiating the global recession in 2008. 

Lastly, in a particularly blatant example, Tao Yuding showed his moral cultivation class a 

short documentary during which an American interviewed for the film stated, “I want this 

kind of socialism,” very clearly critiquing the insufficiencies of the United States’ 

political system. 

In one instance, Qian Zhima used Taiwan and South Korea as positive examples 

showing the importance of developing the economy before seeking deeper political 

reforms. With China sharing a Confucian culture with those countries, he believed China 

should pursue the same route. He explained that the virtues of specific systems were 

difficult to prove but the results achieved by those previously authoritarian states 

supported the China model. He further cemented the benefits of a unique Chinese path—

and appealed to the students’ cultural pride—by adding that Japan and South Korea 
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performed better than China at protecting their native cultures in the face of globalization. 

He rhetorically asked the students, “what color are your eyes and hair?” to drive home the 

point that the students did not originate in the West and therefore should not look to the 

West for solutions to China’s unique problems. The invocation of East Asian neighbors 

like Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan—using the latter despite the Chinese government’s 

typical anti-Japan stance—arguably constitutes self-Orientalism (Inoue 1999) and 

justifies China’s continual repudiation of what it calls Western-style political systems 

despite the fact that all three countries have developed democratic governments. 

However, to distinguish China from even its Eastern peers, teachers would also 

contradictorily distance themselves from Confucianism. In a lesson drawn from the 

textbook on the relationship between morals and society, Zhou Qixing told her moral 

cultivation students that morals may originate in feudal religious myth. While morality 

still holds value for society, she agreed with the textbook that moral codes had to adapt to 

historical changes. While communism had attracted the Chinese because of their 

collectivist nature, making progress still required breaking certain traditions. She 

contrasted China with Japan and South Korea’s greater maintenance of the Confucian 

value of li, the respect for tradition, and illustrated her point with pictures of Japanese and 

Korean people wearing traditional clothing and with verbal description of Japanese tea 

ceremonies. 

In a few rare instances, teachers temporarily promoted the example of Europe as a 

mechanism to further criticize the United States. Gan Jiguo told his students that 

European political theory would be more suitable for China than American political 

theory given Europe’s substantially longer history. He was nonetheless careful to point 
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out that the United Kingdom and France had radically different political histories in order 

to remind his students that every state takes its own path. However, teachers often 

presented Europe as an undifferentiated whole, such as when Tao Yuding said that 

Europe had become less religious with time just like China and unlike the United States. 

The infrequent inclusion of positive assessments of other countries in this fashion allows 

for the appearance of deepening and enriching the discussion without actually critiquing 

Party doctrine. 

The classes thus displayed a tension between showing China as a unique context 

according to the guoqing discourse but also part of a world system of nation-state norms 

and cultural connections. In one moral cultivation class, Zhou Qixing touched upon this 

when discussing the then-recent Hong Kong protests that had been sparked by indications 

that the Party would force pro-mainland curriculum on Hong Kong students (see Lau 

2012). She expressed that she did not understand their concern; the new curriculum 

simply comprised “civic education” (gongmin jiaoyu). It did not consist of “national 

education” (guomin jiaoyu) with its connotation of indoctrination.  As such, she believed 

that offering this curriculum did not differ substantially from the efforts of Western 

countries to instruct their peoples in the expectations of the citizen, and she offered the 

specific examples of the United States and France. According to her, some individuals in 

Hong Kong demonstrate anti-mainland sentiment because they are afraid that 

mainlanders will commandeer Hong Kong’s resources; she provided the example of 

mainland mothers going to Hong Kong for the births of their children. Without delving 

into deeper points of disagreement, she concluded by suggesting that Hong Kong 

residents were just expected to love the country and not necessarily the Party. While 
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similarities were drawn to other countries, substantial differences between mainland 

China and Hong Kong, including differences of political opinion, were not extensively 

detailed. Similarities and differences received highlight only when ideologically 

expedient. 

2.3.4: Rationalizing Conflict 

 The Hong Kong situation also demonstrates another purpose of the classes: 

damage control. Teachers regularly spun and sugar-coated incidents and international 

criticisms that might otherwise have led to students challenging the status quo. With 

foreign governments increasingly critiquing China’s investment in African countries, Tao 

Yuding insisted to his moral cultivation students that China’s involvement in the region 

was entirely humanitarian; development would benefit not only China but Africans as 

well. He supported this assertion with the example of a friend who had learned French 

just so he could assist French-speaking Africans. Several moral cultivation classes 

moreover linked recent stories of violence in China to psychological stresses caused by 

economic development. 

Teachers also recognized that contradictory information would not only come 

from news sources but could also be brought about by students leaving home and 

entering college and meeting groups of people they had never encountered before, such 

as China’s ethnic minorities. Zhou Qixing explained the existence of separatists in Tibet 

and Xinjiang as a small number of individuals who fear that Han-led development would 

wipe out the local culture. In actuality, she continued, the students in Tibet can learn both 

Tibetan and Chinese, and they have access to computers and cell phones, and other 

material advantages thanks to progress spurred by the Chinese government. The Tibetans 
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further have the opportunity to come to the Han-majority areas of China and study at 

universities such as the one we were attending. She concluded by suggesting that Han 

students would have many chances to interact with minority students, but the Han should 

respect the cultural differences of the ethnic minorities. She projected a slide depicting 

two posters: one showed individuals wearing ethnic garb and the slogan, “develop a 

harmonious China; ethnicities unite into one family,” and the other showed exotically 

clad arms linked together with text declaring that “all ethnicities” are “equal,” “united,” 

“helping each other,” and “harmonious.” Beyond ignoring a host of issues causing 

tension between the ethnic minorities and the Han in China, this segment of the lecture 

seemed to imply that the Han students should help the minority students recognize their 

good fortune. 

 Teachers presented the Tibetan situation in particular as a problem with an easy 

fix, the onus of which falls not on China’s shoulders but on the Dalai Lama’s. Tang Shi 

initially started giving his history students from the sociology and foreign languages 

departments a fairly nuanced depiction of China’s modern ethnic relations history. He 

described how the early Party used Stalin’s definition of an ethnic group to set up ethnic 

autonomous regions; an ethnic group must have a shared language, a shared place, shared 

economy, and shared psychology (see Bulag 2003). However, the party faced difficulty 

with classifying certain groups, and the current official number of 56 distinct ethnicities 

in China is probably not “realistic” according to Tang. The discussion became less 

nuanced when it came to the topic of the Dalai Lama. Unlike the current—and 

controversially selected—Panchen Lama (see Hilton 2001), whom Tang saw as patriotic, 

the Dalai Lama currently resides in India. However, the Chinese government would 
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welcome him back if only he accepted China’s sovereignty over Tibet. Until then, he was 

being propped up Western leaders and had even been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. 

Students laughed as Tang described the Dalai Lama, suggesting that they accepted the 

government’s derision of him. When Bao Qinggang briefly brought up the Dalai Lama in 

his moral cultivation class, he echoed the foreign meddling angle by noting how even 

then-United States President Barack Obama had met him. 

 When teachers brought up sensitive topics, they may have intended brief 

discussions to signal openness to students, but the teachers virtually never cover the 

topics in ways that deviate from official Party positions. On June 4, Zhang Xiali made 

this explicit. At the beginning of her Marxism class, she asked her students, “what day is 

today?” The answer, of course, was that it was the anniversary of the 1989 Tiananmen 

Square incident although she did not actually specify that; instead, she seemed to assume 

her students were aware of that fact, and she told the students that, while she felt free to 

speak about it with them, some people tried to exploit its memory. She was then finished 

with the topic. After students mentioned the incident during a presentation given to Qian 

Zhima’s Maoism class, I asked him during the class break if it surprised him that they 

brought it up, he said that it did not because the political situation in China was now more 

open and that he tried to discuss issues freely in class. Nonetheless, he did not mention 

the topic in his comments on the presentations immediately following the break. In this 

way, moments that hugged the line of China’s politically taboo issues were quickly 

skirted past. While it surprised me that Zhang Xiali made an oblique reference to To Live, 

a 1994 Zhang Yimou film that depicted the post-revolution social upheaval in China and 

which the Chinese government had famously banned (see Ebert 1994), she simply 
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intended it as a media example for the Marxist concept of the “development of productive 

forces” as shown during the scenes detailing steel production during the Great Leap 

Forward. 

2.4: POINTS OF CONTESTATION 

 As specific points of the application of state power and discourse, the classes have 

the potential to also serve as locations for contestation both by the teachers and the 

students. In my observations, contestation occurred most obviously through the apathy of 

fudao yuan and through the student presentations often included as course requirements. 

That said, major challenges to the political status quo did not occur during my time 

attending the courses, which suggests the strength of the Chinese educational system in 

constructing both teachers and students as disciplined subjects. At best, the classes 

allowed for the venting of social and personal angst. 

2.4.1: Apathy as Resistance 

 Chinese universities select fudao yuan based on criteria mixing academic 

performance and political reliability. However, with the exception of Shen Du from the 

foreign languages department, those I met were not very far separated from their own 

days as college students, and, in many cases. were still enrolled in graduate programs at 

the same university. The younger teachers no doubt remembered feeling bored by the 

politics classes and thus did not seem keen to rigidly enforce rigorous academic standards 

on their students. Zhou Tianzhang, the fudao yuan for the Chinese literature department, 

told me this explicitly before the beginning of the first lecture for his policy class, and he 

said he prefers to spend his time planning activities for his students such as an upcoming 

cultural trip to the city of Hangzhou. Earlier, I discussed the role that university mottos 
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played in introductory lessons for the first-years; Zhou mentioned to his students that he 

would not cover the history of colleges that day because he assumed they had already 

heard it elsewhere. He told me separately in an interview that he did not include political 

material in his classes because he wanted to form close relationships with his students 

and engage with them on their level. (He could choose to exclude political material 

because the policy courses lacked a specified curriculum unlike the other four courses.) 

 The lack of rigor manifested most clearly in the scheduling of the policy classes. 

Officially, the classes should have been held once every two weeks for two hours at a 

time. During the fall semester, shortened by one month of mandatory military training 

and by various other scheduling quirks such as national holidays, each policy class should 

have met about six times. However, of the four policy classes I attended during that 

semester, only one—the Chinese major’s class taught by Zhao Tianzhang—met all six 

times. Shen Du, the foreign language fudao yuan, taught four classes. She found a 

substitute for a fifth, which occurred during her aforementioned trip to Taiwan. She was 

unavailable during the sixth session due to what she called an “important meeting” 

despite the fact that teaching the class ostensibly served as one of her key responsibilities. 

Liu Wu held four sessions for her journalism students. Song Xiang, who filled the 

position in the sociology department, met with her students only twice. She missed the 

first class because her son was ill and the second because she would be taking a trip to 

South Korea, and she apparently had not found a substitute. Another important meeting 

caused her third absence, and, lastly, the students could not attend one class because they 

were required to help prepare for a department celebration. When these classes were held, 

only Shen typically kept her students the entire two hours. Zhao, despite showing up 
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every week, never made his students stay for longer than 45 minutes and, one time, only 

met with them for twenty. In part because departmental staff and not politics faculty 

taught this course, very little importance was given to it, and having it on the course 

schedule seemed to simply fulfill a formal obligation to the government. Indeed, despite 

missing classes for travel and meetings, Shen rescheduled her final class to a weekend 

because it otherwise conflicted with the New Year holiday, and the government required 

all instructors to do so. 

2.4.2: Students Talk Back 

 Courses rarely involved much student interaction. Teachers infrequently solicited 

student input on course content, and students asked few questions that might lead to 

disputing points of doctrine. The argument between the Marxism teacher and the student 

on Einsteinian physics stands out as a notable counter-example and also serves to 

highlight the tension identified in the previous chapter involving the application of a 

global science discourse towards a national political end. Yet no other questionable 

scientific claims made by teachers received remark by students. On the other hand, the 

Marxism and Maoism classes required students to do presentations concerning course 

topics and Chinese social issues, which provided an avenue for the students to somewhat 

freely provide their perspectives on Party doctrine and controversial topics. One moral 

cultivation teacher also allowed student presentations in lieu of doing written 

assignments. Yet student analyses supported the official government position more often 

than not. 

 In some instances, students were clearly pandering to what they assumed the 

teachers—and the government authority they represented—wanted. These presentations 
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stayed very close to the topics of the textbook. In the moral cultivation class, one student 

spoke about the need to improve public morals and included references to Hu Jintao’s 

collection of slogans called the “Eight Joys and Shames.” He brought in information 

regarding environmental protection in China and displayed a picture showing people 

giving money to the blind. Supported by an image of the error received by his roommate 

upon attempting to visit a prohibited website, he concluded by reminding students to 

“correctly” use the internet. Another student displayed images of Chinese people fighting 

to enter buildings and obtain parking spots; and he suggested that the conflict indicated 

the need for greater Hu Jintao-esque “harmony” in Chinese society and greater 

understanding of the Marxist approach to social relations. A third student spoke about 

traditional Chinese morals and paid particular attention to the question, “how to be 

patriotic in life?” while projecting an image of the Chinese flag. 

 In other cases, students did not stick as closely to class topics but nonetheless did 

not venture far from official policy positions and discourse. One group augmented a 

moral cultivation presentation that otherwise did not stray far from the book by adding 

that Chinese constitutional rights included the right to protest Japan. Several 

presentations evinced a strong sense of a looming American threat, whether economic or 

political. One group spoke about the irony of American companies now seeking to buy 

Chinese companies after years of the reverse. Another student claimed that the United 

States plans to westernize China as evidenced by the United States’ support for dissidents 

like Nobel Prize winners Liu Xiaobo and the Dalai Lama, criticism of China’s human 

rights record, and exploitation of the 1989 Tiananmen Square incident. The student 

believed that the solution for the United States incursion into China’s political 
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sovereignty was for the Chinese people to continue to “love peace,” a phrase that appears 

in the textbooks. The United States, of course, is just one part of a larger Western 

challenge to China; despite acknowledging the Chinese habit of carving names into 

stones at historical places, one student blamed the recent vandalism of an artifact in 

Egypt by a Chinese tourist (see Wong 2013) on the influence of Western graffiti. 

Students would occasionally venture into controversial topics only to return to 

safe discourse in the course of their presentations. One group of students started speaking 

about government accountability using the Xiamen PX chemical spill (see Lim 2007) as 

an example. They then turned to suggesting that the media exaggerated the incident and 

the media thrives on rumor-mongering. All in all, they concluded, these short-term 

problems with civil rights would be solved by long-term economic development. Another 

group tackled the recent vote in the tourist town of Fenghuang over whether certain 

attractions should start charging admission fees (see Li 2013), viewing it as a lens on 

whether direct elections would work in China. They claimed that Chinese historical 

experience had demonstrated lack of sufficient public knowledge about issues and that 

the results can suffer both by a lack of representativeness—they described decreasing 

voter turnout in the United States—and by the tyranny of the majority. In essence, they 

argued the position that representative democracy did not fit China’s circumstances. 

Similarly, a student argued in a presentation about Chinese government conflict with the 

Honk Kong-based liberal newspaper, the South China Morning Post, that, while the New 

York Times publication of the Pentagon Papers proved beneficial, free speech rights in 

the United States have eroded with time. In comparison, he said, “our socialist system 



79 

 

 

 

looks pretty good,” and that China’s constitutional freedom of speech is related to the 

general level of education. 

 All of the above examples could imply that students were simply parroting 

government discourse and not revealing their true perspectives on these topics. Yet some 

students gave more nuanced presentations that could signal true buy-in. When students 

weighed the various advantages and disadvantages of China’s system relative to those of 

other countries, even without painting the Chinese system in a superior light, they still 

adhered to the guoqing discourse by pointing to inadequacies in other systems without 

necessarily identifying a best practice that might eclipse China’s approach. For example, 

one student discussed the recent trend of food safety scandals in China. Using a picture of 

a pufferfish—famously poisonous unless prepared in an exacting way—the student 

argued that all countries face food safety problems. He mentioned specific examples from 

other countries including the United States. Similarly, another student briefly described 

the Diaoyu Islands situation as resembling both the Hawaiian independence movement 

and the Falklands War while discussing the peaceful handover of Hong Kong from the 

United Kingdom to China. In contrast, one student listed the pros and cons of applying 

the death penalty with particular attention to the difference between China’s approach and 

those of both the United States (limited use) and Norway (no death penalty). Yet the 

student stopped short of making any firm conclusions about a preference, other than to 

say he was not sure the Norwegian model could fit China’s circumstances. He left his 

fellow students with the question: does the death penalty protect or endanger? 

 Regardless of whether student presentations supported or challenged the Party 

line, the teachers provided commentary after students finished that returned the discourse 
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to the official standpoint. In Zhang Xiali’s Marxism class, one student brought up recent 

internet discussion that critiqued government-produced television dramas set during the 

Second World War. She showed a clip in which a single Chinese woman defeated several 

Japanese soldiers who had been attempting to rape her; she used nothing but arrows 

against their guns. The student seemed concerned that such unrealistic depictions 

hindered the improvement of diplomatic relations between China and Japan, but Zhang 

passed it off as no different than the exaggerations found in American movies. In the 

same class session, another student spoke about the relationship between state power and 

government transparency. He believed it was a good thing that the United States records 

regarding the Vietnam War and the Cold War were open, for example. While he 

acknowledged that greater transparency might cause social unrest, he clearly thought that 

the Chinese government should be less closed. However, Zhang did not think 

transparency was such a big deal as there are some things about which the public does not 

need to know such as China’s ethnic problems. In her view, the differences between 

China and the United States in this regard came down to differences in guoqing. 

Similarly, when Qian Zhima’s Maoism student linked the burgeoning development of 

civil society to Chinese political reform, Qian responded that the status of democracy in a 

country relates to its guoqing. 

In one particularly notable example, a group of students began their presentation 

on the large number of dead pigs that had recently been found in Shanghai’s Huangpu 

River (see Davison 2013) by asking how one might have a “harmonious” perspective 

regarding the incident. The teacher, Kong Lingwen, was obviously not amused by the 

students’ ostensible attempt to satirize the official discourse. He asked the students 
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involved to go speak with him in the back of the classroom, which caused other students 

to gasp. I could overhear his conversation with the group. He asked one student about a 

term the group had used; the student tried to answer, but Kong quickly shut him down. 

The four students seemed nervous as Kong accused some of them of not sufficiently 

understanding the topic. When he returned to the front of the classroom, Kong 

rhetorically asked the class what the purpose of the presentations was. In his view, the 

group did not fully enough explain the meaning of “harmonious society.” Ironically, 

Kong did praise one member of the group for having bold opinions, after which the rest 

of the class clapped for the student. All told, Kong’s critique of the presentation lasted 

longer than the presentation itself, and thus ended the one presentation where students 

might have subtly challenged state doctrine. 

2.5: THE CONSTRAINED DISCURSIVE SPACE OF THE CLASSROOM 

 As a space not directly monitored by those holding substantial power at the 

university, namely, the various levels of Party secretaries, the politics classes provided an 

environment that nominally allowed for open dialogue on China’s political issues for the 

teachers and the students. A few teachers even expressed both to me and to their students 

the teachers’ willingness to provide a free environment for tackling complicated issues. 

When a student tried to unconvincingly link his presentation to Marxism, Zhang Xiali 

told the students that doing so was not an expectation of the assignment. She then called 

on other students to make comments on the presentation. The first student declared that it 

was a good presentation without any problems. The second simply said she had been part 

of the group that prepared the presentation. Despite the semblance of open 

communication, teachers generally went off-book only to provide additional material that 
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they hoped would illustrate theoretical points or interest students. At most, a handful of 

teachers—specifically the fudao yuan—resisted fulfilling their assigned role by 

approaching their teaching responsibilities with apathy. Students, in turn, responded to 

their limited opportunities to speak openly by almost always recreating official discourse. 

The teachers frequently challenged the students who did not. 

 The classroom, a physical place, is thus also a discursive space. Language may 

seem to offer an unlimited framework with which to express ideas. Yet discourse is 

actually constrained not just by grammar and the words available but also by the 

expectations and motivations of those participating in the communication. In the case of 

the teachers, they must fulfill their obligations to the university and their department, and 

they are also cognizant of their role in the Party apparatus. Treading too far afield in the 

curriculum could have both economic and political repercussions. In the case of the 

students, they know they must meet the expectations of the teachers and also know that 

their performance in the class could bear on obtaining Party membership in the future, 

which, in turn, could have both economic and political repercussions as well. To the 

extent that open dissent occurs, it must come in veiled terms couched in the official 

discourse or risk the chance of rejection. 

 That is, of course, if any of the parties involved wish to engage in dissent. It is 

practically impossible to know the true intentions and thoughts of any of the teachers and 

students I have portrayed. At best, I can try to discern the likelihood of whether a 

particular individual meant what they said. In this chapter, I have tried to do that by 

corroborating teachers’ actions in the classrooms with their responses during interviews. 

Did the teachers really believe in the political doctrine they espoused? It seems likely 
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many did at least to a degree, indicated both from the enthusiasm with which they applied 

theoretical concepts (e.g. Marxism as a scientific pursuit) to the materials they brought in 

for the purpose of engaging students, and from their rebuttals to student presentations. 

Regardless, most acted like they believed, and their actions certainly bear the most 

weight on the extent of the instruction’s impact on the students. It is harder to discern the 

true perspectives of the students based just on the data presented in this chapter. The next 

chapter will use the statistical analysis of surveys to examine students’ beliefs with 

respect to certain cosmopolitan values, and then chapter four will use student interviews 

to connect those beliefs to the influence of these classes.
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CHAPTER 3: GLOBAL INFLUENCES ON CHINESE STUDENT PERSPECTIVES 

The previous two chapters introduced the Chinese university political curriculum 

and how teachers instruct it. The chapters paid particular attention to the guoqing and 

science discourses. The guoqing discourse centers on China’s “national situation” and 

attempts to justify China’s ideological exclusion of political alternatives to Communist 

Party rule. The science discourse effectively serves to justify the guoqing discourse 

despite being built on top of other discourse of science that are not necessarily so 

exclusive. The first chapter explored how the curriculum reveals Chinese government 

anxiety that exposure to foreign ideas, including foreign science discourse, might weaken 

its legitimacy, but the second chapter showed that Chinese students generally toe the 

government line when discussing both the Chinese government and other countries in 

their politics courses. At the same time, student replication of official discourse does not 

necessarily entail actual belief in that discourse. 

