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ABSTRACT 

Relations between the United States and China have grown increasingly strained over the 

past few years due to a variety of ideological, political, and economic issues. The U.S. 

government’s aggressive rhetoric beginning under the Trump administration, China’s 

rising prominence on an international level, land disputes regarding Taiwan and the South 

China Sea, the growing popularity of nationalistic politics, and the responses to and 

consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic have all contributed to deterioration of the 

U.S.-China relationship. Consequently, conducting fieldwork within China has become 

increasingly challenging for Western academics and research over the past two to three 

years is sparse. This project uses the author’s rare situation, as one of few international 

students in China, to examine the views of students at China’s top two universities, Peking 

University and Tsinghua University.   

A dual-track approach was used to learn about students’ perceptions of the American 

government, the American people, the U.S.-China relationship, future relations, and the 

ways in which they are influenced by news media: a quantitative survey of 88 students 

was run alongside a set of 22 semi-structured interviews. Analysis showed that, contrary 

to several prominent studies in the field, this specific subset of Chinese students’ opinions 

is relatively measured and not prominently defined by nationalism, although their views 

have become increasingly negative due to the events of the past few years. They clearly 

differentiate between the American government and the American people. They are 

disillusioned with American ideology, but recognize many things that China can learn 

from America. They are heavy users of social media but also recognize that much of what 

they read is unverified. They hope for a future of cooperation, but are cynical about the 

likelihood of peace.            

This project provides a window into the environment in which China’s future leaders are 

forming their opinions. It also creates a foundation upon which further analysis and 

research into opinions of young Chinese can be built.  

 

Keywords: Chinese youth; U.S.-China relations; Chinese students; Opinion surveys; 

Nationalism
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Over the past five years, relations between the United States and China have deteriorated 

due to a number of factors. Specifically, the anti-China rhetoric of the American 

government during the Trump administration, the growing significance and increasingly 

assertive behavior of China on the global stage, and the COVID-19 pandemic have all 

acted as stressors on the U.S.-China relationship. The trend of increasing nationalism in 

both countries shows no sign of slowing or reversing. It is likely that the relationship 

between China and the United States will grow more strained in the foreseeable future.  

These circumstances have also made it progressively more difficult for Western scholars 

to conduct on-the-ground research in China. There is thus a gap in the body of literature 

relating to interviews and field research over the past few years. This project aims to take 

advantage of the author’s unique position as one of the few people with access to students 

at China’s top universities: Peking University and Tsinghua University. In what threatens 

to become a contentious future for U.S.-China relations, this project attempts to promote 

mutual understanding, provide a background for future bilateral cooperation, and supply 

an up-to-date analysis of China’s future leaders’ thoughts and feelings about America.  

1.2 Research Question 

The main focus of this project is how youth at Peking University and Tsinghua University 

feel towards the United States in 2022, and how they see the future of U.S.-China relations. 

Sub-questions that are studied include: 

1. How do Chinese youth at Peking University and Tsinghua University view the 

American government, the American people, and the American media?  

2. How do Chinese youth at Peking University and Tsinghua University think 

Americans view China?  

3. What factors in the past five years have influenced how Chinese youth at Peking 

University and Tsinghua University think of the United States? 

4. How does the news media reach out to and influence Chinese youth at Peking 

University and Tsinghua University?  
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5. What points of cooperation and points of contention do Chinese youth at Peking 

University and Tsinghua University see for future U.S.-China relations? 
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Subject Matter Literature 

In general, Chinese youth (millennials or younger) are a unique cohort compared to past 

generations. As explained by Li (2021), they have lived during a period of mostly 

economic prosperity, so they have a positive view of the government’s economic policies. 

They also see China as increasingly prominent on the global stage, and have confidence 

in the Chinese government’s ability to be effective. They are more likely to migrate 

domestically than previous generations, specifically rural to urban migration. Their 

consumer behavior mirrors that of youth in Western capitalist economies, and many 

youths are amenable to taking on debt. There is also a large socioeconomic divide within 

this generation. Rural/urban inequality persists, and class inequality is growing, 

exacerbated by unequal access to educational opportunities. Like many other countries, 

China has seen the rise of influencers, including state-sponsored influencers that hold an 

oversized importance among Chinese youth (Li, 2021).  

Unlike the post-1960s and post-1970s generations before them, Chinese youth do not 

idealize the U.S. as a beacon of freedom. Since they have had more opportunities for 

interactions with the American government and the American people, they see the U.S. 

as a real place with concrete issues. As Li puts it, “Young Chinese citizens have developed 

a comprehensive understanding of the world much faster than previous generations” (Li, 

2018). Nonetheless, a 2019 study by NPR in the Chinese city of Langfang showed that 

many people still had a positive view of the United States and spoke frankly about issues 

within their own country. Some studies have shown that patriotism, nationalism, and 

support for the Chinese government is also lower in young people than in the generations 

before. However, the respondents also believed that China would become equal to the 

United States on the world stage in the future (A. Omeokwe & S. Inskeep, 2019). 

There is a lively scholarly debate around the nationalistic tendencies of Chinese youth 

that has not been satisfactorily resolved at the time of this writing. In 2017, the number 

of young people that applied for admittance into the Chinese Communist Party was lower 

than ever before. Additionally, a 2018 survey noticed that of 10,000 respondents, the 

younger the respondent, the lower their sense of national identity (Li, 2018). Similarly, a 

2017 article by Alastair Iain Johnston claimed that nationalism in China is not 
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significantly rising as compared to other generations. Johnston argues that preferences 

and opinions of elite Chinese have a bigger effect on Chinese policy than public sentiment 

about other countries or the Chinese government (Johnston, 2017). On the other hand, 

Jessica Chen Weiss’s 2019 response criticized the Johnston article’s focus on 

“nationalism” among the general public and proposed focusing instead on public 

perception of policy and government performance. Weiss concludes that young Chinese 

are often more hawkish in their foreign policy than older Chinese, but not due to 

nationalism—rather, due to their more nuanced view of the world and tendency towards 

pragmatism (Weiss, 2019).  

Still, there is extensive evidence that the events of the past two to five years have 

dramatically shifted the narrative surrounding America. Negative views of China in many 

countries have increased dramatically over the past two years, as people in other countries 

believe that China has handled the COVID-19 crisis poorly (Silver et al., 2021). Chinese 

youth that have studied abroad—a group that would presumably have a more favorable 

view of America—are increasingly feeling disillusioned about America. Feng (2020) 

describes how the events of the past few years have affected the 360,000 Chinese students 

that are enrolled at American education institutions. These students have seen the 

difference between how China and the U.S