 This chapter and the next will explore Chinese student beliefs and the extent to 

which the government discourse impacts those beliefs. In this particular chapter, I use 

statistical analysis of surveys I gave to hundreds of students in the classes I attended in 

order to a) establish a demographic picture of who these students are, b) indicate the 

extent to which their beliefs align with the guoqing discourse, and c) investigate the 

impact of foreign exposure on their beliefs. In effect, this chapter seeks to determine 

whether Chinese government anxiety about foreign exposure is valid. In what follows, I 

begin by outlining the sociological research on cosmopolitanism since, as I argue, 

cosmopolitanism under certain formulations reflects the inverse of guoqing. Drawing on 

that research, I construct a model of the development of cosmopolitanism. I then test that 
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model with the statistical analysis of the surveys, I find that foreign exposure, including 

exposure to foreign culture and to foreign individuals, does not necessarily diminish 

beliefs that are consistent with the guoqing discourse. 

3.1: THE ORIGINS OF COSMOPOLITANISM 

 As described in chapter one, the guoqing discourse often grounds itself in the 

denigration of other countries and their political systems in particular. Other political 

systems are bad or simply do not fit China’s context. Correspondingly, the political 

curriculum declares that the Chinese Communist Party, whose policies do take China’s 

context into account, is the only legitimate authority to manage China’s current and 

future needs. A viewpoint antithetical to guoqing would therefore comprise positive, 

trusting attitudes towards other countries and less political parochialism. 

Guoqing thus stands in stark contrast to cosmopolitan attitudes. Delanty and He 

provide a typical definition of cosmopolitanism: “an overriding concern with normative 

and moral issues, acceptance of the criticism of other cultures, taking others as equal 

partners in a cultural dialogue, positive cultural encounters and the formation of 

overlapping identities and transnational citizenship” (2008:338). Vertovec and Cohen 

(2002) further differentiate the general concept into five separate dimensions: 

philosophical (a sense of global citizenship and moral concern for distant others), cultural 

(the consumption of foreign goods and media), practical (competences that allow one to 

deeply interact with other cultures), political (the willingness to cede national sovereignty 

to supranational bodies), and attitudinal (open-mindedness, broadly speaking). Guoqing 

opposes political and attitudinal cosmopolitanism in particular. 
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Cosmopolitanism—or the lack thereof—becomes a useful proxy for guoqing due 

to the fact that scholars have already paid a great deal of attention to the mechanisms by 

which cosmopolitan attitudes develop. As Vertovec and Cohen assert, “a key question of 

our age is: can or does exposure to other cultures—from buying bits of them to learning 

to partake in their beliefs and practices—lead to a fundamental change in attitudes?” 

(2002:14). Berger provides an ambivalent answer:  

Much of the consumption of this popular culture is arguably superficial, in 

the sense that it does not have a deep effect on people’s beliefs, values or 

behavior. In principle, an individual could wear jeans and running shoes, 

eat hamburgers, even watch a Disney cartoon, and remain fully embedded 

in this or that traditional culture…. But in other cases, the consumption of 

a hamburger, especially when it takes place under the golden icon of a 

McDonald’s restaurant, is a visible sign of the real or imagined 

participation in global modernity. (2002:7) 

 

In so doing, he explicitly draws upon the work of Watson and his co-authors in Golden 

Arches East (2006 [1997]). Among other claims, Watson et al. suggest that McDonald’s 

can be a transformative space, where customers experience the democratic freedom of 

choice in the context of non-democratic societies. Yet, as both they and Berger suggest, if 

the foreign cultural artifact has become so commonplace that it loses the attraction of 

foreignness, it fails to evoke a sense of connection to a larger humanity. 

 To what extent does exposure to the foreign other in any form create a sense of 

common global interests? Does it engender a sense of moral concern for the welfare of 

those others? Does it lead to altruistic support for supranational solutions to global 

problems that might transcend the sovereignty of local governments, a position that the 

guoqing discourse would very much exclude? One’s initial response might be incredulity 

and to view consumption as “banal cosmopolitanism” (Saito 2011; Beck 2002). Yet the 
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aforementioned work on McDonald’s suggests the possibility of positive impact, 

however unlikely it may seem. The Chinese government also seems to worry that cultural 

globalization might threaten its legitimacy, and hence it engages in practices such as 

cultural import controls that Yan (2003) calls “managed globalization.” Might eating at 

McDonald’s in China lead to a decrease in belief in guoqing and a corresponding increase 

in cosmopolitan attitudes? 

Some scholars have already attempted to explore the causes of cosmopolitan 

attitudes through quantitative research. In particular, Pichler (2012) draws on Vertovec 

and Cohen (2002) for theory, and Norris and Inglehart (2009) and his own earlier work 

on Europe (2009) for methodology, to focus on the empirical effect of various national-

level indices of globalization on cosmopolitan orientations. Notably, the social 

globalization index includes aggregated (i.e., not individual-level) measures of foreign 

exposure such as international tourism, foreign population, internet usage, and the 

presence of McDonald’s. The dependent variables consist of political cosmopolitanism 

and what he calls ethical cosmopolitanism, namely, “trust in different people, tolerance, 

and attitudes towards diverse society,” (2012:25), which he claims comprises elements of 

Vertovec and Cohen’s (2002) philosophical and attitudinal cosmopolitanisms. Lastly, he 

adds a global citizen self-identity measure as an additional dependent variable. He finds 

that social globalization correlates positively and significantly with political 

cosmopolitanism; positively but weakly with ethical cosmopolitanism; and negatively 

and significantly with a global citizen identity. He expresses surprise at the final result, 

speculating that social globalization might be seen to destroy local cultures and therefore 

inhibit the development of a global community, but he concludes by suggesting that 
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future work should look at the way local contexts shape understanding of the meaning of 

global citizenship. 

Pichler’s work and the work of others provide a useful starting point for 

determining the origin of cosmopolitan perspectives, but much still remains unexplained. 

Because Pichler uses an aggregated measure of social globalization, he cannot fully 

account for individual differences particularly with regards to exposure to foreign media 

or interactions with foreigners. That is, why are some members of a given society more 

cosmopolitan than others? Bayram (2015) explains cosmopolitan orientations in terms of 

specific individual values (e.g., “open-mindedness”), but her model does not take those 

values as dependent variables in their own right. How do those values originate? In 

contrast, Han and Zweig’s (2010) more targeted study assesses the values of Chinese 

students returning to China from studying abroad, indicating that they were indeed more 

“internationalist” because of foreign exposure. Yet those results do not explain the 

differences between individuals who have not studied abroad. 

I believe that clearer causal connections are necessary. To begin with, social 

globalization corresponds to what Vertovec and Cohen (2002) call cultural 

cosmopolitanism on an individual level, and Pichler’s (2012) analysis implies that 

cultural cosmopolitanism should be considered causally prior to ethical and political 

cosmopolitanisms as well as global citizen identity. More generally, I propose that there 

is a likely temporal order in the development of various cosmopolitan behaviors and 

attitudes; for example, it is unlikely that an individual will have strong feelings about 

foreigners without having been exposed to any, either in person or filtered through the 

media or the accounts of compatriots. Even consuming foreign food and products can 
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generate assumptions about foreigners and foreign places. The extent to which someone 

feels like a global citizen, that is, part of a global community will likewise depend on 

foreign exposure. And, finally, the extent to which someone wishes to be part of a 

specifically political community with foreigners likely depends on attitudes towards 

foreigners and a sense of being part of a global community in general. 

Figure 3.1 depicts this proposed theoretical model. Demographic background 

variables determine the likelihood of cultural cosmopolitanism and interactions with 

foreigners, which I here refer to as social cosmopolitanism. Cultural and social 

cosmopolitanisms, in turn, constitute lower-order cosmopolitanisms that lead to global 

citizen identities and ethical cosmopolitanism,8 which likewise lead to political 

cosmopolitanism. I include a correlation between global citizenship and ethical 

cosmopolitanism in the model because of potential conceptual overlap. 

                                                 
8 While it is certainly the case that positive attitudes towards foreign countries can reinforce the desire for 

foreign exposure, I am chiefly concerned with the initial causality. 
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This model generally assumes that higher-order cosmopolitanisms increase as 

lower-order cosmopolitanisms increase.  That is, exposure to foreign ideas, products, and 

people increase open-mindedness and an individual’s sense of connection to others across 

the globe; and open-mindedness and a sense of connection lead to support for increased 

international political cooperation. This process would thus confirm Chinese government 

anxiety regarding foreign exposure and conforms to the long-standing psychology 

concept of “contact theory,” in which contact with members of an out-group increases 

tolerance (Pettigrew and Tropp 2008; Allport 1979). Alternatively, foreign exposure 

could leave bad impressions, thus damaging open-mindedness, moral concern, and 
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Figure 3.1: Theoretical Cosmopolitanism Model 
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supranational support. This second perspective, in turn, corresponds to more recent 

theories highlighting the effects of negative contact (Barlow et al. 2012). Lastly, those 

two forces could effectively cancel each other out and thus lead to no significant 

correlations.  

3.2: SURVEY METHODOLOGY 

 To test my model, I developed my own questionnaire. To measure the higher-

order cosmopolitanisms, I use the same questions as Pichler (2012) from the China 

version of the 2005-2008 World Values Survey (WVS). Questions pertaining to exposure 

to foreign cultural goods, that is, cultural cosmopolitanism, draw on similar topics from 

the Asia- and Euro-Barometer surveys. Lastly, I created additional questions to cover 

topics not measured in those surveys (e.g., family background) that might point to paths 

of indirect foreign exposure. 

The data consist of survey responses from just the students at the university in 

which I did my fieldwork. Importantly, the data does not represent a random sample of 

Chinese students in general nor does it represent a random sample of students at this 

particular university. Because of China’s political sensitivities and the difficulty in 

gaining access to students, the questionnaires were only given to the students attending 

the seven first-year classes to which I had access.9 Access issues further constrained me 

from giving the questionnaires to second- and third-year students, but I contend that this 

restriction actually benefits the study in so far as the students’ first-year status would 

                                                 
9 Each class consists of all students from one or more of the following majors: Broadcasting, Chemistry 

English, French, German, Japanese, Journalism, Korean, Literature, Mathematics, Physics, Russian, 

Sociology, and Spanish. While it is true that my sample is biased by including only students that would 

choose these majors, their reasons for selecting these majors should depend on the same background 

variables that my analysis exposes. 
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limit the homogenizing effect of the same school environment. While these limitations 

obviously bias my sample and thus preclude much generalization, the results in other 

chapters help me to triangulate the results and to construct a bigger picture of these 

students’ lives. 

For demographic independent variables, I first include the gender of the 

respondent. I add three variables describing the type of occupations the parents have, 

namely, political bureaucrat (a popular career path in China), business-focused, or 

educationally-intensive.10 These correspond, in turn, to the parents’ political, economic, 

and cultural capital. I also add a variable for the student’s desired occupation, with the 

expectation that it might help guide a student’s actions, and I code it in the same 

fashion.11 Similarly, I include a variable indicating whether the student is a STEM or 

humanities/social sciences major. Because Chinese education features a sharp delineation 

between STEM and humanities fields, their major potentially indicates the impact of a 

student’s past education history, as might the student’s self-reported English ability 

measured as a five-point scale. To further capture the impact of the parents’ background, 

I include a variable denoting whether the parents grew up in an urban area as well as a 

variable denoting the size of the family’s current area of residence, under the hypothesis 

that living in cities increases exposure to foreign products, people, and ideas. However, 

instead of using population, I use the official Chinese urban political designation (rural, 

                                                 
10 The original survey asked students to write-in both their mothers’ and fathers’ occupations. I recoded 

those occupations into these indicator variables and summed the results for both parents. In some cases, a 

given occupation might be coded as two categories if it fits both. I used 0 for cases where a parent was 

explicitly said to be unemployed. 
11 Because a blank response here most likely indicates uncertainty on the part of the student, I replace 

missing values with zeroes in all three categories. 
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county-level, prefectural-level, provincial-level, and municipality) as a scale variable. 

Lastly, I do not include religious affiliation or political orientation as those topics are too 

sensitive in China for this project. 

I then add a few independent variables regarding previous foreign exposure that 

might influence cosmopolitanism. I capture the broader influence of the student’s 

extended family—and thus the importance of networks (see Saito 2011)—by including a 

scale variable that is the sum of three indicator variables representing whether a student 

has family that lives abroad, that frequently travels abroad, and that frequently interacts 

with foreigners.12 I then include the natural log of the student’s estimation of the total 

amount of time he or she has spent abroad.13 

I break down the lower-order cultural and social cosmopolitanisms into three 

separate indices, two representing the former and one representing the latter. The “media” 

index represents the sum of six separate variables measuring consumption of foreign 

media (books, television, movies, music, websites, and news) and thus stands for 

exposure to information about the rest of the world.14 The “products” index represents the 

sum of three variables measuring consumption—and the behavior of consumption—of 

foreign products (consumer items, fast food, and non-fast food).  Lastly, the “foreign 

friend” index represents the sum of two variables measuring interaction with foreigners 

(through online chat and in-person).  All of the aforementioned constituent variables are 

encoded as 0 (never) through 3 (often). 

                                                 
12 Cronbach’s α equals 0.77. 
13 I set the final value as 0 if the initial value was 0 or missing and as 1 if it was anything greater than 0 but 

below 3 days. 
14 α equals 0.71. 
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For global citizen identity, ethical cosmopolitanism, and political 

cosmopolitanism, I perform the same calculations described by Pichler (2012) using the 

same questions from the WVS. Global citizen identity corresponds to strong agreement to 

the question regarding whether individuals self-identify in that way.15 Ethical 

cosmopolitanism consists of the sum of three indices separately representing trust, 

tolerance, and feelings toward diversity.16 Political cosmopolitanism consists of the sum 

of two indices separately representing lack of national identity17 and support for 

supranational solutions to world problems.18 

Printed surveys were given to students in class under the supervision of myself 

and the corresponding teacher, and I collected 726 completed forms.19 Using the 

demographic variables, I first perform OLS regression on each of the three cultural-social 

indices. I then include those indices along with the background variables in logistic 

regressions on the global citizenship indicator and OLS regressions on the ethical and 

                                                 
15 While Pichler generated two global citizen variables to distinguish between strong and weak agreement, 

in this study, I only consider strong agreement because nearly all the students in my sample (97%) at least 

weakly agree. 
16 The WVS asks a single question using a ten-point scale as to whether the respondent thinks ethnic 

diversity benefits a state (high value) or harms its security (low value). 
17 The WVS asks respondents two questions on whether they see themselves as a 1) local citizen and 2) a 

national citizen, and one question on whether they feel national pride. All use the four-point Likert scale, 

with disagreement contributing to higher scores in this index. This index also includes a fourth variable 

(scaled to four points) on whether the respondent would not be willing to go to war in support of their 

country. Whereas Pichler referred to this index as a measure of lack of nationalism, I replace “nationalism” 

with “national identity” to avoid connotations of the former term that are not measured in the data. 
18 The WVS asks respondents whether a national government, a regional organization, or the United 

Nations should address a given problem (human rights, foreign aid, environment, refugees, or peace). 

Following Pichler (2012), I assign one point for each problem if the respondent answers regional or UN. 
19 Rates of non-responses on individual questions do not seem to correspond to the potential sensitivity of 

the question. Question response rates ranged from 89% to 100% with an average of 93%. Because 

removing cases with missing values would result in a near-empty dataset, unless noted otherwise, I have 

imputed these values by using the average among other students in the given student’s major. While 

sensitivity might have caused students to modify their answers to a perceived “correct” answer, any 

significant findings should still hold because such presumably uniform behavior would likely weaken 

associations. 
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political indices. I perform these latter regressions both with and without the other 

measurements of cosmopolitanism theorized to be temporally prior as described above. I 

do so to demonstrate the extent to which the second model noticeably improves on the 

first. 

3.3: THE TYPICAL STUDENT 

 Table 3.1 shows descriptive statistics for the variables used in this study. The 

typical student in my study is female (53%) due to the class composition of the surveyed 

majors. The slight majority of students major in STEM fields (51%) and report only 

moderate English ability. Students most commonly had parents whose occupations 

centered on money (68%), but, not surprising for a top university in China, many other 

parents chose careers requiring a fair amount of cultural capital (65%). As one might also 

expect, given the context, the plurality of students desire an occupation requiring 

extensive academic training (47%). The vast majority of parents grew up in urban areas 

(70%), and their families continue to live in typically moderately sized cities, with 

prefectural-level being the mode. A third of the students have family members who either 

live or frequently travel abroad, or who frequently interact with foreigners (35%). 

 The students demonstrate a great deal of direct exposure to globalization as well. 

17% have spent some amount of time abroad. Nearly all of the students engage with 

foreign media sources (98%), with movies (93%) and music (90%) being the dominant 

forms. A majority of students also read foreign books (64%), and large minorities access 

other media forms with presumably large amounts of informational content, i.e., news 

(40%) and web sites (30%) as well. The majority eat foreign fast food (70%) and use 

foreign products (53%), and a near-majority eat foreign food (49%). Lastly, nearly a fifth 
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of the students at least occasionally interact with foreign friends online or in person 

(17%). 

 More than half strongly see themselves as global citizens (56%). Similarly, these 

students demonstrate a great deal of ethical cosmopolitanism with a mean score of 76% 

and with virtually no student demonstrating extreme xenophobia. That said, they tend to 

be slightly distrustful of foreigners and give only a little bit more trust to those from 

different religious backgrounds. Nonetheless, the students largely claim they would 

welcome neighbors of a variety of different backgrounds and value ethnic diversity 

overall.  

In contrast, their worldview clearly reflects the Westphalian order, 

overwhelmingly identifying themselves as Chinese citizens, feeling a great degree of 

national pride, and being generally willing to go to war for their country. They seem 

ambivalent about supranational involvement in political issues, predictably disliking 

foreign involvement in human rights (38%) and the environment (46%). On the other 

hand, they see peace (57%) and refugees (67%) as requiring multinational cooperation, 

and strongly see the need for foreign aid (81%) to be solved above the national level. 

These strong national identities and overall misgivings towards cooperation with foreign 

governments potentially demonstrate the influence of the guoqing discourse and reflect 

other available data regarding Chinese youth (see Shirk 2007). 

 



97 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.1: Descriptive Statistics of Surveyed Students. N = 726. Weighted by class 

response rates. 

Variable Min Max % ≥ 1 Mean SD 

Background 

Gender (1=Female) 0 1 53 0.53 0.50 

Humanities Major 0 1 49 0.49 0.50 

English Ability 0 4 99 1.97 0.63 

Parents: Political Occupation 0 2 19 0.27 0.52 

Parents: Economic Occupation 0 2 44 0.68 0.73 

Parents: Cultural Occupation 0 2 42 0.65 0.73 

Self: Political Occupation 0 1 6 0.06 0.23 

Self: Economic Occupation 0 1 20 0.20 0.40 

Self: Cultural Occupation 0 1 46 0.47 0.50 

Parents from City 0 1 70 0.70 0.46 

Residence Type 0 4 87 1.87 1.13 

Family Influence 0 3 35 0.65 1.01 

Foreign Residence 0 1 20 0.20 0.40 

Foreign Travel 0 1 19 0.19 0.39 

Frequent Foreign Interaction 0 1 26 0.26 0.44 

Days Spent Abroad 0 1488 16 6.51 57.54 

(Cultural) Foreign Media  2 18 100 10.81 2.88 

Books 0 3 97 1.79 0.76 

Movies 0 3 ≈100 2.54 0.62 

Television 0 3 84 1.36 0.90 

Music 0 3 99 2.51 0.69 

Web 0 3 84 1.23 0.77 

News 0 3 91 1.39 0.76 

(Cultural) Foreign Products 0 9 99 5.04 1.71 

Consumer Items 0 3 98 1.66 0.74 

Fast Food 0 3 97 1.85 0.69 

Non-Fast Food 0 3 93 1.53 0.77 

(Social) Foreign Friends 0 6 57 1.08 1.26 

Online Chat 0 3 43 0.54 0.72 

In-Person 0 3 38 0.53 0.77 

Global Citizen  0 1 56 0.56 0.50 
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Table 3.1: Descriptive Statistics of Surveyed Students, continued. 

Variable Min Max % ≥ 1 Mean SD 

Ethical Cosmopolitanism 17.59 100 100 76.48 11.70 

Trust 0 6 ≈100 4.01 0.86 

Foreign Trust 0 3 ≈100 1.98 0.45 

Religious Trust 0 3 ≈100 2.04 0.52 

Tolerance 3 12 100 9.60 1.93 

Ethnic Neighbor 0 3 ≈100 2.44 0.53 

Immigrant Neighbor 1 3 100 2.48 0.52 

Language Neighbor 0 3 ≈100 2.36 0.54 

Religious Neighbor 0 3 ≈100 2.31 0.58 

Support Diversity 1 9 100 7.43 1.54 

Political Cosmopolitanism 0 100 99 37.51 16.05 

Lack of National Identity 0 10 80 2.08 1.81 

Local Citizen 0 3 ≈100 2.37 0.58 

National Citizen 0 3 ≈100 2.78 0.44 

National Pride 0 3 99 2.25 0.65 

Willing to Go to War 0 1 84 0.84 0.36 

Supranational Support 0 5 92 2.88 1.44 

Problem: Environment 0 1 46 0.46 0.50 

Problem: Foreign Aid 0 1 81 0.81 0.39 

Problem: Human Rights 0 1 38 0.38 0.48 

Problem: Peace 0 1 57 0.57 0.50 

Problem: Refugees 0 1 67 0.67 0.47 

 

3.4 EXPLAINING LOWER-ORDER COSMOPOLITANISMS 

 Table 3.2 details the results of an OLS regression concerning the impact of the 

background variables on measures of cultural and social cosmopolitanisms, that is, the 

first set of causal relationships present in Figure 3.1. The R2 and F statistics are 

consistently strong, indicating good predictive ability of a student’s probability of 

interacting with foreigners and consuming foreign products and media.  Female students 

are significantly more likely to consume foreign products and slightly more likely to 

consume foreign media and make foreign friends. Unsurprisingly, humanities majors are 

more likely to engage in all three categories, significantly so in the case of media and 



99 

 

 

 

 

foreign friends, probably owing to both personal interest and educational requirements. 

Likewise, students with more English proficiency scored significantly higher in all three 

aspects, probably for similar reasons. 

Parental occupations of any category were, for the most part, only significantly 

related to media and products, with parents’ cultural capital alone significantly 

contributing to having foreign friends. That said, foreign travel, likely with the parents, 

does significantly contribute to both use of foreign products and having foreign friends. 

Further, parents’ political and cultural capital are substantially more likely to lead to 

media consumption than economic capital. A student’s own desired occupation tends to 

have a much different effect as business interest corresponds to greater consumption. In 

contrast, political aspirations decrease consumption suggesting that those students both 

have less exposure to foreign criticism of Chinese politics and correspondingly less drive 

to seek out both foreign media, products, and friends in the present. Interestingly, 

students whose planned careers require extensive education are less likely than the 

business-oriented to use foreign products. 

The influences of contextual variables beyond the nuclear family generally 

operate as expected. Students from cities, where foreign media, friends, and especially 

products are more available, are more likely to use them. Having family members with 

foreign exposure strongly and significantly translates to increased demand and access to 

foreign media, products and friends. In contrast, students with city-raised parents are 

unexpectedly less likely to seek out foreign media but nonetheless slightly more likely to 

have foreign friends. 

 



100 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.2: Impact of Background Variables on Cultural and Social Cosmopolitanisms.  

N = 726. Weighted by class response rates. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001. 

Background Variable Media Products Foreign Friends 

Gender 0.01 0.34*** 0.06 

Humanities 0.76** 0.22 0.60*** 

English Ability 1.10*** 0.28** 0.31*** 

Parents: Political Occupation 0.58** 0.40*** 0.00 

Parents: Economic Occupation 0.12 0.23*** 0.05 

Parents: Cultural Occupation 0.36* 0.23* 0.15* 

Self: Political Occupation -0.33 -0.32 -0.01 

Self: Economic Occupation 0.32 0.04 0.08 

Self: Cultural Occupation 0.32 -0.16 0.10 

Parents from City -0.14 0.17 0.01 

Residence Type 0.03 0.31*** 0.04 

Family Influence 0.47*** 0.31*** 0.18*** 

Days Spent Abroad (log) 0.13 0.14** 0.23*** 

β0 7.29*** 2.90*** -0.34* 

R2 0.17 0.26 0.24 

F 11.74*** 23.49*** 18.94*** 

 

3.5: EXPLAINING HIGHER-ORDER COSMOPOLITANISMS 

 Table 3.3 shows the correlation matrix for the cosmopolitanism measures. Tables 

3.4 and 3.5 present the results of the final regressions measuring the influence of the 

background variables, and cultural and social cosmopolitanisms on the measures of the 

higher-order cosmopolitanisms and their constituent sub-indices. I provide results for 

models with and without assuming the causal influence of other cosmopolitanisms, along 

with corresponding F statistics, to demonstrate the extent to which the latter models are 

improvements over the former. While the R2 and F statistics in Tables 3.4 and 3.5 are not 

as strong as those in Table 3.2, the final results mostly support the general shape of my 

theoretical model with three exceptions: 1) the results show a slightly significant 

relationship between the use of foreign products and the strength of national identities, 2) 

the results indicate that the influence of social cosmopolitanism may be minimal, and 3) 
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the results fail to find any strong predictors for supranational support. Per the model, 

global citizen identity and ethical measures tend to correlate significantly with both 

cultural measures and national identities, while there is only the slightly significant 

correlation between a single cultural measure and the strength of national identities. 

Overall, the results suggest that the influence of foreign exposure on national identities 

predominantly flows through ethical attitudes and a sense of connection to the world. Of 

course, the data also allows for a backwards flow of influence that reinforces the 

observed relationships. For example, students that are more tolerant of foreigners will be 

more likely to make additional foreign friends. 

The same background variables that strongly determined cultural and social 

cosmopolitanisms rarely obtain significance with respect to higher-order measures, 

which, again, suggests that their influence flows through the causal chain. Gender, 

however, consistently stands out as one of the most significant determinants of 

cosmopolitan perspectives. Gender’s effect is also uniformly positive, except in relation 

to political measures, and the results thus mostly conform to Pichler’s (2012) analysis. 

The effects of the guoqing discourse could account for the surprising negative effect of 

being a humanities major on many of the measures, due to the presumably greater 

sociohistorical content in those classes.20 For example, instruction on the history of 

China’s relationship with Tibet could lead to believing that greater diversity corresponds 

to greater ethnic unrest. On the other hand, English proficiency uniformly increases 

feelings of global citizenship and ethical cosmopolitanism but significantly reduces 

                                                 
20 The Chinese college entrance examination for humanities majors has a more substantial history 

component than that for their science and engineering peers. Naturally, the history curriculum is “patriotic.” 

(See Wang 2008.) 
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political cosmopolitanism. In other words, Chinese English instruction increases 

knowledge and trust of foreign others but might also include anti-foreign political lessons 

intended to counteract the predicted positive effect on attitudes. 

Both a student’s parents’ occupation and their own desired occupations tend to 

have insignificant effects. That said, students with parents in politics tend to be 

particularly insular in terms of attitudes but adhere to political cosmopolitanism, which 

could indicate that the students’ second-hand experience of Chinese politics lends itself to 

greater desire for political openness and cooperation. In contrast, a student’s aspiration to 

become a bureaucrat leads to consistently negative results, obtaining significance with the 

overall measure of political cosmopolitanism and significantly leading to a stronger 

national identity. Then again, just as parental involvement in business leads to more 

cultural exposure, it also leads to more openness towards difference even as that openness 

also tends to correspond with a stronger national identity. However, the student’s own 

interest in business corresponds to a sense of being part of the (business) world, but a 

world where those outside of China may not have China’s best economic interests at 

heart, and thus these students retain strong national identities. Lastly, well-educated 

parents trust outsiders from a distance, and thus also support supranational solutions to an 

extent, but they may have also learned that greater diversity can bring problems. Neither 

they nor academic-oriented students see themselves as global citizens, and the students 

share the concern with diversity. That said, this category of students is the most open to 

outsiders, but they nonetheless reflect their particular context, having strong national 

identities and less support for supranational politics. All in all, those who already have a 
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future career in mind tend to believe that the Chinese government alone should impact 

their destinies. 

The remaining background variables, all corresponding to the potential for 

foreign exposure, result in very few significant coefficients. Urban life or having city-

raised parents generally negatively influences cosmopolitan attitudes. That said, whereas 

city-raised parents pass on slightly greater respect for diversity, urban students have 

significantly less respect. Yet city-raised parents do not pass on support for political 

cosmopolitanism, while the urban students support it nonetheless and even have 

significantly weaker national identities. The best explanation for this odd result might be 

that these students want to express their individuality, and thus eschew collective 

identities, but are not quite ready yet to accept the differences in others. In contrast, 

having family members with ties abroad or having foreign travel experience typically 

only slightly generate cosmopolitan perspectives. The counterintuitive fact that these two 

variables measuring potentially early foreign exposure obtain significance with respect to 

cultural and social cosmopolitanisms but not here is compatible with the theoretical 

model. 

Turning to more immediate measures of foreign exposure, consuming foreign 

media creates a significant boost in ethical cosmopolitanism. In contrast, consuming 

foreign products does create the perception of global citizenship but does not clearly 

translate into the development of ethical cosmopolitanism. It does however significantly 

contribute to weaker national identities. As previously mentioned, the data remarkably 

demonstrate no significant impact for direct foreign interaction on any of the higher-order 

cosmopolitanisms. Despite the fact that the students ostensibly consider the foreigners as 
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friends, the results suggest that interactions with foreigners can have mixed effects, both 

disproving and confirming out-group stereotypes. Another survey question reveals that 

these foreign friends largely consist of North Americans, Europeans, and fellow East 

Asians. 

Taking Tables 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, and 3.5 together, we find two primary paths through 

which student backgrounds impact the strength of their national identities. The first leads 

through foreign media and the development of ethical cosmopolitan values, and the 

second goes through foreign products and self-identification as a global citizen. The 

lower strength of the relationships between cultural cosmopolitanism on the one hand, 

and global citizen identity and ethical cosmopolitanism on the other might indicate the 

likeliest transition in which the paths fail, that is, the conversion from superficial 

consumption to substantial beliefs. There is also a potential third path in the direct 

relationship between foreign products and national identity, which is suppressed by the 

stronger, opposite effect of global citizen identity on national identity, suggesting the 

possibility of a feedback loop whereby a strong national identity leads to refusing to use 

foreign goods. 

 That national identity grows in conjunction with global citizen identity and ethical 

cosmopolitanism is one surprising result of this study. Pichler (2012) was also surprised 

to find that global citizen identity correlates negatively with political cosmopolitanism 

worldwide. For the students in my sample, these results indicate that their position in the 

world is largely dependent on China’s position in it, and thus global and national 

identities are closely linked. The context that allows them to become more trusting and 

tolerant is rooted in a particularly Chinese experience. 
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Another unanticipated result, the model’s inability to account for supranational 

support in China likely stems from the difficulty of measuring abstract concepts with 

concrete indicators and the particular mix of issues included in the WVS, some of which 

(e.g., human rights, the environment) remain hotly debated in the country.21 It also may 

allude to the possibility that students view ceding some sovereignty to the United Nations 

and other institutions as undermining the strength of the country whose rise allowed the 

students to experience the world in the first place. 

Figure 3.2 depicts the proposed model amended to fit the empirical results. 

 

                                                 
21 While some independent variables do obtain significance in logistic regressions for each of the individual 

political issues, none of those regressions yield significant F statistics. 
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Table 3.3: Correlations Between Indices of Cosmopolitanisms. N = 726. Weighted by 

class response rates. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Table 3.4: Determinants of Global Citizen Identity and Ethical Cosmopolitanism.  

N = 726. Weighted by class response rates. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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Table 3.5. Determinants of Political Cosmopolitanism. N = 726. Weighted by class 

response rates. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001. 

Variable 

Political 

Cosmopolitanism 

Lack of  

National Identity 

Supranational 

Support 

A B A B A B 

Gender -1.73 -0.65 -0.16 0.11 -0.11 -0.11 

Humanities -0.38 -0.75 0.25 0.15 -0.14 -0.14 

English Ability -2.37* -2.02* -0.25* -0.17 -0.13 -0.13 

Parents: Political Occupation 0.92 0.67 -0.04 -0.13 0.11 0.11 

Parents: Economic Occupation 1.41 1.35 0.05 0.04 0.12 0.12 

Parents: Cultural Occupation 0.88 0.73 0.06 0.01 0.06 0.07 

Self: Political Occupation -5.09 -5.38* -0.59* -0.66** -0.26 -0.26 

Self: Economic Occupation -1.66 -1.64 -0.38* -0.40** -0.01 0.00 

Self: Cultural Occupation -0.94 -1.18 -0.14 -0.18 -0.03 -0.04 

Parents from City -1.63 -1.72 -0.20 -0.24 -0.08 -0.07 

Residence Type 1.30* 1.19* 0.24** 0.18** 0.03 0.04 

Family Influence 0.17 0.30 0.02 0.04 0.01 0.01 

Days Spent Abroad (log) 0.55 0.62 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.04 

(Cultural) Media — 0.05 — 0.00 — 0.00 

(Cultural) Products — 0.34 — 0.11* — -0.01 

(Social) Foreign Friends — -0.16 — -0.00 — -0.01 

Global Citizen — -6.58*** — -1.27*** — -0.13 

Ethical Cosmopolitanism — 0.00 — -0.02** — 0.01 

β0 40.92*** 42.89*** 2.32*** 3.67*** 3.12*** 2.65*** 

F 1.65 3.02*** 2.72** 9.31*** 0.80 0.77 

R2 0.03 0.07 0.04 0.19 0.01 0.02 
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Figure 3.2: Empirical Cosmopolitanism Model. Line widths indicate approximate relative 

strength of regression coefficients. 

 

3.6 CONTEXTUALIZED COSMOPOLITANISM 

 This chapter has attempted to both empirically test a new theory on the 

development of cosmopolitanism and to examine whether the Chinese government is 

justified in its concern regarding the impact of foreign exposure on its legitimacy. While 

the limitations of the non-random sample constrain generalization, I believe that the 

results are still useful. The fact that the data supports certain parts of the theory opens up 

possibilities for other scholars to verify or disprove its findings with better samples and in 

more diverse contexts. But the exceptions to the theory also prove informative and 
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highlight how national contexts shape our experiences of the world. Beck and Levy have 

argued: 

[P]articularism becomes a prerequisite for a cosmopolitan orientation. 

Cosmopolitanism does not negate nationalism; national attachments are 

potential mediators between the individual and cosmopolitan horizons 

along which new identifications unfold. (2013:9) 

 

My results agree. The Chinese context is obviously a “potential mediator” for the 

students in my survey. As my data suggest, we live at a time when, globalization 

notwithstanding, our national experiences still play a formative role in our perspectives 

on the world.  

 The results also serve to show possible limits to the efficacy of the guoqing 

discourse. Although the students do display strong national identities, the strength of 

those identities comes as a seeming consequence of other cosmopolitan attitudes and not 

the distrust of foreigners that the guoqing discourse tends to promote. Granted, students 

may like foreigners but still dislike the interference of foreign governments, which the 

results in the next chapter confirm, but the results also show that the strength of national 

identities does not necessarily correlate positively with belief that the Chinese 

government should have sole jurisdiction over certain issues. That is, a strong national 

identity and the dislike of foreign governments do not necessarily lead to unwavering 

support for the government or the Communist Party. The next chapter will use interviews 

with a subset of these students to further explore the extent to which the political 

curriculum influences student perspectives in the government’s intended way. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE CURRICULUM’S IMPACT ON STUDENT PERSPECTIVES 

Chapter three introduced some surprising quantitative results regarding the 

development of political cosmopolitanism among Chinese university students, namely, 

the positive impact of global citizen self-identity and ethical cosmopolitanism on the 

strength of national identities; and the lack of impact—positive or negative—of those 

attitudes on support for supranational institutions. The chapter concluded by arguing that 

national contexts serve as mediators for the development of cosmopolitan orientations, 

and this chapter will use qualitative data from interviews to further investigate the 

mediated connection between ethical cosmopolitanism and political cosmopolitanism. 

Specifically, it examines the extent to which student perspectives on the world and other 

countries demonstrate the influence of the university’s political curriculum and the 

guoqing and science discourses in particular. Do the students echo the key tenets of 

guoqing or do they invoke more universal, cosmopolitan language when talking about 

Chinese or international issues? Do they include Marxism in their understanding of 

science? In other words, this chapter explores whether the Chinese educational system 

has successfully transmitted its ideology through the Foucauldian classroom processes 

described in chapter two. 

 In what follows, I argue that Chinese students generally reject the linking of 

science with Marxism. In contrast, most students do provide answers that adhere to 

aspects of the guoqing discourse through their strong support of national sovereignty. 

Nonetheless, student belief in national sovereignty does not entail corresponding support 

for the Chinese government or the Communist Party. I then argue that the success of the 

guoqing discourse relative to the science discourse results from the science discourse 
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having clear global antecedents that conflict with the more particular Marxist science 

discourse, whereas the guoqing discourse experiences much less conflict because it 

corresponds to the broadly-shared belief that China holds a unique history and culture. I 

conclude by examining how students’ strong national identities serve as the foundation 

for how they see their individual relationship to the rest of the world. 

For this chapter, I interviewed 56 students who contacted me after I asked for 

volunteers during each of the politics classes I attended. I then met with students either 

one-on-one or in small groups as per the preferences of the students. Because I did not 

know the students prior to meeting them for the interviews, I suggested meeting in public 

cafes so that students would feel more relaxed speaking with me although I recognize that 

the public setting may also have impacted their responses. Chapter two discussed the 

possible external motivations for students to reproduce the official discourse in the 

classroom. Even outside of the classroom, especially in a public setting, students might 

have felt pressure to toe the party line because they feared recrimination. Alternatively, 

they might have been hesitant to express their true perspectives to me, the interviewer, 

because I was both a foreigner and a stranger to them. To reduce the likelihood of student 

self-censorship, I did not ask questions about the Chinese government unless students 

broached the subject first. Regardless, I promised strict confidentiality, and all student 

names are pseudonyms. Interviews were done in Chinese or English according to the 

preference of the student, and most students allowed me to record them. I took notes 

during the interviews, and I transcribed and translated segments of the available 

recordings as needed during analysis. 
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The interviews followed a semi-structured format. I began with broad questions 

asking students to describe themselves and then define the terms “China,” “global 

citizen,” and “science.” The first two terms served to discern how the student viewed 

themselves in relation to their country and to the world. The last term allowed for 

examining the impact of the science discourse used in the curriculum as described in 

chapters one and two. I then moved on to questions about their backgrounds such as their 

life in their hometowns, their family relationships, and their educational experiences 

before arriving in college. Next, I asked students about their current lives in college 

including a question about what they thought of their university classes in general. Only 

if the student did not mention the politics classes on their own volition, which they often 

did, did I ask them explicitly about those classes, and I did so without pointing to specific 

political discourse. I followed with questions pertaining to their experiences interacting 

with foreigners both in-person and online. 

I ended the interviews with a series of questions seeking potential solutions to 

international problems with the purpose of discovering the extent to which students used 

the guoqing discourse in their responses. In my analysis, I pay particular attention to 

whether students demonstrated anti-foreign perspectives, and whether students invoked 

the central political tenet of supreme state sovereignty and focused on unique national 

circumstances that might obviate the potential for supranational solutions or solutions 

applied in other national contexts. These questions concerned environmental pollution,22 

poverty and health crises in Africa,23 the Israel-Palestine conflict,24 and anti-immigrant 

                                                 
22 “What should be done about the world’s environmental problems?” 
23 “Many Africans are poor and have bad health. What should be done?” 
24 “What should be done to resolve the conflict between Israel and Palestine?” 
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nativism in the United States.25 I further intended the questions to have clear analogues in 

China to see whether students would reflect on that in their answers. Would they bring up 

China’s environmental struggles, poverty, ethnic tension, and disdain for migrant 

workers? In so doing, they might potentially demonstrate an inclination to see the 

Chinese context as not so distinct from that of other countries, inclinations that would 

thus run counter to strict guoqing principles. 

 Because of the aforementioned reasons why a student might have censored their 

responses, I pay as much attention to what they did not say as what they did say using the 

logic that, if they did not immediately parrot the official discourse in all instances, those 

situations where they did echo the discourse indicate areas in which they generally did 

agree. Such instances point to discourse that they might have internalized through many 

years of exposure or to discourse that gave voice to what they might already have 

believed, e.g., through cultural norms. Other instances where student responses broke 

from official discourse are obviously very significant. 

4.1: SCIENCE WITHOUT MARXISM 

 When I asked students to explain their understanding of the concept of science, I 

anticipated three categories of responses: 1) definitions that described specific scientific 

methodological processes such as experiments or methodological concepts such as 

repeatability and falsifiability; 2) associations that related science to positive (or possibly 

negative) values such as progress or quality of life and 3) connections to Marxism and 

Chinese politics as found in course curriculum. All three of those categories correspond 

                                                 
25 “Many Americans are worried that immigrants—for example, from Mexico—will reduce available jobs 

and cause American culture to change too much. What do you think about this situation?” 
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to distinct discourses regarding science found in the textbooks as analyzed in chapter one, 

but responses in the latter category would most clearly demonstrate the impact of 

curriculum discourse, whereas the former two potentially reveal the influence of global 

discourse surrounding science. 

 Student responses almost always fell in the second category of value association 

when they claimed that science was either helpful or harmful for society. One physics 

student claimed that science “helps us understand the world.” Similarly, another physics 

student suggested that science helps people to “understand natural laws,” a response that 

links that student to the foreign discourse of the Enlightenment and echoes the reference 

to Immanuel Kant in the Marxism textbook (Pang et al. 2009:54) as described in chapter 

one. Non-science majors, in contrast, tended to give answers that highlighted science as a 

means for technological change. Science provides “convenience” for one literature 

student, but she also recognized that it can be harmful; she believed the internet had made 

her lazy. A German major echoed both points, but instead mentioned Japanese research 

into biological weapons during the second world as an example of harm. One journalism 

major demonstrated how this second category bridges the other two, when she called 

science the “engine of development,” development—economic, social, and political—

being a key theme of the textbooks. Another student likewise mentioned the necessity of 

development, specifically of the economy. 

 No students gave responses that clearly fell into either of the other two categories. 

Regarding the first, a few students came close by describing the ontological limits of 

science. One Korean major began by stating, “science is correct and can explain 

everything,” before backtracking by admitting that science has a difficult time explaining 
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the efficacy of traditional Chinese medicine. Her statement thus contradicts the Marxism 

textbook’s assertion that all phenomena are scientifically “knowable” (2009:31). 

Similarly, a literature major expressed the belief that science cannot solve everything, 

which entailed to her the need for philosophy. A sociology student compared science to 

religion as another mechanism for understanding the world. His friend, a psychology 

major, bemoaned the fact that a particular teacher consistently referred to psychological 

research as unscientific.  

Only one student, a Chinese major, responded in a way that perhaps implied the 

third category, by linking science to “social change.” She did not specify Marxism as a 

specific scientific mechanism by which social change occurs, but she did identify herself 

as highly patriotic in response to a previous question. She said she wanted China to be 

better, and she did like the changes that have already occurred in the country. She told me 

her mother worked for the local government in her hometown, which likely influenced 

her perspective on Chinese politics, and, throughout the interview, the student seemed 

optimistic about China’s future. If nothing else, the Chinese government aligning itself 

with science likely seems beneficial to a student with this perspective. 

Beyond the one question on science, other questions asked students for their 

opinions on global issues. As the next section will discuss, many students suggested the 

use of technology to solve some of the issues but no students mentioned Marxist 

development, scientific or otherwise, as an option. Instead, one psychology student noted 

environmental problems are endemic in Marxist development because “Marx doesn’t pay 

attention to natural issues.” 

4.2: PERVASIVE GUOQING 
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 Like the student who saw science as a mechanism for social change, the vast 

majority of students demonstrate strong patriotism in their responses. Yet, for the most 

part, that patriotism stops short of explicit support for the actions of the Chinese 

government and for the oversight of the Chinese Communist Party. One literature major 

even went so far as to point out that the country is not the same as its government, and a 

German major told me explicitly that the government is “not great.” Instead, student 

patriotism chiefly manifested itself in a love for China’s history and culture, which, an 

English major pointed out, are much older than the current, “young” government. Several 

students mentioned the apocryphal fact of China’s “5000 years of history.” However, 

despite the possibility for patriotism to serve as a benevolent sentiment that integrates a 

national community (Nussbaum 2008), student patriotism can also frequently translate 

into suspicion of the actions of other governments and adherence to the logic of guoqing 

more broadly. 

 Students saw China as the “motherland.” As such, respect for the country 

becomes imperative; in the words of one math student, “one must love the country even if 

one does not love the life there.” A group of sociology students saw China as the root of 

their identity, and they viewed the Chinese people as a collective that banded together in 

times of struggle. Another math student labeled the country as a home that had raised 

him, and for which he must offer his life in service. Because of the motherland ideology 

that many students shared, they were able to look past China’s imperfect contemporary 

reality. A sociology student described China’s history as complex and still developing; 

and he acknowledged that lots of poverty and inequality remained. In the words of a 

literature major, “China provides a good life even if it is not the best.” A journalism 
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major similarly noted, “the problems can be fixed,” and several students cited progress 

since the “reform and opening” as evidence for optimism. An English major compared 

the China of today to the United States prior to the civil rights movement. As one physics 

student pointed out, it is possible to be critical of China but still “love” it, and an English 

major who identified himself as gay felt proud of his country despite its insufficient 

levels of tolerance. A German major evocatively explained this collective sentiment as a 

matter of “near and far;” the life and the culture are “near” whereas the political problems 

of the day are “far.” 

In contrast, two students had both lived in contexts that physically disrupted their 

connection to mainland China, and, in both cases, their degree of attachment differed 

from their classmates. A physics student, Will,26 who had grown up in the distinct 

political context of Hong Kong simply saw China as a designation for a particular area of 

land, that is, the “mainland.” He lacked the attachment his classmates felt, and he 

appreciated the security that the current policy of “one country, two systems” gave his 

life in Hong Kong. A French major, Sophie, who had spent several years in the United 

States told me she felt patriotic but also did not feel like China was entirely her home. 

Whereas the previous chapter revealed that the potentially circumscribed experience of 

foreign travel does not necessarily challenge one’s national identity, prolonged and 

intense exposure to another society may. Han and Zweig (2010) found similar outcomes 

among students returning to China from studying abroad although my own interviews 

                                                 
26 It is common for Chinese students to use English names when interacting with foreigners. If a student 

introduced him or herself to me with an English name, I use an English pseudonym. 
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with students who had studied abroad, discussed in the next chapter, demonstrates more 

mixed results. 

 One student without similar foreign experience also explicitly admitted to feeling 

a lack of attachment, or, in her words, “national spirit,” with regards to her country, and 

her explanation is both simple and instructive. Mei, a literature major, linked national 

identity with culture, but, unlike her fellow students, found that Chinese culture was 

waning. In addition to her studies of classic Chinese literature, she told me she enjoyed 

tai-chi and other traditional activities; and she was clearly very proud of China’s long 

history of cultural achievements. Yet, for her, that China was not the China of today. Mei 

demonstrated a nostalgic patriotism that differed from the patriotism of her classmates 

who linked Chinese culture with their present time and place. Her remarks, in 

combination with Will and Sophie’s, indicate that Chinese student patriotism is deeply 

intertwined with a sense of being Chinese in contemporary China. It comes from culture, 

but more than just a shared culture that, according to one computer science student, is 

shared by ethnic Chinese all around the world. A sense of community can translate that 

cultural attachment into deeper feeling, as Anderson (1991) famously alluded when 

articulating “imagined community” as the basis for national identities.  

 The spatial and temporal dimensions of Chinese student patriotism—if not 

Chinese patriotism more generally—result in conceptualizing China as something that 

must be protected. Two students responded to my question of what China means to them 

by referring to their dislike of foreign criticism of China. One of them, an English major, 

explicitly transformed her appreciation of what China had given her into a desire to 

protect it. Her perspective corresponds to the aspects of the guoqing discourse regarding 
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the dangers of foreign interference. When students spoke of solutions to global problems, 

their language was rife with certain tenets of the political curriculum. Starting from a 

perspective that finds Chinese history and cultural achievements unparalleled, students 

argued in many cases that China—or other states by proxy, as per the particular 

question—should act according to its interests alone and rebuff external efforts seen as 

interference. 

4.2.1: Circumscribed International Aid 

 Statements regarding environmental issues most clearly demonstrated attention to 

guoqing. While my question “what should be done to solve environmental problems?” 

intentionally left vague the matter of who specifically would engage the issue, students 

almost always conceived their responses on a national or individual level. Several 

students suggested that Western countries should take the lead with respect to pollution 

given that, in their view, Western countries were responsible for the majority of the 

pollution. In the words of one literature major, “you can’t tell other countries what to do,” 

and many students resent what they see as hypocritical Western condemnation of China’s 

specific environmental record. While they would prefer that China were less polluted, 

they recognized that China has also benefitted from the economic development that has 

caused the pollution. One computer science student optimistically looked at the 

experiences of other countries by noting that China could learn from them, but, in saying 

so, she also reinforced the divide between China and everyone else. Her classmate, 

present at the same interview, believed that the principle of “non-interference” was 

paramount. 
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 Students do not trust the United Nations to set international environment policy 

because they believe the UN simply does not wield sufficient power. Only a few students 

truly supported the organization as a vehicle for setting policy. A German major noted 

that environmental problems ignore borders, but that the UN needs more resources and 

capacity to set enforceable policy. At worst, according to her classmate, the United 

Nations is funded and controlled by the United States. (The student apparently was not 

aware that the United Nations receives funding from many member states although the 

United States’ share is the largest. The student also neglected China’s own permanent 

seat on the UN Security Council.) The United States, in turn, becomes an easy target 

because it refused to be party to the 1992 Kyoto Protocol, a treaty that would curb global 

greenhouse gas emissions. Indeed, several students mentioned the Kyoto protocol, but, as 

a math major realized, being a signatory does not guarantee a state’s compliance given 

that every country wishes to develop itself. At best, students with a more global 

perspective saw the UN as divided between the interests of developed and developing 

countries, and they thought that UN resolutions should take into account a country’s 

“material conditions.” A few students noted that population, an aspect over which the UN 

cannot legislate, serves as a key determinant of pollution, and China’s own substantial 

population frequently appears in government discussion regarding China’s national 

situation, that is, its specific guoqing. The strongest statement I heard in support of UN 

oversight came from a sociology major who suggested that the body should demand 

international cooperation regarding polluting materials. 

For other students who voiced support for international cooperation towards 

solving environmental dilemmas, that cooperation frequently took the form of expertise 
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sharing or technology transfer in order to translate global knowledge to the national level. 

A physics major who supported international cooperation noted that developing 

technology provided the best solution for reducing pollution. Another physics major 

believed that technological development served as the key to honoring the Kyoto protocol 

specifically. Yet, without a firm belief in the power of technology (and thus science), it is 

possible that no global solution seems imminently possible; a literature student strongly 

believed in the necessity of global cooperation but acknowledged that a specific solution 

was not clear. 

 While many students mentioned technological development, both internationally 

and within China itself, the most common response concerned changing individual 

attitudes towards the environment, but changing attitudes would require action on the 

national and local levels. In the words of a physics student, “there’s a conflict between 

personal desire for cars, and the interests of the government to curb pollution.” Echoing 

the language of the textbooks, students emphasized the need for a shift in ideology from 

pure economic development to regulated development that gave consideration to 

environmental interests. An English major noted that local governments tend to prioritize 

economics and therefore may not be on the same page as the central leadership. In the 

view of a German major, the Chinese government should develop the culture to be more 

responsible, and a journalism major believed that China should improve its 

environmental education because “individual responsibility is most important.” 

 Unlike their perspectives regarding environmental issues, students seemed to 

believe that strict national sovereignty could not address many of the issues facing the 

African continent. Their greater political cosmopolitanism regarding Africa might stem 
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from awareness of China’s increasing economic involvement there; greater stability in 

Africa would benefit China, and students notably recognized weak governments and poor 

governance as a problem endemic to the continent. They frequently mentioned the role of 

the United Nations although several maintained that the UN does not possess enough 

strength to effect much change particularly in Africa. A journalism student claimed that 

Africa “opposes globalization,” and a literature student expressed concern at the prospect 

of a high level of Western involvement due to the history of colonialism in the region. If 

the UN were somehow less constrained, Jane, an English major who had spent extensive 

time living in the United States, expressed uncertainty as to whether African states would 

accept the additional oversight. One of her classmates wondered if the UN (and other 

foreign actors) had already done everything it could possibly do. She told me that one of 

her friends had gone to Ghana to do volunteer work; she thought her friend’s efforts 

might have been useful in the short-term, but she was uncertain whether the help would 

have a lasting impact. 

To the extent that the UN could manage to help, students saw the provision of 

financial and other resources as the appropriate solution. Students’ financial solutions 

generally conformed to a pattern of short-term aid leading to eventual national self-

reliance, and thus foreign involvement would ultimately lead to the strengthening of 

national sovereignty. The degree of political cosmopolitanism students demonstrated 

regarding Africa thus did not necessarily contradict their adherence to the guoqing 

discourse. The literature student who mentioned colonialism linked that phenomenon to 

the need to help Africans help themselves. An English major hoped that donations would 

eventually result in the capacity for African states to develop internally. A math student 
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thought that Africa’s myriad problems boiled down to poverty—“it’s not just about 

AIDS”—and thus developed states should provide economic support. In contrast, other 

students realized that simply sending money provided no guarantees as to where the 

money would go, and they therefore believed that providing resources for education and 

training would allow for development irrespective of the local politics. Technology 

transfer would hasten economic development according to a journalism major. A math 

student suggested sending World Bank experts to Africa to help because that strategy had 

worked well in China, and several students described the creation of foreign-financed 

educational initiatives. 

 Beyond the United Nations, a few students evaluated the role that China had taken 

or might take in the future. Not surprisingly, China’s actions corresponded to what their 

peers had described as constituting ideal international aid. According to a physics major, 

China had provided a great deal of educational resources, which he believed would serve 

to strengthen the capacity for African self-reliance. China could help build primary 

schools, suggested a sociology student. China’s own development process could serve as 

a model for African countries given that China itself had been very poor, according to 

another physics student who likewise believed that improving access to education was 

important. Other students expressed awareness that China’s existing role in Africa had 

become controversial. BBC News had taught an English major that many Africans did 

not like Chinese competition or the construction done by Chinese firms. Because of such 

Chinese interests, another sociology major thought that complete Chinese non-

interference on the continent would be impossible even though he thought aid should be 

given only if requested and not unilaterally imposed. His friend, a psychology major, 



127 

 

 

 

 

responded that China was afraid of international criticism. While he was concerned about 

issues such as genocide, he knew that the Chinese government “lacks wisdom in these 

areas.” The sociology student agreed: “it might be good for China to try some 

international peacekeeping, but it’s not in China’s nature.” 

 While students generally demonstrated more political cosmopolitanism when 

talking about Africa than when discussing environmental issues, a few still gave sharp 

criticisms of foreign involvement on the continent. A physics students put it bluntly: 

“[solutions] should be up the Africans; we are not God.” Having watched the film Blood 

Diamond, which details conflicts over diamond supplies that involve the use of child 

soldiers, a Chemistry student believed that the problems in Africa stemmed from the loss 

of culture caused by modernization. While he argued that better education would allow 

them to “discover their own path,” the United Nations lacked the capability to take care 

of the underlying cultural issues. Ultimately, a few students sidestepped the issue of 

governance by simply stating that African countries needed better, stronger laws, which 

put the onus squarely on those countries to resolve the problems internally. If 

international actions were taken by the international community, China might be justified 

in taking a minimal role; a literature major wholeheartedly believed that “human rights 

[in Africa] should be protected” but also that “developed countries have more 

responsibility.” “China should pay attention to China first,” according to a sociology 

major. 

4.2.2: Defaulting to Familiar Discourse 

 It is telling that the above literature major was the only student who used the 

phrase “human rights” in a response to my questions about global problems. The answers 
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reflect a Chinese political climate that considers any foreign discussion of its own human 

rights record as foreign interference. Yet this does mean that the students do not care 

about rights per se; rather, their thinking appears to reflect both the lack of application of 

the concept to these issues as well as a lack of awareness of the dimensions of the 

problems that might be construed as rights violations. The discussion between the 

sociology major and the psychology major about genocide serves as the only example of 

students bringing up what would be viewed in other contexts as a violation of the rights 

of affected Africans. The lack of framing issues in terms of human rights continued with 

both the Mexican immigration and Palestinian conflict questions. A physics major, used 

the word “rights” in response to the question on Palestine, but, in context, he was clearly 

referring to the land rights vis à vis the contested territory—“the United Nations gave 

Palestinian land to Israel”—and not specifically to any civil rights violation that the 

Israelis might be committing. He further referred to the situation as related to “religious 

extremism,” echoing language used by the Chinese government in regards to instability 

in China’s Xinjiang province, the historical home of the Uighurs and other traditionally 

Muslim ethnic groups.  

Ironically, then, students were least likely to draw connections between China and 

these two particular issues. While China’s pollution problems receive a great deal of 

domestic discussion, including within the political curriculum textbooks, there does not 

exist official language regarding ethnic conflict that does not boil down to the discourse 

of terrorism and separatism. Only the English student Jane explicitly mentioned the 

connection between Palestine and Xinjiang, but she also referred to the Palestine situation 

as involving “ethnic terrorism.” She did however understand that the terrorism in both 
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cases resulted from the lack of resolution of longstanding issues on all sides. Regarding 

immigration, very little official discourse on the topic exists in China because the country 

has not been a traditional destination for immigrants nor are there clear paths for 

naturalization.27 

 Absent readily available analogues such as those found with respect to pollution 

or poverty, students turn to concepts with which they are more familiar. For many 

students, the situation in Palestine stems from religious differences. For one German 

major, “it’s hard to say who is right because it’s a religious issue.” Her belief that the 

conflict hinges on values elides the moral claims of sovereignty that underpins much of 

China’s international policy. Her classmate amended the perspective to add that, “if it 

becomes too bloody, it’s immoral,” but she also recognized that the stronger side would 

ultimately keep the land. In part because the students did not see this as a question of 

ethnic self-determination and consequently an issue of internal sovereignty, a third 

simply added that she believed in China’s policy of non-intervention. Other students 

reflected that the situation was difficult to solve simply because it was a religious issue. 

That narrative sticks regardless of greater familiarity; a Korean major mentioned that she 

had a classmate who went to Israel, but she and the classmate still thought religious 

differences were to blame. 

 A few students felt that the United Nations should play a role, but other students 

blamed the UN or other states for causing the problems in the first place. One sociology 

major thought that the UN should “help arrange the government,” but the aforementioned 

                                                 
27 The government does, however, often promote a negative image of foreigners living in China, which the 

next chapter will discuss. 
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physics major believed the UN “gave Palestinian land to Israel.” In the latter’s view, 

“Jews were originally spread around” the world and presumably still would be had the 

UN not gotten involved. Other students placed the blame squarely on the shoulders of the 

United States through what one Chemistry student termed “American interference.” A 

group of sociology majors agreed in a separate interview, with one implying that the 

involvement of other countries occurred because “Zionists” are globally powerful. One of 

the students thought that China could help by balancing US and Russian interests in the 

region, but he was quickly shot down by his friend who strongly believed China should 

focus on its own problems. Thus, despite the physics major and the group of sociology 

students seemingly supporting the Palestinian side, they failed to arrive at a proposed 

solution because of an abiding support for the sovereignty of Westphalian states, all of 

which is in line with the guoqing discourse even if that discourse does not necessarily 

involve the same anti-Semitic tone. Indeed, having studied the matter in high school, 

presumably using official course materials, a literature student firmly believed the 

problem should be resolved locally. 

 In the case of immigration, where there is little state discourse, student responses 

tended to treat the issue as distinctly foreign. In the view of a literature major, “developed 

countries should accept immigration [emphasis added],” and a chemistry student 

compared the US case to the treatment of Muslim immigrants in France. After they 

responded specifically with regards to the situation in the United States, I prodded 

students to consider whether similar phenomena might occur in China. While another 

chemistry student claimed to have no opinion regarding the US context, he firmly 

believed that “China would be different than the US because China doesn’t depend on 
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immigrants.” Further, “the Chinese population is too large for immigration.” When I 

mentioned that migrant labor in China could be considered a similar situation, a literature 

major argued that “there are migrants in China’s cities, but China is not comparable to the 

US.” A physics major told me that the US should accept the immigrants, and I responded 

by asking, what would China do if it were in that situation? He replied, “China is 

welcoming,” which glossed over the many real struggles that migrant workers and 

foreign labor often face in China. It also glossed over those difficulties faced by China’s 

native Muslims, for that matter. Several students mentioned that cultural changes can be 

beneficial to US society (“absorbing other cultures is a feature of America”) but did not 

transition to reflecting on whether that was true in the Chinese context or to considering 

the cultural protectionist discourse that permeates contemporary Chinese politics (see 

Yan 2003). Indeed, a computer science major believed that countries should try to protect 

their cultures. 

 A handful of students linked the United States problem with the discrimination 

faced by migrant workers in China without my prompting. Sophie, the French major who 

had lived in the US, felt that the two cases were similar, and that any ensuing social 

changes reflected a sacrifice necessary for development. In contrast, a physics major 

stated that he did not like the use of migrant labor in China. Yet no student considered, 

without my prompting, the treatment of foreigners in China generally or in the particular 

city in which they were studying. Besides the foreign teachers from whom many of them 

had learned, this particular city featured a relatively large population of Africans who had 

initially arrived ostensibly to study at one of the city’s many universities but who would 

likely remain for an extended period. When I asked students about them, many seemed 
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puzzled at first. A math major eventually declared that the African presence would be 

okay as long as there were limits, and his friend agreed so long as the Africans’ abilities 

were good. Many students eventually admitted that many Chinese people would take 

issue with increasing African presence in China—a likely increase given China’s 

investment in the continent including providing substantial scholarships to attend Chinese 

universities. While a computer science major believed that the cultures of countries with 

long histories were difficult to change, a literature student considered the case of China’s 

city of Tianjin: “foreign culture can make China better over time.” A German major 

further believed that China becoming more multicultural could help reduce conflict, and a 

journalism student told me that “every culture wants to protect itself, but cultures must 

change.” 

That said, the students I interviewed had relatively limited experience with 

individuals from other countries, particularly the Africans living nearby, a fact which 

seemed to influence their perspectives. Although an English major who knew some 

Nigerians knew that they faced some racism, a Korean major admitted that she might be 

afraid of Africans because she had never met any. This latter student also believed that 

the fundamental difference between the United States and Chinese contexts came down 

to the fact the US had been a product of continual cultural change since the arrival of the 

European colonists whereas China had had an allegedly continuous (and monolithic) 

cultural heritage. Several other students voiced similar perspectives. To a computer 

science major whose cousin lived in the US, any changes in the cousin’s cultural outlook 

were purely superficial; the cousin was still fundamentally Chinese. For many students, 

the concepts of immigration and multiculturalism are fundamentally alien, all despite the 



133 

 

 

 

 

fact that these students certainly knew of China’s many minority ethnicities and also 

reiterated the many common Chinese regional stereotypes. Globally, the Chinese are 

hardly the only population to view themselves as having a fundamentally unified culture, 

but nonetheless the thinking dovetails with Chinese political discourse. 

4.3 CLASHING DISCOURSES 

  Historian David Goldhagen (1996) controversially argued that the Nazi party 

drew on longstanding German anti-Semitism to establish power. While today’s Chinese 

university students are a far cry from the Germans that Goldhagen studied, his work more 

generally suggests that successful political ideologies do not arise in a vacuum but rather 

build on broadly-shared beliefs. Much of the literature on nation-building and the 

development of nationalist ideologies (e.g., Anderson 1991; Smith 1986; Gellner 1983), 

however, tends to promote the idea that political elites manipulate the masses to further 

their own political ends, constructing an “imagined community.” In some variations of 

this analytical narrative, such as Smith’s (1986), the process begins with a broadly-shared 

sense of collective identity—which Smith terms an ethnie—upon which the elites build 

their nationalist program.  

In modern Chinese history, both the KMT and then the Communists constituted 

groups of such elites, but I nonetheless assert the realness of the sentiment of a national 

collective shared by the students I interviewed.  Regardless of the origins of their national 

identities, I believe we must treat the beliefs of the common Chinese people as significant 

and as the foundational medium into which official ideologies are introduced. Wang 

argues that we cannot understand the success of government propaganda regarding other 

countries without understanding the “primordialist background of Chinese nationalism” 
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(2008:800). Qian et al. (2017) likewise argue that the impact of curriculum discourse may 

be constrained by whether it “emotionally resonates” with student perspectives that have 

also been shaped by social connections such as family members. Moreover, Weiss (2014) 

has shown that the Chinese government will often take global policy positions (e.g., with 

respect to Japan) that coincide with popular consensus even when the government has 

incentives to do otherwise. In the preceding analysis, I have tried to establish the 

students’ collective belief that China, defined both culturally and politically, constitutes a 

unique space with respect to the rest of the world. This is not to say there is no dissent 

among the students or, at the very least, differing opinions, but there appears to be 

enough consensus to establish the perspective that Chinese uniqueness constitutes a 

major component of contemporary Chinese culture as found in the territory of China. 

Because there exists this cognitive foundation, I have likewise attempted to 

provide evidence for the assertion that some elements of the guoqing discourse take root 

among the students because the elements align with the cultural beliefs that many of them 

accept without question. While students almost always voice negative opinions regarding 

the politics classes, and they almost entirely reject the authority of Marxism and the 

concept of “socialism with Chinese characteristics” as an organizing political principle, 

they usually accept the vision of national sovereignty that the government promotes. 

While students may demonstrate cosmopolitan moral concern for those in other countries, 

their responses regarding international issues generally eschew complicated international 

intervention. When discussing topics such as ethnic conflict or immigration that do not 

match Chinese national discourse or their cultural understandings, they struggle to 

integrate the global issue into their local context. As a result, local problems may fail to 
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appear as problems, and deeper political self-reflexivity eludes them just as it arguably 

does for individuals in other countries such as the United States that feature their own 

narratives of national uniqueness. China’s politics may not be perfect in the eyes of the 

Chinese students, but it is no more imperfect than those of other states, which forms the 

basis for Chinese state legitimacy in the absence of true believers. 

Conversely, official discourses that do not match broadly-shared understandings 

fail to take hold. Starting with chapter two and concluding here, I have tried to show that 

the Marxist science discourse that the textbooks and the teachers try to promote does not 

gain traction with the students. In large part, this seems to be because scientific 

discourse—by design and by practice—transcends national boundaries. Moreover, as the 

political curriculum textbooks acknowledge, the fact that science is performed globally 

constructs a community that intersects and transcends the nation-state, and linking 

science discourse to a specific national political agenda may not succeed. As described in 

chapter two, if a student believes a politics teacher has incorrectly outlined Einstein’s 

theory of relativity to align the theory with the official discourse, the student might 

debate with the teacher. Granted, as I acknowledged in that chapter, some other 

questionable statements made by teachers regarding science did not receive challenges, 

but student dissent may have been constrained by the “microphysics of power” of the 

classroom. 

Chinese political discourse appears to succeed when there is no broadly available 

and accepted global discourse that contradicts it. Many of the odd statistical results found 

in the previous chapter can be explained using this insight. Recall that cosmopolitan 

values such as tolerance tended to correspond with stronger national identities. My model 
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also provided very little capability for predicting support for supranational institutions. 

(There also do not appear to be clear patterns among the students I interviewed for this 

chapter.) On the whole, it would seem that particular cosmopolitan discourses that 

promote the assumption of global identities in lieu of national identities or that encourage 

the expansion of United Nations jurisdiction have not achieved great prominence in 

China. Instead, the Chinese students voice a discourse of world peace but also the aspects 

of the guoqing discourse that promote national sovereignty. These discourses are not 

necessarily mutually exclusive. 

4.4: COMPATIBLE NATIONAL AND GLOBAL IDENTITIES 

Note also that the strong correlation between strong national identities and self-

identification as a global citizen hinges on the individual conception of what being a 

global citizen entails. Only two students explicitly saw being a global citizen as deeply 

conflicting with self-identity as primarily a Chinese citizen. For an English major, global 

citizenship entailed not being connected to one’s home country, and she thus did not 

consider herself a global citizen. For a classmate, global citizenship precluded citizenship 

of a particular country, and he likewise refused the classification for himself. Notably, the 

former student had gone to a magnet high school that specialized in developing global 

perspectives while the latter had gone on multiple trips abroad, and their perspectives 

perhaps reflect the influence of competing discourses. Other students had less difficulty 

reconciling global and national identities. One physics student saw himself as a global 

citizen precisely because he is Chinese and, in his view, Chinese politics encourages its 

citizens to embrace a global identity. Sophie, the French major who had spent time in the 

United States, responded that she saw herself as a “world traveler,” but she still “wants to 
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be patriotic.” That she used “wants to be” could imply a degree of cognitive dissonance, 

as does her other statement, discussed earlier, that she both does not think of China as her 

country but still considers herself patriotic. Jane, also an English major, fell somewhere 

in between her classmates and Sophie. She views herself as somewhat cosmopolitan but 

also recognizes that she cannot escape certain biases. Perhaps not surprisingly, foreign 

language students appear to be the most aware of tension between these two levels of 

identity, but they nonetheless do not necessarily come out strongly in favor of taking a 

more global perspective. 

Students commonly thought that being a global citizen implied a desire for peace, 

and, in line with Vertovec and Cohen’s (2002) concept of philosophical 

cosmopolitanism, as suggesting concern for others around the world. A Chinese major 

defined global citizenship as having responsibility that extends beyond the local context. 

A math student compared the concept to John Lennon’s song, “Imagine,” although his 

response does not indicate his familiarity with the corresponding lyric: “imagine there’s 

no countries.” An English major used her response to launch into a discussion of Africa; 

she thought they needed help without concern for profits. Meeting a Haitian on Skype 

coincidentally had inspired her to dream of being an international volunteer. That said, a 

journalism major’s similar response to the same question, after stating that the world 

cannot ignore the problems in Africa, fell back to typical Chinese discourse that the 

world’s people should help Africans help themselves. Illustrating the contrary position, a 

Chinese major did not think she qualified as a world citizen because she “pays more 

attention to [herself] and [her] friends,” and a Korean major claimed she had “no feeling 

for other countries.” Moral concern for foreign others does not inherently require the 
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rejection of Chinese identity nor national sovereignty. One physics student recognized 

that China’s development has had impact beyond its borders, which creates a national 

responsibility towards foreign peoples. 

Alternatively, several other students described world citizenship as being part of 

greater inter-connectedness, the so-called “global village” in the view of a computer 

science major, without specifying a moral prerogative to assist distant others. Foreign 

media and the internet have certainly played a large role in developing this sentiment. 

“Technology makes it easier to communicate. We’re all people,” in the eyes of a physics 

major, and another student in the same department thought he felt a little like a world 

citizen because he pays attention to the news. A journalism major imagined herself a 

world citizen simply because of the ways foreign culture has influenced her. In contrast, 

knowledge of China’s internet censorship also held several students back from 

considering themselves world citizens. A Chinese major “wants to be [a world citizen], 

but the opportunities are few.” Her classmates agreed that the censorship had held them 

back. 

 Despite their opposition to foreign interference and their support for the principle 

of national sovereignty, Chinese students are not necessarily broadly anti-foreign. In fact, 

non-political questions frequently reveal idealized views of other countries. Roughly half 

of the students I interviewed planned to go abroad after they graduated either for further 

study or for career opportunities. I also asked students to name the foreign country they 

would most like to visit for the purpose of learning what countries command positive 

opinion. About half the students mentioned either a specific European country or visiting 

the continent—a place where several countries could potentially be seen in the same 
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trip—in general. The most common individual European country mentioned was France, 

with the United Kingdom coming in a distant second. Japan proved to be the most 

common response overall, with the United States coming in third after it and France. 

While students gave a variety of justifications for their choices, they made recurring 

references to popular culture-tinged stereotypes. Correspondingly, virtually all the 

students I interviewed had also stated that they watched foreign movies and television 

shows, listened to foreign music, and read foreign books. Half of the students who 

mentioned France did so with the explanation that the country seemed “romantic.” One 

literature major pointed to the romantic drama, Before Sunrise, as the germ of her 

thinking. An English major wanted to go to Scandinavia because it was similarly 

romantic and to Canada because some of her favorite shows were filmed there. A physics 

student would go to India because she liked their movies, and two students pointed to 

proficiency in sports as their reason to visit England and Spain respectively. 

 Students naturally gave a wide range of other explanations as well, from an 

appreciation of art, history, or nature, to a desire to go someplace radically different like 

the South Pole. In some cases, however, particularly with regards to countries holding 

tense relationships with China, student reasoning turned more political and, in turn, 

ambiguously or explicitly negative. One physics student would rather stay in China 

because “it’s peaceful and doesn’t have guns,” but, if he had to choose, he would choose 

France because of the romance. Another physics student, in a separate interview, said she 

would prefer not to travel to the United States because it is unsafe even though she had 

earlier said that would like to go to the US for further study after she graduated. In 

contrast, a few students wanted to go to Japan precisely because of political 
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disagreements. A German major imagined going to Japan would help her understand it 

better, with her classmate clarifying, “know your enemies so you won’t lose the next 

battle.” Similarly, a computer science student acknowledged that her feelings on Japan 

are complicated so she would go there to “see what kind of people there are.” Her 

response at least connotes the hope that foreign travel would yield the kind of 

transformative experience that scholars of cosmopolitanism often normatively desire. 

 That said, only a small minority of students see traveling abroad as an opportunity 

to expand one’s perspective as opposed to what is arguably a passive process of 

consumption driven by media images if not also Chinese government propaganda. In 

addition to the two students who wanted to visit Japan for developing understanding, a 

physics major would go to Europe to experience a region that has had a lot of beneficial 

influence on China in his view. An English major chose South Africa as her destination 

so she could witness the “real situation.” Fellow English major Jane gave the most 

extensive list; she would go to Scandinavia because she wanted to see a “good 

implementation of socialism;” Rwanda because she wanted to “understand how [the 

genocide] could happen;” and Eastern Europe to explore “how it has developed post-

World War Two and post-communism.” I would argue that, because of her time living in 

the United States, Jane is an extreme outlier, and I will return to her case in the next 

chapter. 

 Outside of these few students, the other students’ idealization of other countries 

works in tandem with the broadly-shared belief revealed in other responses that the other 

countries are fundamentally separate and different both culturally and politically. 

Dikötter (1994) has argued that this belief in fundamental differences is represented 
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throughout much of China’s history; long ago, foreign others were regarded as 

“barbarians.” While these students most likely do not see foreigners as barbarians, and 

they view other countries as suitable places to visit, the students still imagine they will 

remain Chinese in their core. All in all, their views reflect an understanding of the world 

that is filled with clearly demarcated national borders. 

 In a highly globalized system of economics and culture, it becomes fairly easy to 

see oneself as a world citizen, but the images of the world that underpin that identity are 

highly constrained by local contexts. In the case of China, political controls on news and 

other media work together with a general understanding of the world informed by a long 

cultural history that extends beyond politics. As examples of a few students such as 

Sophie and Jane demonstrate, personal circumstances can sometimes mitigate the impact 

of the local cultural milieu, but such circumstances were rare among the students I 

interviewed. While there was certainly much variation among the students with whom I 

spoke, and few of them would claim to love the Party’s politics, relatively few of their 

responses strayed far from official discourse pertaining to global policy. Such an 

institutionalized worldview, where politics reinforce—and reify—culture, can likely be 

found in any national society even if it takes a particular form in China. 

 That said, I have argued in this chapter that the success of official discourse may 

hinge on the lack of alternative discourses, and continued government legitimacy may 

thus depend on government efforts to constrain those other discourses. For example, 

student responses revealed awareness that internet censorship restricted their ability to 

develop a sense of global citizenship. In the absence of such censorship or other 

restrictions, it is possible that students might develop a global citizen identity that is not 
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so tightly linked to their national identities. The next chapter will examine how the 

Chinese university, as a space, also serves government goals of limiting opportunities for 

alternative discourses to flourish through its mediation of interactions between students 

and foreigners.
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CHAPTER 5: ISOLATING STUDENTS FROM INTERNATIONAL EXPOSURE 

Chapter one described China’s current political curriculum, including the 

frequently negative portrayal of foreign countries that forms part of the guoqing discourse 

in the textbooks. Negative portrayals serve the Chinese government’s interest in so far as 

they might diminish student support for political cosmopolitanism or student perception 

of the viability of alternative political organization for the context of China. Chapter two 

showed how teachers extended that portrayal with new examples drawn from current 

events. Chapters three and four then looked at the impact of the curriculum and its 

instruction through examining how it might have influenced—and not influenced—

Chinese university student attitudes towards foreign countries and individuals. Chapter 

three, in particular, noted that interactions with foreigners do not necessarily engender 

stronger cosmopolitan attitudes. This chapter continues the discussion of chapter three by 

exploring in greater detail the circumstances that impinge on the development of positive 

relationships between students and the foreigners with whom they might interact.  

Naturally, the curriculum—and the extent to which it demonstrates an anti-foreign 

perspective—does play a role in the relationship between students and foreigners. But I 

will argue here that the official discourse is only one part of a more complicated process. 

As I argued in the previous chapter, official discourse only gains traction in a culturally 

receptive context. Historically, foreign powers, culminating in twentieth-century imperial 

Japan, have repeatedly brutalized China and its people, and these violations live on in 

collective memory (Wang 2008). Moreover, we should consider reasons beyond the 

curriculum why the Chinese—students or otherwise—do not develop sufficient positive 

associations with foreigners that might outweigh the negative. This chapter details three 
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factors that mitigate the influence of interactions with foreigners on Chinese student 

perspectives: 1) contemporary Chinese university life minimizes the physical and 

temporal exposure to foreigners; 2) Chinese students and foreigners self-segregate; and 3) 

the foreigners that Chinese students do meet may act in ways that reinforce negative 

stereotypes, which counteracts the effects of positive interactions.  I conclude the chapter 

by arguing that the potential impact of studying abroad might be limited by similar 

factors. 

This chapter makes further use of the interviews with Chinese students previously 

analyzed in chapter four. In this case, I analyze their descriptions of interactions with 

non-Chinese either in China or abroad. I focus on the depictions of any barriers that 

might have limited such interactions, and I gauge how the interactions that have 

happened despite those barriers might have influenced the students’ perspectives on 

foreign individuals and foreign countries. 

This chapter also draws on conversations with dozens of foreign residents in the 

same city at the time I was doing my fieldwork, most of whom I met informally at 

university functions, popular local hangouts, or on web sites catering to foreigners living 

in the city. Of that number, and with the addition of some snowball sampling to improve 

the demographic breadth, I formally interviewed fifteen foreigners, all of whom were 

either teachers or students at the university at which I did my fieldwork. Most of these 

interview subjects were in their twenties and were either teaching English to Chinese 

students or studying Chinese in courses limited to foreigners. In a few cases, foreign 

students were enrolled in degree-granting programs and took classes with Chinese 

students. Those I interviewed hailed from North America, Europe, and East Asia, with 
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one additional student having come from Pakistan. This non-random sample was fairly 

consistent with the foreign population at the university although other universities in the 

city attracted a large number of African students as well.  

I interviewed most of the foreigners in public cafes near the university; their 

participation in the interview was unlikely to have any negative repercussions so the lack 

of privacy probably did not impact their responses. I asked them questions about their 

impressions of China, their reasons for going there, their daily lives in the country, 

whether they had close relationships with Chinese people, and other details regarding 

their interactions with Chinese near the university. Interviews were done in English or 

Chinese according to the preference of the subject, and most foreigners allowed me to 

record the interview. I simultaneously took notes, and I later transcribed all of the 

recordings for analysis. As with the Chinese students, using pseudonyms, I examine the 

foreigners’ responses for indications of barriers that limited cross-cultural interactions. 

5.1: CONSTRUCTING DISTANCE THROUGH UNIVERSITY DESIGN 

 While many scholars have examined the Chinese educational system and 

specifically the political curriculum, relatively few have looked at how student 

experiences outside the classroom shape student perspectives in a fashion that advances 

government goals. Hansen describes how participation in student government promotes 

students’ “internalization of hierarchical structures” (2015:97). Hansen (2012) also 

argues that Chinese primary and secondary schools’ strict control of student schedules 

keeps students from engaging in activities that do not meet government expectations. 

Other scholars have noted that the government promotes tourism to historical sites as part 
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of a patriotic education program for Chinese citizens of all ages (Vickers 2009a; Zhao 

1998). Such phenomena extend the reach and authority of the Chinese government. 

Yet virtually no scholars have discussed how the physical construction of Chinese 

schools can inhibit student behavior in ways that further government interests, including 

limiting foreign exposure. To keep up with ever-increasing college enrollment, Chinese 

governments at various levels have begun building secondary, larger campuses in newly 

developed college districts for many of China’s existing universities. These districts may 

also house brand-new universities and typically lie at some distance from the primary 

campuses and from city centers. Shifting a majority of a university’s students to the new 

campuses has the effect of secluding the students from urban life, including the vast 

majority of a given city’s foreign residents.28 

 The southeastern university in which I did my fieldwork fits this pattern. The 

primary campus was located right in the middle of the city’s downtown area, which also 

served as the hub of the city’s substantial foreign population, many of whom studied or 

taught at the university or another one nearby. Many Western-influenced cafés and bars, 

as well as restaurants purporting to sell foreign food, sat nearby, and many of these had 

clienteles that skewed foreign. Within just a few hundred feet of the university, a 

foreigner or an adventurous Chinese student could sample fairly authentic Persian, 

                                                 
28 For immigrant-receiving countries, one could meaningfully distinguish minority from majority 

populations and foreign-born nationals from foreigners. For a non-immigrant-receiving country, 

particularly one that, like China, does not have an institutionalized nationalization procedure, these 

distinctions are less meaningful than the common Chinese-foreigner dichotomy, which has both legal and 

cultural foundations. However, in 2004, China began issuing permanent residence cards although the total 

number of permanent residents is still relatively few (Zhang and Su 2017). Many other foreign residents 

could certainly be considered long-term residents given the lengths of their stays spread across many 

individual visas. It remains to be seen how these developments might cause the boundary between Chinese 

and foreign to breakdown. 
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Indian, German, French, and Italian cuisines in addition to global chains like McDonald’s 

or South Korea-based Paris Baguette. 

 It takes an hour on the city’s subway to get to the new campus from the original, 

and the differences are striking. The winding pathways of the original campus, many of 

which predate Communist China’s concrete-based architectural utilitarianism, have been 

replaced with broad squares and wide roads that can easily handle tens of thousands of 

students. If the original campus seems unified with the surrounding urban life and the 

possibilities therein, the new campus, with its massive, cubic buildings, makes the 

individual feel small and disconnected. Beyond the substantial distance to the old campus 

and the downtown area, the new campus also sits three stops away from the nearest 

shopping center. This proto-urban locale lacks a substantial foreign presence, with 

negligible foreign population and with fast food being the only foreign food option. A 

small number of foreign students do live at the new campus, but they are placed in a 

segregated dorm and mostly stick to themselves as the next section will discuss. 

Other foreigners, such as teachers or visiting scholars, might still have substantial 

contact with Chinese students at the new campus. Yet such contact potentially comes 

with greater scrutiny that can inhibit the expression of views that do not align with 

government positions, which thus constrains the impact the foreign contact might have on 

the students. While university campuses are locations that can make the strongest claim 

to fostering free speech in China, a visitor’s welcome can be immediately revoked if the 

political organs overseeing the university so wish. The Chinese government, of course, 

maintains this prerogative over any foreigner entering the country, which highlights the 

fact that visa decisions represent a strong form of social control (see Torpey 1998). Well-
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known China scholars such as Dru Gladney and Perry Link claim to be blacklisted from 

entering China, ostensibly for having voiced criticism of the Chinese government 

(Golden and Staley 2011). In other words, the ranks of foreigners visiting the campus 

have already been somewhat filtered according to government interests, and foreign 

visitors may feel pressured to not rock the ideological boat if they want to remain in the 

country. In my own case, while I never had my visa threatened while performing this 

research, I was forced to discontinue my participant observation for a month while the 

university’s Communist Party attachment temporarily rescinded permission to do my 

work. 

Of course, the Chinese students can leave the new campus and travel the one hour 

to encounter foreigners who might not feel so constrained in discussing their views. 

There are no formal school regulations that limit student travel to the rest of the city, but 

the distance and the subway ticket cost, as well as the fact that the subways stop 

operating at 10:30 pm, effectively limit the likelihood that students travel downtown and 

experience the kind of exposure that might otherwise generate changes in perspectives. 

Interviews with students verified this as many of the younger students rarely went 

downtown. Those that did make the journey, however, did not often engage in the same 

activities as the foreigners who lived there, and Chinese students reported few 

meaningful interactions with foreigners.  

5.2: KEEPING THE DISTANCE THROUGH SELF-SEGREGATION 

The responsibility for the infrequent interactions between Chinese students and 

foreigners, of course, did not fall solely on the Chinese side as the foreigners generally 

preferred to socialize among themselves. With the exception of a minority of Chinese 



149 

 

 

 

 

students who actively sought out interactions with foreigners, and, in the absence of 

compelling factors that might bring students and foreigners together, the two groups 

remained highly segregated. In short, like many communities, both groups demonstrated 

a great degree of homophily (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001), and the design 

of the university described above reinforced a tendency to self-segregate. The foreigners 

possessed the additional incentive of being a minority in this context, which Tatum 

(1997) suggests inspires a desire for peers from similar backgrounds with whom to 

discuss shared issues. Foreigners often spent part of their social time together 

complaining about “bad China days,” that is, periods where they felt perturbed by the 

quirks of Chinese society. 

5.2.1: Chinese Students 

Talking to strangers can be intimidating for anyone, Chinese or otherwise. On the 

one hand, the majority of Chinese students I interviewed did not necessarily feel much 

motivation to meet and interact with people from other countries despite the fact that 

foreigners were commonly assumed by the Chinese students to be more “open” (kaifang) 

or “easy-going” than the Chinese. Many Chinese students came from hometowns where 

they might frequently come across foreign workers or tourists, and thus spying one from 

a distance did not seem that special of an occurrence. Nonetheless, students commonly 

acknowledged feeling anxiety at the prospect of interacting with foreigners, and any 

moderate curiosity they might have felt did not overcome that fear. One Chinese 

literature major described how encountering foreigners made her feel “tense” (jinzhang), 

and several students described feeling shy around foreigners. Another student from the 

same major confided that I was the first foreigner with whom she had ever spoken, and 
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an English major told me that I was the first foreigner he had met who was not one of his 

teachers. 

Like this English major, some Chinese students had regular and compulsory 

opportunities to meet foreigners at the university in the form of their foreign language 

teachers or other foreigners they might have met as part of curricular activities. Some of 

the students also reported having had foreign teachers in either primary or secondary 

school. Yet, in most cases, the students claimed to have had limited interactions with the 

foreign teachers at any level, and, more importantly, those interactions were rarely 

extensive. For a variety of cultural and political reasons, students in China traditionally 

have very intimate relationships with their teachers early in their education, with teachers 

taking on additional mentor and counselor responsibilities (Hansen 2015), but this 

tendency does not necessarily extend to foreign teachers.  First and foremost, students 

may feel the same shyness towards the teachers that they feel towards foreigners in 

general. Second, in some cases, the university may disseminate directives to students to 

avoid seeking the same degree of intimacy with foreign teachers that the students do with 

the Chinese teachers.  

The foreign teachers themselves may hesitate to develop more substantial 

relationships with their students. Karen, an English teacher from the United States, did 

state that her relationships with her Chinese students were deeper than those she had with 

high school students in her home country, but such relationships could be fraught with 

difficulty: she had visited a student’s hometown along with the student, but the student 

later expressed exasperation at her grade in the class on account of the fact that she and 

the teacher were “friends.” Alex, another teacher also from the United States, felt that his 
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students were too young to be his friends, and Marie, a French teacher from France, 

avoided close relationships with students due to her desire to appear professional. While 

Christian missionary teachers might intentionally seek to become friends with their 

students for the purpose of evangelization, to my knowledge, none of the foreign teachers 

at this particular university fell into this category.29 

Students who did describe having meaningful conversations with their foreign 

teachers tended to be foreign language majors, but those discussions were not necessarily 

frequent occurrences and, as far as I can tell, rarely had substantial influence on student 

perspectives. During one interview, I spoke with three second-year German majors. One 

told me that she had had foreign teachers since primary school and would speak to them 

frequently yet she did not consider them to have had a big influence on her perspectives. 

She also said that she was initially very excited to communicate with foreigners but then 

was disappointed that the conversations did not go very deep. All three took part in 

activities involving foreigners as part of their studies. One had studied abroad in 

Germany but mostly spent time with fellow Chinese. Another mentioned being a 

language partner with students from Germany, France, and Japan but had only remained 

in contact with the German who she said was different from other Germans she had met. 

In general, she found it difficult to find topics to discuss with them. Suting, a Korean 

major, met South Korean friends through extracurricular activities. She similarly reported 

that her discussions with them did not go very deep, but she acknowledged that the 

conversations did dispel some of the stereotypes she had about Koreans. 

                                                 
29 While I did not formally interview any missionary teachers for this project, I did know several in the city. 

These teachers and their missionary organizations typically target lower-tier universities. 
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A few other Chinese students have the opportunity to live and take classes in the 

downtown campus where the majority of foreign students live, but this does not 

guarantee more frequent interactions with foreigners. A fourth-year physics major living 

downtown said he would see foreigners walking around, but he never communicated with 

them. In some cases, Chinese students might volunteer to be roommates with foreign 

students studying Chinese. Angela, a fourth-year Chinese major had had the opportunity 

to live with American students twice, an option she chose not because she very interested 

in meeting foreigners but because she wanted the more “colorful” life of living 

downtown. Nonetheless, she became close with the first one, but the second one preferred 

to spend her time doing activities with the other foreigners and, in Angela’s words, 

“flirting.” Spending time with the first, as well as doing her own flirting with foreign 

men, did positively influence her perspective on foreigners in general by showing her that 

they were not as “proud” as she had assumed. Because the second roommate was 

Chinese-American, the lack of common interests caused Angela to rethink her 

assumptions that shared Chinese ethnicity superseded national differences. To her, the 

Chinese-American was a “banana” (i.e., “yellow on the outside, white on the inside”), 

which disappointed her, and the overall mediocre experience with the second roommate 

potentially canceled out the positivity of the first. 

For most of the interviewed Chinese students, and in keeping with the quantitative 

results I presented in chapter three, their primary exposure to foreigners and foreign 

culture came from media (movies, television, and music) rather than interactions. This 

fact certainly contributes to why the former contributes to the development of various 

cosmopolitan attitudes much more so than the latter. 
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5.2.2: Foreigners 

On any given night, regardless of whether there might be classes the next day, 

foreign students would begin their evening activities by hanging out on the stairs of their 

exclusive dormitory in the original downtown campus, drinking, smoking, and chatting. 

At some point, the collective foreign student population would typically break down into 

smaller groups representing countries of origin: the Koreans, the Japanese, and a mix 

from developed Western countries. From there, the various groups might move on to any 

of a number of crowded dance clubs, bars, or cafés. At the dance clubs, although the 

clientele would also include many young Chinese, the Chinese and the foreigners would 

not interact, with few exceptions. While some older Chinese men would unsuccessfully 

attempt to flirt or solicit sex from White foreign women, and some foreign men would 

attempt to flirt or solicit sex from Chinese women, other Chinese-foreign interactions at 

the clubs were rare. 

The bars and cafés, however, often catered more specifically to a foreign crowd. 

They would serve expensive European beer and American-style cocktails, and they often 

employed bands comprised of foreigners from North America, Europe, and Southeast 

Asia. Because of the intentional foreign affect, these bars would also attract a handful of 

adventurous Chinese youth, and thus the bars served as one of the few locations where 

Chinese and foreigners would meaningfully interact. As I learned, some of those Chinese, 

including some students, also frequently interacted with foreigners on internet forums 

such as couchsurfing.org. In some cases, the Chinese would reach out to the foreigners on 

the forums to offer mutual language partnerships, and the bars might serve as places to 
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meet. Regardless, most of the Chinese individuals seemed to be simply drawn to the 

opportunity to mingle among foreigners. 

Most foreign students and teachers who told me that they often socialized with 

Chinese friends met those friends in this fashion. Roy, a Chinese-American student who 

was an English major in the United States but was studying Chinese in order to better 

connect with his culture, mentioned having several Chinese friends who were mostly 

employees of the bars he frequented. Of the foreign students studying Chinese I 

interviewed, Veronika, from Germany, had had the unique experience of intentionally 

living at the new, isolated campus for a semester because she felt she would have a better 

chance at interacting with Chinese students; she stated that it annoyed her that the other 

foreign students did not want to make Chinese friends. Nonetheless, while she interacted 

with some of the Chinese students in a Spanish literature class she was also taking, they 

did not seem interested in talking to her outside of class. Ironically, she met her first 

Chinese friends only after she moved to the old campus downtown, and they were people 

she met at a bar. 

The Chinese who frequented the bars obviously constituted a self-selecting group, 

and the foreign friends they made often described them as different than their Chinese 

peers. Roy described his bartending friends as rather “Westernized.” English teacher 

Alex described his bar friend Helen: “she breaks the mold, she's not what you think of, 

when you think of a 25-year-old Chinese girl. You know? People don't think she's 

Chinese. Like, when we're together on the subway, they always ask her, are you 

Chinese?”  In these cases, the foreigners seemed to respond positively to what they 

perceived as cosmopolitan orientations in their Chinese friends. Note that this 
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phenomenon arguably still demonstrates homophily. It also implies that developing the 

sort of meaningful relationships with foreigners that might engender cosmopolitan values 

among Chinese friends might circularly depend on those values. 

While the majority of foreign students studied Chinese language in separate 

classes from their Chinese student peers, there were a small minority of foreign students 

who were fully enrolled in the same majors and classes as Chinese students. And, unlike 

the majority of foreign students who lived downtown, these foreign students may have 

resided on the new campus alongside the Chinese students. However, the closer 

proximity did not entail closer relationships between the foreign and Chinese students. To 

begin with, the foreign students typically lived in a dorm separate from their Chinese 

classmates, which limited their interactions to the classroom and to doing coursework. A 

group of first-year Chinese sociology students reported interacting with the handful of 

Korean students in their cohort in order to complete some homework assignments, but 

they had not forged a deep connection with the Koreans. At the time of our interview, 

they had yet to interact with the one Japanese student in the class. A Chinese literature 

major implied that the reason why she did not communicate with her Korean classmates 

stemmed from the fact that the Koreans mostly socialized within ethnic cliques, a 

sentiment that a physics major echoed in another interview. Sayuri, the aforementioned 

Japanese sociology student, told me when I interviewed her separately that she mostly 

spent time with other foreign students, including the Korean students and her Malaysian 

roommate, due in part to the fact that she lived in a separate dorm from her Chinese 

classmates. In contrast, Suresh from Pakistan represented a special case in that, as a 

graduate student studying medicine, he lived with his Chinese classmates in a dormitory 
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in the old campus. He told me he had wanted to become friends with his Chinese peers in 

the dormitory, but, while he did not think they were prejudiced against him, they 

nonetheless did not respond positively to his overtures. Even living in the same dormitory 

did not necessarily lead to friendships between the Chinese and foreign students. 

Sayuri’s case also demonstrates how geopolitical tensions could complicate the 

development of relationships between foreigners and the Chinese students. She pointed 

out that the Chinese students at the university were polite enough to not criticize Japan in 

her presence. This behavior likely constrained the opportunity for dialogue that might 

have helped develop a deeper understanding of the issues between the two countries. On 

the other hand, a shopkeeper downtown did engage her in a heated discussion about 

which of the two countries had claim to the Diaoyu Islands. He told her that Diaoyu was 

China’s and, puzzlingly, so was Japan. While none of her Chinese peers mentioned 

outright hatred towards the Japanese for historical and contemporary reasons, one English 

major claimed that Chinese people in general dislike both Japanese and Koreans. When I 

expressed surprise at the latter revelation, he said, “the world is Korea’s” referring to that 

country’s dominance in the popular culture scene of Asia and beyond. One can imagine 

that broad antipathy towards certain people groups minimized interaction between those 

groups and the Chinese students. 

 Taiwanese students did not face such antagonism but did face constrained 

opportunity for political dialogue. Because China considers Taiwan to be its territory 

despite Taiwan having a de facto independent government, Taiwanese students got 

treated as if they were co-nationals rather than foreigners, meaning that they often shared 

dorm rooms with their Chinese classmates. Taiwanese students I interviewed reported 
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getting along well with their roommates and other classmates, but they did not describe 

their relationships with these students as close. In particular, the Chinese and Taiwanese 

students did not discuss with one another the political conflicts that divided their 

respective homes. One student mentioned having to take the required history class 

described in earlier chapters but not the other political classes. She referred to the content 

of the class, in English, as “bullshit,” but she acknowledged that defining the true shared 

history of the two regions could be difficult. Another student appreciated learning about 

alternative historical perspectives even if he did not agree with them. Nonetheless, none 

of the Taiwanese students mentioned having opportunities to speak about their own 

perspectives in or out of class. At best, one student mentioned that his Chinese 

roommates asked for his opinion on Japan’s claims regarding the Diaoyu islands, which 

are located near Taiwan. Both Chinese and Taiwanese students expressed the idea that 

they all shared the same Chinese culture to the extent that one Taiwanese student said she 

did not feel like the Chinese students treated her like a “foreigner.” This assumption of 

commonality in a context that did not foster debate obstructed opportunities to dialogue 

over points of substantial difference, thus reducing the likelihood that the Chinese 

students might have achieved a broader perspective on Taiwan. 

 Very few of the individuals I interviewed, Chinese or foreign, reported 

interactions within the vicinity of the university that might have led to the development of 

more cosmopolitan attitudes among the Chinese students. Both Chinese students and 

foreigners mostly stuck to their own groups, and foreigners who did have Chinese friends 

sought out Chinese individuals who already demonstrated cosmopolitan values. Chinese 

students with Japanese or Taiwanese classmates did not necessarily come to new 
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understandings of the relevant issues. While the government was not solely to blame for 

many of these social dynamics, the increasingly segregated university structure did 

exacerbate them. Writing about his time studying at a Chinese university in the early 

1980s, Pomfret (2006) describes the close relationships he developed with the Chinese 

students assigned as his roommates. The case of Angela, the Chinese student who 

volunteered to live with foreign students, demonstrates the potential for similar 

experiences in contemporary Chinese universities, but, as the next section indicates, not 

all experiences with foreigners yield a positive influence. 

5.3: INCREASING THE DISTNCE THROUGH NEGATIVE CONTACT 

While there exists substantial psychological research on so-called contact theory, 

that is, the principle that out-group exposure breaks down stereotypes and improves 

cross-cultural understanding (Pettigrew and Tropp 2008; Allport 1979), there also exists 

conflicting research that indicates that negative experiences can do more to alter 

perceptions than positive ones (Barlow et al., 2012). Both the direct experience of 

individuals I interviewed, and popular narratives from around China demonstrate how 

negative contact functions. 

5.3.1: Direct Experience 

Absent more general patterns of immigration, the foreigners that Chinese students 

might typically come across during their studies, namely students and teachers,30 lack 

diversity. Foreign students may come from a wide swathe of places, as Chinese 

                                                 
30 There is a relatively large population of Africans in the city who, in many cases, started off as students 

but may bring their families and covertly settle into other occupations. However, as discussed in the 

previous chapter, almost none of the Chinese students I interviewed seemed to be aware of their presence in 

the area. 
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universities attract students from developed and developing countries alike, but teachers 

tend to come from Europe and North America if not specifically English-speaking 

countries. There is also potentially little variation in the ages of foreigners in China. 

Naturally, the foreign students at this particular university tended to be college age, but 

the foreign language teachers—those most likely to be teaching there—also tended to be 

younger. In many cases, the foreign language teachers were relatively recent college 

graduates although the university did hire retired foreign professors for some classes. 

Very few foreign teachers stayed more than a few years, with many expressing the 

feeling that their time in China would provide an interesting foreign living experience 

before moving on to more permanent careers in their home countries. 

For teachers that do stay, they may face difficulties in terms of job security as my 

interview with Kevin, an American English teacher, revealed: “the foreign affairs 

department… had a meeting to see if they could get foreigners, get professors at the 

prime of their career instead of at the end or the beginning. And I said, well, are you 

going to offer them tenure?” His friend, who held a PhD in film studies, had been told by 

a Chinese colleague that “in China… a contract is more a suggestion of things that we 

could do.” For perhaps this reason, many of the long-term teachers at lower-tier schools 

remained in this city and others in China because they were covertly Christian 

missionaries; for those I have met, their faith gave them the motivation to remain in a 

cultural and political context that otherwise did not closely match their own inclinations. 

 Because the typical foreigner that a student might meet fit into such a narrow 

demographic range, their interests often corresponded to stereotypical college student 

behavior, that is, going to parties and clubs, and ingesting alcohol and drugs. To the 
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extent that the Chinese students did meet foreigners, the interactions might simply have 

confirmed impressions originating in Hollywood media. Stephen, a student from 

England, acknowledged the tendency for foreign men to seek out sexual relationships 

with Chinese women. He claimed that he himself had no “game,” that is, ability to entice 

women, and his actions in the clubs were limited to speaking with Chinese women about 

the “weather in England during the summer” while under the influence of drunken 

“Dutch courage.” I witnessed behavior substantially more aggressive than that in the 

nearby bars and clubs, typically by white foreigners, who would brag to me of their 

conquests and claim that Chinese women were easy to seduce. In some cases, the foreign 

men would be successful, but, in other cases, they were vehemently rejected. 

 Though Chinese women were the direct participants—willing or unwilling—in 

these occurrences, Chinese men might also witness the events transpire. In some cases, 

the men might respond negatively, either to the foreigner for “stealing” the Chinese 

women or to the woman for acting promiscuously. Or the behavior might simply strike 

Chinese as uncouth. Earlier, I discussed the Chinese students selected to live with foreign 

students studying Chinese. Charles, a student from the United States, spoke to me about 

his distant relationship with his now former Chinese roommate. According to him, the 

roommate moved out because the roommate seemed to feel like Charles was not 

interested in being friends. The roommate would spend his time studying whereas 

Charles wanted to go to the bars and clubs. However, almost as an afterthought, Charles 

mentioned that he had “sexiled” his roommate a few times. That is, he had 

commandeered the shared dorm room for sexual purposes. In Charles’s view, only one of 

those times had been “particularly rude” as Charles “was really drunk at the time.” The 



161 

 

 

 

 

roommate ended up moving out soon after one such occasion, well before his assigned 

term was over, returning to his regular dorm room.  

Chinese students who witness such unappreciated foreign behavior may come to 

associate the behavior with foreigners in general or the foreigner’s specific country of 

origin. Baotan, a fourth-year physics major, had had several foreign teachers in high 

school. When I asked him what impressions these teachers had given him of their home 

countries, he described a male English teacher from the United States as having clearly 

favored the female students in the class. Although one cannot know the teacher’s true 

motivations, Baotan implied that the teacher acted in this way for sexual reasons, and this 

experience profoundly shaped Baotan’s view of Americans in general. 

 Ironically and unfortunately, the behaviors that become the basis for Chinese 

generalizations regarding foreigners might not even accurately reflect the character of the 

individual offending foreigner. Roy, the Chinese-American student, referred to a “pass” 

that foreigners get: 

I met this student, and he told me, in China, you can do whatever you 

want. If you want to do push-ups in the middle of the street, you can. Cars 

will just drive around you…. We go roof-topping. Which is, we go to 

different roof-tops in the city, and, then, there’s no one to tell us we can’t 

go to the top…. In the train stations, the security is nothing… we’ve 

managed to get ourselves on the train and, like, there and back without a 

ticket. 

 

That is, foreigners might use their time abroad to intentionally behave in ways different 

from how they act in their home countries. Deviant behavior gets amplified in China, and 

it may leave an impression on the Chinese. 

 That said, because they were secluded in the new campus, the Chinese students I 

interviewed provided few such egregious examples, and many of the worst examples 
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came from the foreigners themselves. Nonetheless, because the university serves as a 

mechanism for asserting state power as well as a hub for scientific knowledge production, 

it becomes a unique site where the tensions between national prerogatives and global 

scientific collaboration can come to a head in ways that either support or challenge the 

guoqing discourse. For example, the Maoism class for chemistry majors was cancelled 

one day so that the students could attend a talk by American Nobel Prize winner Ferid 

Murad.31 While the presentation consisted mostly of watching videos produced to 

promote science, Murad did respond to a few questions posed by students. At one point, 

he stated bluntly that the United States offers more freedom of thought so students there 

can be more creative. In contrast, he said that Chinese students studying in the United 

States do not question their advisors. Later, a student asked Murad what he thought of Xi 

Jinping’s then-new concept of the “Chinese dream,” but Murad was not aware of the 

term. He jokingly asked if the dream involved having more children. At that point, a dean 

stepped in and somewhat exasperatedly explained to Murad that the one-child policy had 

changed over the years, and that the Chinese dream refers to the achievement of a better 

life while avoiding the pitfalls of the American dream. Murad thus antagonized the dean 

and the students, and played to common Chinese opinion that foreigners unfairly criticize 

China.  

5.3.2: Popular Narratives 

These various student experiences fit into larger popular narratives that 

sensationalize and demonize the behavior of foreigners living in China. In this regard, 

                                                 
31 Because Murad is a public figure, I do not use a pseudonym here. 
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China certainly resembles other countries whose governments and citizens might espouse 

frequent anti-foreign sentiment. In China, foreigners become broadly notorious for 

perpetrating both crimes and rude, if not illegal, behavior. In April 2015, a young “black 

foreigner” allegedly urinated on a public bus in the city of Nanjing (Xue 2015). The news 

report made a point to indicate both his race and foreignness despite neither being clearly 

necessary details. Moreover, the article fails to mention the actual nationality of the man, 

eliding it into a simple non-Chinese identity. A September 2015 story likewise elided the 

identities of drunken foreigners who were caught swinging from the handles in a 

Shanghai subway car (Li 2015), as did a story in the same month regarding an unnamed 

foreigner who punched an elderly Chinese driver in the city of Nanjing. The latter event 

made broadcast news (Linder 2016). News reports in many countries may sensationalize 

the mundane, but, in these examples, the abstract foreignness of the perpetrators receives 

special attention. 

 News stories, in turn, build on already-existing stereotypes held by the Chinese. 

For example, Chinese students often question American foreigners as to whether they 

own guns back home. According to Alex, the American teacher: “They asked me if I had 

a gun. I was, like, no. But I was, like, I don't even know anyone who owns a gun.” This 

stereotype originates in part with Chinese propaganda including school curriculum as 

well as the media. English textbooks, for example, may include facts about gun 

ownership in the United States, implying that guns are a quintessential part of American 

culture. This official discourse finds its way to both Chinese teachers and students. A 

student presentation in a Maoism class showed a slide that claimed that the United States 

had more guns than any other country. One history teacher mentioned in his class that 
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recent stabbings in Henan province would have been worse if guns were involved. One 

interviewed student, when I asked about which foreign countries he would like to visit, 

replied that he was satisfied with China because it was “peaceful” and it “didn’t have 

guns.” The invocation of guns in both these instances verged on non-sequitur; their 

inclusion served to stand China in a favorable position relative to other countries, 

particularly the United States. 

 The propagandistic origins of some of the stereotypes notwithstanding, actual 

behavior in United States helps reinforce these beliefs. American gun violence is 

infamous both in the United States itself and abroad. School shootings, in particular, are 

becoming increasingly notable and noted. When the victims are Chinese, the shootings 

become the talk of the Chinese internet. In 2012, two Chinese graduate students at the 

University of Southern California in Los Angeles were killed during a carjacking. China 

Daily, an English-language but Chinese government-published newspaper, pointed out 

that “USC is in an urban center not far from gang-infested neighborhoods” (2012). In 

2016, a Chinese undergraduate studying at Arizona State University was shot by an 

American woman after an automobile collision. China Daily reported that a single story 

about the shooting posted on the Chinese site Weibo received 12 million views and 8,500 

comments in less than twenty-four hours, and some commenters explicitly linked the two 

shootings. They also reported that the Arizona State University Chinese Student and 

Scholar Association had posted advice on gun ownership on its web site. An increasing 

number of Chinese students there were considering buying guns for protection (Zhu 

2016). 
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In some cases, foreigners receive positive attention in the media and on the 

internet, but the positive press typically accentuates the foreignness of the individual in 

question and does not contribute to the development of positive stereotypes. For example, 

individual foreigners might become famous for their ability to speak Chinese well. A 

foreigner living in the same city in which I did my fieldwork rose to brief fame on 

Chinese social media because he appeared in a video speaking the difficult local dialect 

while eating a piece of fruit. While his rare accomplishment was certainly impressive, the 

fame of “fruit brother,” as the internet labeled him, hinged on the assumption that most 

foreigners are incapable of speaking Chinese. Such attention serves mostly to distance the 

Chinese from the foreigners in their midst rather than draw them closer. 

5.4: CLOSING THE DISTANCE THROUGH TIME ABROAD 

Beyond simply meeting foreigners within the urban setting of the university, some 

Chinese students take the opportunity to study abroad, which presumably offers an 

opportunity for more frequent and more intimate contact with non-Chinese. The greater 

intensity of contact experienced abroad might lead to more substantial changes in student 

perspectives than the superficial interactions with foreigners that might happen within 

China. Indeed, Han and Zweig (2010) used survey results to argue that Chinese students 

who studied abroad in Canada and Japan demonstrate less “assertive nationalism” and 

more “cooperative internationalism” than those who did not. That is, these students are 

less likely to believe that other countries threaten China, and they are more likely to 

support providing assistance to other countries who need help. In contrast, a study by 

Foreign Policy (2015) found that students who had studied abroad in the United States 

returned to China with both a greater respect for the US and for China. These students 
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came to appreciate China more because they saw that other countries also have flaws. 

Hail (2014) found that negative interactions between foreigners critiquing China and 

Chinese students abroad result in the retrenchment of the students’ national identities and 

less openness to considering political alternatives. My own survey analysis, presented in 

chapter three, indicates that time spent abroad has negligible impact on cosmopolitan 

attitudes although my survey did not examine foreign study specifically. 

During my interviews, I found that a large number of students had studied abroad, 

or planned to study abroad, during their time as undergraduates, and many more planned 

to study abroad after they graduated. I spoke with a few that had already done so, and I 

found that the impact of interacting with foreigners while abroad did likely influence the 

Chinese students’ perspectives to a greater degree than meeting them in China. Students 

generally reported having had their stereotypes of other countries challenged. One 

student, Ying, who had studied in England, was surprised to find that English families 

were more close-knit than she had anticipated. She had assumed previously that Asian 

families were much closer due to Confucian beliefs. 

Nonetheless, it bears reiterating that contact can be ambivalent; foreign 

experience breaks both negative and positive stereotypes. Ying went to England 

expecting the politeness she saw when watching Downton Abbey. However, the reality 

was different: “they could actually be either extremely friendly or rather cold-blooded, 

courteous or rude.” Another student opined that she wished the United Kingdom more 

resembled its depiction in the same show. A chemistry major who had spent a month in 

England with her academic researcher mother left feeling anger at the fact that British 

museums retained “stolen” Chinese antiques. Echoing the Foreign Policy (2015) report, 
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Zhang Xiali, the Marxism teacher for sociology majors, once told me during a class break 

that she hoped more students would go abroad so that they could see that other countries 

had problems just like China. 

If nothing else, time spent abroad might inculcate a sense of shared humanity. In 

the words of Yan, who had also studied in England, “I gradually found that mostly people 

over the world are the same inside.” Her statement indicates she developed greater degree 

of what Pichler (2012) calls ethical cosmopolitanism while abroad, and she noted that 

other students had remarked that she seemed different after returning to China. That said, 

chapter three discussed the negligible statistical correlations between the ethical 

cosmopolitanism index on the one hand, and spending time abroad and having foreign 

friends on the other. The crucial difference here might be the fact that Yan was a student 

and not simply a tourist. However, Yan ironically admitted that she spent most of her 

time with other Chinese students while living in England; this self-segregation was 

typical behavior for almost all of the students who had studied abroad. One student 

critiqued the typical perspective of Chinese students abroad as, “if we have Chinese 

friends, why do we need foreign friends?” 

Two students, Jane and Sophie, were clearly outliers among all the students I 

interviewed. Jane, a first-year English major who spent a few years in the United States 

during high school due to her father’s job and who had the best English of the students I 

interviewed, seemed to have the strongest connection to her foreign teachers in China. In 

particular, she frequently attended the office hours of an American English teacher from 

whom she borrowed books such as the philosophy of Bertrand Russell, and with whom 

she would discuss topics such as alternative history novels. In her case, it was clear that 
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she was drawn to foreigners because of her significant time spent abroad, time which, in 

her view, made it somewhat difficult to completely relate to her Chinese peers. Sophie, a 

French major who had also spent substantial time in the United States, had similar 

feelings of detachment from her Chinese classmates. Because of her unique history, the 

university had placed her in the foreign students’ dorm on the new campus with 

roommates from Taiwan and Korea. Both Jane and Sophie mentioned having close 

relationships with some of their teachers in the United States; that fact and their sense of 

alienation in China, seemingly more so than their foreign language majors, play a role in 

why these students in particular seem to enjoy the company of foreigners.  

Altogether, both of these students demonstrate the typical markers of “third-

culture kids” (Bell-Villada and Sichel 2011), both in the potential for cultural awareness 

and for a feeling of isolation. Both Sophie and Jane had intensive foreign experiences 

earlier than nearly all of their peers, and their more nuanced attitudes towards the world 

more clearly revealed the influence of that experience. Given that their visits did not 

occur through typical exchange programs, they were less able to rely on Chinese peers to 

provide a ready-made social network that would ensure a monocultural upbringing even 

while abroad. At one point in my conversation with Sophie, I introduced the concept of 

the third-culture kid, and she voiced appreciation at learning a phrase to describe her 

feelings. Importantly, their education abroad did not occur under the auspices of Chinese 

government-run student organizations such as the Chinese Student and Scholar 

Association, the subject of the next chapter, and thus they were relatively free of 

government oversight. For now, it is sufficient to say that the lack of government 
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structure within these two students’ experiences abroad might have aided their ability to 

form close relationships with foreigners during that time. 

5.5 THE DISTANCE REMAINS 

Previous chapters described the government’s interests in maintaining control 

over students, and isolating them outside of urban centers serves as another form of 

control. To be fair, it is difficult to discern what the Chinese government’s true intentions 

behind the new campuses are; superficially, new universities are built some distance 

away from city centers because that is where the available land is located. Similarly, the 

fences and guarded entrances of most Chinese universities serve the ostensible purpose of 

providing protection for students. But both design features provide a basis for 

maintaining control over students, including keeping an eye on them and keeping them 

sequestered from exposure to alternative perspectives. Prior to starting my graduate 

program in sociology, I spent several years as an English teacher at a Chinese university 

in a different city, and I often discovered that students had cut holes in the university 

fence to make it more convenient to leave the campus and enter the surrounding city. 

These new isolated campuses improve on the old fenced campuses in so far as they 

render moot the student-constructed holes in the fence. Students can leave the campus, 

but they do not necessarily have anywhere to go. 

What gets diminished, then, is the chance for students to spontaneously interact 

with individuals outside of the fence. Chinese students might choose not to interact with 

foreigners even if they had the opportunity, just as foreigners might choose not to interact 

with the Chinese students, but the distance between the new campus and the downtown 

area means that the choice comes up much less frequently than it might otherwise. 
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Intentionally or not, the government has successfully reduced the likelihood of “foreign 

interference” on the individual level. That said, living in isolation also reduces the 

likelihood that students will experience negative encounters with foreigners. Regardless, 

there are fewer opportunities for positive encounters that circumvent stereotypes, and 

students will likely fall back on the depictions of foreigners prevalent in the government-

controlled education and media. 

With so few students reporting strong and positive relationships with foreigners, it 

becomes difficult to identify definite mechanisms by which students might cross the 

social divide. Foreign teachers might have an impact, but the magnitude of that impact 

depends on the willingness of the teacher to establish a deeper connection with students. 

Studying abroad may be another such mechanism, but the results presented in this chapter 

regarding that aspect remain inconclusive. Moreover, outside of the elite university in 

which I did my fieldwork, the vast majority of Chinese college students will not have the 

ability to study abroad.  Altogether, few Chinese students will have experiences similar to 

Jane and Sophie, who found themselves in situations where regularly interacting with 

foreigners became a necessity for emotional survival and not just a formality. Because 

most of the Chinese students and the foreigners living in China have extensive social 

networks filled with others like them, their cross-cultural interactions lack that degree of 

necessity and can remain superficial. 

 The next chapter continues this discussion by following Chinese students as they 

move from an undergraduate education in China to graduate studies in another country. 

As the interviews in this chapter with students who had studied abroad already reveal, 

foreign study does not guarantee the development of cosmopolitan perspectives. The next 
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chapter examines how the government-affiliated Chinese Student and Scholar 

Association shapes students’ experiences abroad in ways that further mitigate the impact 

of foreign exposure.
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CHAPTER 6: CHINESE GOVERNMENT CONTROL OF ITS STUDENTS ABROAD 

 Previous chapters have examined how the Chinese government uses its 

educational system, including its universities, to maintain its legitimacy through the 

promotion of certain discourses. Chinese students’ exposure to alternative foreign 

perspectives could potentially challenge the students’ belief in the official discourse, and, 

therefore, the government has an interest in restricting access to such perspectives, which 

includes constraining access to the foreign individuals who might voice them. Chapter 

five detailed how the secluded locations of newly constructed Chinese university 

campuses effectively serve this purpose. 

 When Chinese students go abroad, the Chinese government ceases to have as 

much direct control over them, and the potential for the students interacting with non-

Chinese and encountering alternative perspectives obviously increases. Yet, as chapter 

five also described, the impact of studying abroad on the attitudes of Chinese students 

remains unclear. While some studies (e.g., Han and Zweig 2010) indicate that students 

return home to China with changed political perspectives, other studies (e.g., Foreign 

Policy 2015; Hail 2014), as well as my own results, indicate that students might retain 

strong national identities and return to China without greater desire to challenge the 

political status quo. The specific experiences a student has while in another country 

greatly shapes the impact of foreign exposure. 

  Furthermore, the Chinese government is not completely powerless over the 

Chinese students living outside of its borders, and scholars have paid little attention to 

this aspect. Specifically, China’s consulates in other countries sponsor student 

organizations at foreign universities that extend the reach of the “microphysics of power” 



173 

 

 

 

 

discussed in chapter two. As I will argue in this chapter, these organizations, particularly 

the Chinese Student and Scholar Association (CSSA), filter foreign influence on student 

perspectives through the facilitation of ethnically-segregated social networks. In what 

follows, I begin by describing the organizational structure of CSSA. Despite consulate 

oversight, the CSSA chapter I studied was not very tightly organized, but it nonetheless 

served to promote co-ethnic social ties. CSSA activities, in turn, reinforced students’ 

national identities or, at least, ensured student behavior adhered to government interests. I 

conclude by assessing the impact of CSSA on Chinese student perspectives regarding 

China and other countries. While students do not return home with great love for either 

the Chinese government or the Communist Party, the segregated social networks 

potentially reinforce the perspective that China’s system is no worse than others and 

therefore does not necessarily need radical change. 

 Unlike the previous chapters, the fieldwork for this chapter was done in 2010 at a 

large public university in the southern part of the state of California in the United States. 

While other CSSA chapters might focus on undergraduate students (see Chen and Ross 

2015), CSSA at this particular university predominantly catered to graduate students 

although undergraduates could also participate if they wanted. Non-student members of 

local Chinese community were also free to attend some of the major events. Prior to this 

study, I had no previous contact with the organization although I knew some of its 

members beforehand through mutual involvement in other activities. I gained access to 

CSSA through contacting its president at the time. I explained that I was doing a project 

on the role of CSSA in the Chinese students’ lives, and the president invited me to attend 

a planning meeting for an upcoming event to celebrate the 2010 Chinese New Year. 
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Participant observation allowed me to see the processes that students used to 

maintain a connection to China while abroad, and the role that the structure of the 

organization and its government connection played in that connection. During my 

fieldwork, I observed: 1) the planning meeting prior to the New Year event, 2) 

performance practices the day before the event, and 3) the event itself, which included 

set-up, performances, and dinner. While observing, I took copious notes that described 

what was happening, what members were saying, and the visual information that 

permeated the spaces (particularly for the New Year event). I also collected printed 

matter that members and non-members handed out at the events. I paid particular 

attention to moments that involved Chinese national symbols and those that provided 

insight into CSSA’s organizational framework. Chinese New Year, because it is central 

to Chinese cultural traditions, was ideal for this; members frequently called it one of 

CSSA’s most important annual events. 

 In addition, I conducted seven formal interviews with CSSA leaders who were 

able to speak to me about the organizational aspects of CSSA. I obtained their contact 

information from the organization’s web site or through meeting them at the activities. I 

also conducted many more informal conversations with leaders and members alike during 

participant observation. In some cases, I would approach particular individuals who 

seemed to play important roles in the event planning. In other cases, they would approach 

me because they were interested in why a “foreigner” was attending their meetings. All 

leaders had confident English ability so interviews were conducted in English and 

recorded with their permission. I later transcribed all the recordings for the purpose of 

analysis. 
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I asked the leaders questions regarding their experience with the Chinese 

educational system (to assess the effect of education on their beliefs); their reasons for 

and experience of coming to the US to study (to assess the extent to which they noted 

differences between the US and China); their involvement with CSSA; their feelings 

about the New Year event; their contact with non-Chinese friends (to assess the 

magnitude of that exposure and whether political conflict occurs); their perspectives on 

American media; and lastly whether their views on China had changed at all since 

coming to the US. I tried to avoid asking questions about politically-sensitive topics 

unless the student mentioned it first, as I did not want to cause them to feel antagonized. 

Fortunately, some of the otherwise neutral questions (e.g., “do your non-Chinese friends 

understand China well?”) inevitably led to candid answers about political issues. As I 

promised confidentiality, all names are pseudonyms. 

6.1: THE STRUCTURE OF CSSA 

6.1.1: CSSA as a Loose Organization 

 As previously mentioned, Chinese consulates oversee individual CSSA chapters. 

This fact distinguishes CSSA from other university ethnic student organizations that 

generally focus on planning cultural activities. Although CSSA at my university site did 

plan cultural activities such as the Chinese New Year event, the planning usually 

occurred with some amount of government direction. Nonetheless, this chapter of CSSA 

was a “loose” student organization during the time of my fieldwork in that the role that 

CSSA played in the lives of the student members, including the leaders, was prima facie 

very limited. Correspondingly, the direct influence of the consulate, through CSSA, was 

limited at this particular university. 
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Chen and Ross described the CSSA chapter they studied as “a crucial player in 

the creation of the Chinese student community on the campus” (2015:170). Yet most 

students I interviewed at my site answered “no” when I asked them if they were actively 

involved in the organization. For example, Wucheng, a student who organized the 

temporary placement of newly arrived students into host families, responded: 

Not all the time. I am when we have big events. Like in the fall. The 

newcomers come in. Like last year, I spent like 10 months, actually like 8 

months to deal with the newcomer project…. Yeah, I guess that's one of 

my active time in CSSA. And later I didn't do much things. I guess the 

next thing I do was the New Year this year.32 

 

Another student, Qingdu, an organization vice-president, mentioned that she only 

participated in the annual New Year events because “it’s hard to balance school and 

CSSA activities.” This was despite the fact that her husband was the group’s president 

the previous year. Another vice-president, Robert, described his participation as “mostly 

through the events” suggesting that his involvement in CSSA did not extend far beyond 

the few annual formal events. Du, the group’s general secretary, told me she did not 

socialize with the members outside of activities. Of all the students, only the president 

Zhang Yong reported that CSSA served as his primary social network. 

 Further evidence of the loose nature of the CSSA was the leaders’ seeming 

ambivalence towards the organizational structure, Zhang Yong’s comment is revealing: 

Normally, in our [leadership] committee there are around 20 people, but I 

think only 10 of them are really committee members. They will do what I 

told them. Other 10 people, they just like having fun. But I won't force 

them to do that. I just like ‘if you want to do that, I'll let you.’ No forcing. 

 

                                                 
32 All grammatical errors here and elsewhere are present in the original transcript. In some cases, I have 

removed non-fluent utterances to keep the text legible, but I preserve the meanings, and nothing is added. 
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In other words, only about half the designated leaders felt a strong commitment to their 

responsibilities; he also intimated that only he and a few others handled the majority of 

the New Year planning duties. Zhang Yong’s presidential successor, Waiding, very 

clearly stated that the reasons he became a leader was because few others would step up 

to the position. Some of my interview subjects also felt that the general leadership lacked 

strong organizational experience; two leaders, both of whose families had immigrated to 

the US when the students were young, articulated this view. Robert said: “I wish that we 

had more people who had business experience, you know organizational experience, but 

they don't. They're just students.” Du similarly commented on what the older students 

lacked, namely, “leadership [experience]-wise, and also I feel like there is a certainly 

difficulty for them to communicate with American people especially when they come to a 

location, choosing, equipment set-up, and I want to be that person who helps out.” Lastly, 

there was high leadership turnover and transience. After finishing his term as president, 

Zhang Yong said that he would no longer be involved in the organization’s leadership. 

Such turnover hindered the opportunity to develop collective memory and a firm 

organizational structure. Most of the leaders themselves, including Zhang Yong, had only 

been involved with the group one or two years. 

Students did note that CSSA helped to foster and maintain a sense of connection 

between students and their Chinese homeland. Du reported that the New Year program 

reminded her and others of the Chinese state-run television media, CCTV, and its annual 

New Year special in China:  

You watch it every single year [....] [CSSA’s] performances just remind 

me of that. And like home culture, how people should celebrate Chinese 

New Year's so much. How involved they are about it. That really brings 
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me back to the whole culture. But outside of that, you walk out the door, 

and you immediately feel, I'm back in the United States. 

 

Such events provided cultural refuge from the dominant American culture. Ironically, 

CSSA activities might have had the deepest significance for those students who were not 

Chinese citizens. Robert, a student whose family immigrated to the US and who tended to 

speak mostly in English even when talking to other CSSA members, noted that his 

Mandarin language ability had diminished after arriving in the US but that involvement 

in CSSA aided his speaking ability. Du, from a similar immigrant background, said 

CSSA helped remind her of Chinese culture she had forgotten. Her first encounter with 

CSSA occurred after a major 2008 earthquake in the Chinese province of Sichuan; CSSA 

had been running relief fundraising efforts on campus.  

Despite these cultural and social connections, I did not get a sense from any of the 

students that their involvement in CSSA was very important to them, in part due to other 

mechanisms that helped them maintain connections to their homes. As Wucheng noted: 

“because communication is really improved a lot. If you compare from 20 or 30 years 

ago, I don't feel different. If something happen in China, I can know very fast. So, I don't 

feel really separated even without CSSA.” This suggests that the active role of CSSA, 

and hence the Chinese government, in the lives of students at this university may have 

waned with the development of technology. In contrast, a look at the email traffic on the 

organization’s official email list showed that the vast majority of email came from non-

student members of the local Chinese community. While the list could potentially have 

been used to create a virtual community among the students, they had little need of it. 

Altogether, the data suggest that the primary role of CSSA for many of its student 
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members lay in the planning of a few large cultural events per year. Only within the 

cultural events did a large number of those students who affiliated themselves with the 

organization encounter one another in person.  

6.1.2: CSSA as a Foundation for Segregated Networking 

The Chinese students I interviewed almost always reported having social 

networks predominantly populated with other Chinese students. While CSSA did not 

necessarily serve as their primary mechanism for making Chinese friends, they could still 

use it for that purpose if they wanted. Chinese students could also make friends through 

CSSA, and then cease active involvement with the organization afterwards. The students 

also developed friendships with other Chinese through their academic disciplines and 

through other Chinese student organizations such as religious groups. Altogether, CSSA 

and other Chinese student organizations facilitated segregated social networks that might 

have minimized exposure to new perspectives on China. 

 To be fair, the students I interviewed generally held favorable views towards 

Americans. Wucheng praised the open-mindedness of Americans. “Because this is, I'd 

say, a country full of immigrants. So, people are pretty open to others. […] In China, 

that's very traditional country. We are open, but still you know, we don't really like white 

people because they look different from us.” Only a few students could report overt acts 

of discrimination while in the US (e.g., a white person saying, “get out of my country”), 

and, for two students, the most extreme feeling of culture shock came with attending 

American-style parties in which partygoers did nothing but “just talk to each other” 

instead of engaging in Chinese party activities like playing cards. Yet, despite the 

generally positive views regarding American peers, these same students still spent most 
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of their time with other Chinese. Robert lamented that the other CSSA students “should 

diversify themselves more.” They eat “too much Chinese food.” 

 Even Chinese students who might be inclined to socialize more with non-Chinese 

peers might turn to segregated social networks for respite from negative encounters with 

non-Chinese. In line with Hail’s (2014) argument, students felt like their Chinese 

identities were under attack by non-Chinese students, and the Chinese students’ national 

identity grew correspondingly stronger. Qingdu, who was enrolled in the university’s 

Asia-focused business program, remarked on the harassment she felt from her fellow 

students when discussing sensitive political topics, which came up frequently given the 

nature of the program.  

Because in [the program] a lot of classes about politics or something so we 

kind of debate together…and you know… I feel like before [the program], 

I don't think, I don't put my identity, my Chinese identity. But after [the 

program], I find a little change to me. At first, I realize I am Chinese and 

then I'm Qingdu. 

 

She then related a situation that happened to another student, Li Pang, who had been 

selling CSSA New Year tickets to other students in the program. Li Pang had sold a 

ticket to a non-Chinese classmate, but, when a ticket shortage was discovered, she 

approached the first student to buy it back. Qingdu described the situation: “[the 

classmate] said ‘[…] I think [Li Pang] make me feel bad about Chinese people and 

China.” Qingdu then complained about how the non-Chinese students in general 

developed a bad opinion of China. “People make judgments very quickly. If you do 

something bad, it means all of Chinese people are like this.” In Qingdu’s view, Chinese 

students might isolate themselves from non-Chinese because they feel that non-Chinese 
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will not respect them. CSSA and other Chinese student organizations facilitated that 

isolation through providing an alternative social circle.  

CSSA further facilitated networking opportunities between students and other 

members of the local Chinese community. For example, when Chinese students arrived in 

the US to attend this university, the Los Angeles consulate directed many of them 

towards CSSA, which would help them find temporary housing among the non-student 

Chinese community. CSSA then provided important co-ethnic contacts throughout the 

students’ academic careers. Robert noted how CSSA afforded him the opportunity for 

business networking, particularly with Chinese businesses of the sort that sponsored 

CSSA events. He likened CSSA to an old boys’ club at a top university like Harvard 

where “those people will know more people that will become legislators or employers, 

you know, CEOS.” Similarly, Zhang Yong spoke of the advantages of being a top CSSA 

leader: 

Since CSSA is the largest Chinese community in [city] so a lot of Chinese 

famous people will contact you. Last week, last Thursday, the China 

female national hockey team phone me, invite me for dinner so I think the 

reason is I'm the leader of the student population and they want to… 

because you're a leader, you can represent all the Chinese students and 

during that dinner almost every Chinese famous people in [city] attend 

that dinner. So, it's a great social party. So, I got a lot of cards, and I know 

of important guy. Maybe in the future I need their help or they need my 

help. That's why I became leader. 

 

Qingdu expected that her involvement with CSSA would help her return to her former 

career as a provincial television news anchor. She had been contacted by individuals who 

worked for the state-run television media, CCTV, to help them produce a video of the 

New Year program. She said: “the priority for me personally is to put the news 

production. My leader don't know that. [Zhang Yong] doesn't know.” All three 



182 

 

 

 

 

individuals saw CSSA as a means to an end and paid somewhat less attention to its 

nominal goals as a social and cultural organization for students. Given the Chinese 

consulate’s connection to CSSA, members could also mine the organization for political 

contacts and favors. Robert candidly admitted this after his formal interview was over, 

and several student leaders described regularly attending meetings at the consulate. 

 CSSA’s official email list facilitated this networking even though the 

organization’s student members rarely posted to it themselves. The online description for 

the list presented to potential subscribers noted that: “the mail list widely used by the 

Chinese community in [city]. Right now, it has thousands of subscribers.” “Thousands” is 

much greater than the number of students who were involved in CSSA at that time. In his 

interview, Zhang Yong mentioned: 

Normally, we don't want [non-students] post on the list. But in end, we 

cannot control this sort of thing. […] If one day, the email list is down, a 

lot of people will call me, ask why it's down? That's truth. Now it's part of 

their life so that's why when I post, we have an event in February 6th [the 

New Year event], wow, a lot of people ask for tickets. 

 

Non-students frequently posted messages to the list about independent social events, 

vacancies in Chinese-owned apartments, Chinese-run businesses, and even China-

focused investment opportunities, among many other topics. A student could take 

advantage of any of these co-ethnic connections, and many did.  

The contacts afforded by CSSA increased the likelihood that its student members 

would maintain ties with the transnational Chinese community. Reflecting the Chinese 

government’s interests, developing these contacts potentially diminished the likelihood 

that the students would develop strong ties with non-Chinese in a fashion that might 

influence student perspectives. These contacts also increased the likelihood that the 
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students might return to China upon graduating if the opportunities there seemed as 

lucrative as those in other countries. As Qingdu implied above, the New Year event, in 

particular, served as the nexus for forming contacts as well as the larger project of 

maintaining a transnational community with political ties back home. 

6.2: CHINESE NEW YEAR AND THE TRANSNATIONAL CHINESE STATE 

The annual New Year gala was the focal point of CSSA activity planning, and the 

event attracted both students and non-students. Several of the performances involved 

non-students of all ages, including children. The event was sponsored by Chinese 

businesses (e.g., a lawyer who specialized in immigration law) and businesses that had a 

large number of Chinese employees (e.g., a large local corporation). First and foremost, 

the event allowed both students and non-students an opportunity to collectively reaffirm 

their Chinese national identities through copious amounts of what Billig (1995) calls 

“banal nationalism.” The event also subtly projected elements of contemporary Chinese 

political organization to everyone in attendance through its rigidly gendered division of 

labor. Both aspects ultimately served Chinese government interests. 

6.2.1: New Year Nationalism 

Banal nationalism involves the usage of patriotic symbols, such as flags or 

national anthems, to promote national ideals in generally non-threatening ways (Billig 

1995). At the New Year event, the most basic of such symbols were the traditional 

cultural elements that evoked China’s proud history. Chinese lanterns flanked the stage. 

Auspicious Chinese characters in lucky red were stuck to the walls. Hongbao (red 

envelopes), which Chinese families give to children on New Year, hung on plastic trees. 

At the start of the show, the program’s emcee began by saying (in Mandarin): “no matter 
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where you are, Chinese hearts honor this day.” A Chinese woman then took the stage and 

sang a traditional song at a pitch that seemed to make my fellow audience members 

uncomfortable. Nonetheless, her performance drew ritualistic applause akin to that found 

in the annual Chinese government television production. Next, six young women from 

the Chinese Folk Music Association performed traditional songs on Chinese instruments, 

and a young girl played “Mary had a Little Lamb” on the guzheng (Chinese zither). Two 

graduate students did a performance of cross-talk, a Chinese comedic form, on the topic 

of student life. Near the end of the program, a Shaolin monk from Los Angeles 

performed kung fu. After the performances were over, CSSA leaders served catered 

Chinese food to the attendees although they quickly ran out because attendance had 

exceeded their expectations. 

Some symbols were more explicitly patriotic. Ticket-takers gave out t-shirts that 

read “I [heart] Our University” where the red heart image was filled with China’s five-

star flag pattern. A choir of middle-aged men and women sang two songs whose titles 

translate to “Love of the Republic” (gongheguo zhi lian) and “Let the World Praise You 

[the Chinese Nation]” (rang shijie zanmei ni). At one point, event organizers projected 

footage of then-US president Barack Obama’s 2010 State of the Union address, which 

had been dubbed over into the Hebei Chinese dialect to satirize Obama’s particular style 

of verbal delivery. While the video was not overtly antagonistic towards the US, it did 

ridicule the US political system in a fashion akin to the guoqing discourse taught in 

Chinese schools. It made specific reference to several political issues in the US such as 

the difficulty of obtaining visas or the budget crisis in California at that time. While it 

also parodied some aspects of Chinese culture, such as popular singers, all jokes occurred 
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in connection with some aspect of US politics. Attendees at the New Year event thus left 

with a strengthened Chinese national identity at the cost of potentially less favorable 

attitudes towards the US government. 

 Like Obama’s speech, other elements of the event that did not directly reflect 

Chinese cultural or political symbolism became Chinese through a process of 

“glocalization,” that is, the adjustment of foreign culture to fit local tastes (Iwabuchi 

2002). Doing so implicitly reinforces the audience’s overwhelming affinity for their own 

culture. Not all performances at the event were authentically Chinese, but they 

nonetheless promoted a Chinese identity. We can interpret “Mary had a Little Lamb” 

being played on a guzheng in this sense. The monk’s kung fu display was followed by a 

10-minute demonstration by Middle-Eastern men, in English, of software that purported 

to visualize qi, a person’s life essence in traditional Chinese medicine. The message of 

glocalization is especially clear in the context of a Chinese community physically located 

within another country: despite all this foreign influence, they were still patriotic Chinese. 

6.2.2: Projecting Gendered Politics 

Hansen (2015) has argued that the organization of student government in Chinese 

schools reflects China’s strict political hierarchy; this logic certainly applies to CSSA. 

Moreover, the organizational structure of CSSA reinforced the gender dynamics of 

contemporary Chinese political culture. Du, one of the few female leaders, described how 

awkward it felt to attend meetings at the consulate: 

All the student leaders that I see were male. Graduate guys. I was the only 

undergrad girl [laugh] student leader in that position. And I wouldn't know 

what to say to them […] I don't want to say that they're still secretly sexist, 

but I think Chinese people are very opinionated towards women being 

leaders. […] Within the whole CSSA dynamic, like you pointed out, girls 
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are more details, behind the scenes work, and guys are more front of 

everything. I've kind of accepted that in a way. Just get along with it. 

 

In this telling quote, Du not only expressed misgivings about CSSA’s structure, with its 

clear connection to Chinese political organization, but also noted how she had come to 

internalize the gendered political role just as the students in Hansen’s (2015) study 

internalized the state hierarchy. 

 In the midst of the displays of banal nationalism, CSSA’s New Year event 

publicly projected China’s political subordination of women. In China, it is common for 

official events to use beautiful women to serve as hostesses. During my observation of 

the initial planning meeting, Zhang Yong told the women in attendance that he expected 

them to wear traditional Chinese dresses (qipao). This comment led to a tense debate in 

which Qingdu asked him why the male students would not be expected to dress equally 

formally. Reflecting on this conversation, Qingdu later told me that the policy of not 

requiring men to dress up made her feel disrespected. On the day before the event, I 

attended a dance practice with Zhang Yong, Du, and Qingdu. I observed six female 

students in purple-sequined, low-cut dresses with black stiletto heels practicing a routine 

set to the South Korean pop song “Nobody but You.” Several of the girls did not seem 

comfortable in the heels nor in the risqué movements (arms brushing against breasts, 

body drops that accentuated their rears) they were required to make. One girl became 

visibly embarrassed when she realized that we were watching her lick her lips, while 

others tried to avoid acting sexually in an otherwise erotic dance. Zhang Yong told me 

that the existence of this sort of performance attracted ticket-buyers and served as 

advertising for the event. This casual sexism reinforced gender roles but also normalized 
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the particular gendered logic of the political system CSSA represents, making the event a 

quintessentially Chinese political space. 

6.3: THE LONG-DISTANCE MICROPHYSICS OF POWER 

 Chen and Ross (2015) have argued that CSSA functions largely independent of 

the Chinese government and its consulates, and that CSSA’s primary role is providing a 

community to support Chinese students as they adjust to life at their new university in a 

new country. In stark contrast, Poreba (2012) sees CSSA as a mechanism of Chinese 

espionage. Based on my fieldwork, I am inclined to view the reality of CSSA as fitting 

somewhere in the middle of those two positions. While the Chinese government 

exercised very little direct control over CSSA during the time of my fieldwork, CSSA 

served state interests in so far as it connected students to the local Chinese community 

and planned events replete with symbols and acts of patriotism. These functions of CSSA 

were important but also relatively benign. 

Yet, as described above, the consulate also coordinated relationships that students 

could mine for connections, and thus students might have felt coerced to act in certain 

ways. A few students discussed the extent to which the leaders of various CSSA chapters 

would compete to demonstrate their political loyalty. Robert told me: 

I think the different CSSA at the different university could be a little bit 

more integrated. […] It doesn't feel like we're in the same group at all 

actually. [Me: Why?] I don't know. We're supposed to be CSSA, like 

we're all CSSA, but it doesn't feel like it. […] And it could be a little less 

competitive. [Me: Are they trying to get the consulate’s attention?] Yeah, 

they are. 

 

Similarly, Du complained about the ostentatious displays of patriotism by student leaders 

during meetings at the consulate. “[The other leaders] were really pretentious. They were 



188 

 

 

 

 

like ‘yeah, wo ai zuguo [I love the motherland].’ I love my country but seriously, no.” 

Despite the fact that one of the leaders I interviewed told me explicitly that he disliked 

several aspects of the Chinese government, he, like the other leaders, had to work to 

appease the government bureaucrats. 

 Even Qingdu, who said that, as a journalist in China, she had enjoyed more 

opportunity “to know the real China,” engaged in politically compliant behavior in order 

to further her career with the state media. In our interview, she described how local 

Chinese politicians had forced her to cancel a story on the adverse effects of a newly 

constructed dam. Here in the US, she worked hard to give the New Year event a nice face 

for Chinese government television cameras that were in attendance. Before the 

performances started, she led CSSA students onto the stage, in front of the video 

producer, and had the students shout “chunjie hao [happy new year].” It took several 

attempts because she felt the intonation on the final word was not perfect. Later, she 

interviewed me and a few other foreign attendees for the same video. She asked us to 

give the same greeting and also to tell the camera what we liked about the event while 

displaying a big smile. Qingdu’s attention to how state officials would perceive these 

minute details shows that she understood the government’s propaganda goals. 

 The student leaders as well as other Chinese students were not oblivious to the 

control the government wielded through the consulate and how this control could 

constrain CSSA’s members. Qingdu told me a story of how her husband could not renew 

his passport at the consulate because another man with the same name was on the 

government blacklist. Another student, a Falun Gong practitioner who was then seeking 

asylum in the US, told me that the reason why she did not participate in CSSA at all was 
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because she knew that there were spies in the organization that watched over members of 

the controversial religious sect. Qingdu told me that she recognized the extreme lengths 

that the government had taken to control Falun Gong, and she wished that both sides 

could be more compromising. Yet Qingdu’s individual open-mindedness did not translate 

to public dialogue among the organization’s membership. Qingdu used to blog about her 

perspectives but stopped when she realized that doing so could have repercussions later. 

When Zhang Yong spoke with a reporter for the Epoch Times (a Falun Gong-affiliated 

newspaper published in the US), which he admitted to reading occasionally, he was quick 

to point out that he and his friends disagreed with her negative opinions on China: “what 

they do is just say bad things in China.” Despite his overall ambivalence regarding the 

Chinese government, he thus echoed the government’s narrative regarding Falun Gong as 

well as foreign interference in general. While there was no overt hostility expressed 

towards Falun Gong by the government through CSSA, the organization still facilitated 

the maintenance of those political boundaries through excluding dissident voices that 

might have otherwise transformed student attitudes. 

6.4 CSSA’S IMPACT ON STUDENT PERSPECTIVES 

 Participation in patriotic rituals and behaviors adhering to Chinese state authority 

and political positions notwithstanding, the CSSA students I interviewed all seemed fairly 

cosmopolitan as I have defined the term in previous chapters. They did not seem unduly 

antagonistic towards the US or other countries, and they showed moral concern for 

people in those countries. They openly expressed criticism of the Chinese government. 

Outside of the New Year event, I did not hear many elements of the guoqing discourse. 

Had the Chinese government, through CSSA, therefore failed to mitigate the impact of 
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foreign exposure? Had the Chinese government become less legitimate in their eyes? In 

fact, that was not the case. All but one student reported that their views on China had not 

changed substantially since arriving in the US. Robert spoke very evocatively when he 

answered my question about whether his views on China were different now. “Not really. 

That's funny… you think it would, huh? [laugh] […] I'm surprised that it really hasn't 

changed that much.” Yet this lack of change did not arise directly from the students’ 

involvement in CSSA and any ideological position it might have promoted. 

The students I interviewed were not blind to China’s faults to begin with, and thus 

their time in the US did not teach them anything about their home that they did not 

already know. Qingdu’s journalistic insight provides one example; she recognized that 

there was a great degree of censorship in the official Chinese media, which she saw as 

“unrealistic.” Zhang Yong mentioned learning about the Tiananmen Square incident 

when he was an undergraduate student in China; he was furious that he did not know it 

earlier, but then noted that such censorship is more difficult in modern China. “Every bad 

news happen in China, we can also read the news from Chinese web sites. So, it's ok. All 

bad things we already know.” He actively avoided government news sites such as Xinhua 

because he knew they published propaganda. Wucheng similarly noted that much had 

changed in the previous two decades so it is less the case now than previously that “only 

one idea is pushed.” The Chinese students I interviewed did not feel brainwashed by the 

Chinese government. Wucheng told me, “quite frankly, in China, still you can have kind 

of a complementary idea,” despite the existence of an official ideology. 

 For example, although the majority of the students received most of their 

education in China, they freely mixed appreciation of the rigor of the Chinese system 
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with the freedoms of the American system. Numerous students mentioned the view that 

the Chinese system chiefly prepares students to take exams, specifically the college 

entrance exam (gaokao). Qingdu noted how the American system teaches a graduate 

student “how to do the research, and to learn the things I'm really interested in.” Both 

Zhang Yong and Wucheng expressed admiration for the Chinese system in so far as it 

taught “basic knowledge” well. Wucheng said, “one thing I noticed when I came to 

America, young people don't know how to calculate numbers.” Comparing the two 

systems, Zhang Yong recognized that each serves different needs. In the Chinese system, 

“what we learn is what I contribute for our country,” whereas in the American system, 

“you have the American dream; you should make the dream come true.” Clearly, the 

students were able to rationally compare the various features of the systems, and several 

went so far as to say they preferred the American style. 

Li Pang admitted that Chinese students might leave the US with “a more critical 

approach to China,” but that they would not radically alter their political views: “yes, 

they would like to have less censorship in, on the Internet. Things like that. But as far 

what going back to China, saying I want to topple the Communist Party… Topple it and 

replace it with what? They haven't gotten a model that they prefer yet.” In particular, 

despite their admiration for certain aspects of American society, Chinese students had 

seen flaws in the US as well and were not convinced that China’s overall system was 

necessarily worse. 

Only undergraduate Du reported that her perspectives on China had radically 

changed since arriving in the US five years ago. Why was she the exception? It is hard to 

make a definite conclusion based on one student, but it is notable that she was the only 
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student to report feeling “isolated” from other Chinese upon arrival because her family 

moved to an area of Texas where there were no other Chinese families. Her situation was 

therefore similar to that of Jane and Sophie, as described in earlier chapters, although 

Jane and Sophie eventually returned to China. Now that Du was a student at the 

university, non-Chinese students comprised almost all of her friends, which made her 

further dissimilar from most of her CSSA colleagues. 

The establishment of ethnically-segregated social networks through organizations 

such as CSSA and other Chinese student groups thus seems to play a pivotal role in 

maintaining the notion that the Chinese political system is legitimate or, at least, not 

worse than other political systems. Furthermore, the benefit that the Chinese government 

derives from these social networks likely depends on the extent to which the Chinese 

individuals in them maintain a sense of commonality, which CSSA also helps to foster 

through cultural and patriotic events. And it seems to work despite the existence of the 

“complementary ideas” that Wucheng mentioned. As Robert stated, “CSSA is, relatively 

speaking, a single characteristic; it's not very diversified.” 

 Observing that CSSA lacks diversity is a much less serious accusation than 

claiming it serves as a spy network as Poreba (2012) has argued. Through its connection 

to the Chinese consulate, CSSA has the potential to serve as a major organ through which 

the Chinese government actively promotes its agenda and shelters students from Western 

influence. Indeed, some of the student leaders I interviewed told me that the Los Angeles 

Consulate played a much more hands-on role with the CSSA chapters in that city due to 

the closer proximity. Nonetheless, that was not the experience of the CSSA chapter at my 

university field site. At most, my site’s CSSA can be said to be a loose organization that 
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served as a foundation for the development of segregated social networks. Chinese 

students were not intentionally keeping their distance from their non-Chinese peers, but 

the separation existed nonetheless. While the organization did not actively promote 

dogmatic political ideology, it occasionally provided space for the celebration of patriotic 

symbols. Its organizational structure also implicitly normalized and reinforced Chinese 

political hierarchies. Of course, there always existed the possibility that the consulate 

might step in and exercise more direct control, but, in practice, that rarely happened. The 

threat of direct control may nonetheless have been sufficient to keep student leaders in 

line, which may have consequently limited access to certain alternative political 

perspectives such as that of Falun Gong. Such an exclusion is certainly worth noting. 

While Zhang Yong freely accessed material such as Epoch Times that promoted those 

perspectives, he and other CSSA members potentially missed out on developing ties to 

individual Falun Gong practitioners. 

 I link the role of CSSA in students’ lives to Nagel’s (2004) “shopping cart” 

metaphor. She argues that an ethnic identity is like a shopping cart into which members 

are free to put whatever goods (e.g., beliefs, cultural practices) they choose. In other 

words, identities are loosely defined, and individuals are given a lot of personal discretion 

as to how they choose to enact an identity. In the case of CSSA, the Chinese government 

used the organization to continuously encourage its students studying abroad to direct 

their individual carts to the Chinese national identity aisle. The potential for coercion 

notwithstanding, the students were generally free to visit any aisle they chose, and they 

might have ignored CSSA altogether, but they often did choose the Chinese aisle 

regardless. Maybe because they saw their friends there. Or because what they found in 
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the Chinese aisle was no worse than what they saw in the other aisles. Either way, the 

Chinese government benefitted. 
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CONCLUSION 

 In chapter one, I described the university political curriculum the Chinese 

government has designed to convince students of its legitimacy. Subsequent chapters 

have indicated that the curriculum has largely failed on its own terms. Students find the 

classes hopelessly boring, and teachers struggle to make the topics more interesting. The 

Marxist science discourse finds very little traction. The guoqing discourse fares a little 

better, but that is chiefly because it builds on top of attitudes that are already broadly-

shared. Importantly, not all aspects of the discourse find success; students have little faith 

in “socialism with Chinese characteristics” specifically. Studying abroad may further 

erode belief in other aspects of guoqing such as the assumption that Chinese culture is 

fundamentally different from Western cultures. 

 Yet my results also indicate that the failure of the curriculum does not really 

matter. In post-Tiananmen China, Chinese students are not exactly itching to overthrow 

the government or the Communist Party. Obviously, the possibility that the Chinese 

government could once again roll out tanks to suppress a student movement as it did in 

1989 will reduce the likelihood of any similar occurrence. Instead, Chinese students 

nowadays are much more likely to stage protests against other countries such as Japan or 

the United States (Weiss 2014). The government furthermore discourages student 

challenges to its authority and policies through the microphysics of power as described in 

chapters two and six. Even without the threat of coercion, Chinese students would not 

necessarily be agitating for political change. Most students I interviewed were generally 

happy with the current state of affairs in China or, at least, not sufficiently unhappy to 

seek drastic changes. As my interview with the student Li Pang revealed in chapter six, 
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even Chinese students who have studied abroad do not necessarily return home thinking 

that other political systems could do a better job than China’s. 

 This dissertation has extended the existing scholarship on China by examining the 

less coercive mechanisms by which the Chinese government might guide student 

behaviors and shape their attitudes. In particular, chapters five and six demonstrated the 

subtle influence that the government wields over student social networks both in China 

and abroad, which limits and shapes student interactions with non-Chinese and hence 

limits and shapes exposure to alternative perspectives. Chapter four argued that the 

political curriculum’s Marxist science discourse failed because it conflicted with a global 

science discourse that students already believed. While the segregated social networks do 

not completely obstruct access to other global discourses beyond science, the social 

networks do constrain the likelihood that the students will see themselves as being part of 

the corresponding global discursive communities. In other words, the alternative 

discourses retain their foreignness. Students might even see certain discourses, such as 

universal approaches to human rights, as implicitly or explicitly attacking their Chinese 

national identities. Such conflict ultimately reinforces the stability of the Chinese 

government. 

 Since I have argued in this dissertation that context shapes the impact of foreign 

exposure on student perspectives, future work might investigate how different 

universities in different Chinese cities do or do not reflect the processes I have described 

here. While my fieldwork city was quite integrated into the global economy and other 

aspects of globalization, other cities in China, such as Beijing or Shanghai, are 

substantially more integrated. Both cities also boast substantially larger foreign 
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populations. Greater global integration and larger foreign populations could mean that 

government efforts to reduce the impact of foreign exposure might prove less successful. 

Indeed, Johnston (2017) has demonstrated that Beijing residents born after the late 1970s 

have grown less vehemently nationalistic than earlier generations although he does not 

comprehensively link the change to foreign exposure beyond asserting that the more 

recent generations have been more exposed to the effects of globalization. It would also 

be worthwhile to explore the relationship between foreign exposure and student 

perspectives in cities that are less globally integrated. 

 Similarly, my analysis of a CSSA chapter in chapter six emphasized its loose 

organizational structure and the relative lack of direct consulate oversight. The CSSA 

chapter that Chen and Ross (2015) studied played a much more substantial role in the 

day-to-day lives of its student members although consulate oversight remained minimal. 

In contrast, CSSA student leaders at my site told me that the Los Angeles consulate 

exercised a great deal more direct control over the chapters in Los Angeles than other 

nearby southern California cities. While these differences do not invalidate the 

generalizability of the conclusions I drew in chapter six regarding the impact of 

segregated social networks, future research on CSSA should take a comparative approach 

to more clearly articulate its full role as a long-distance mechanism of Chinese 

government power.
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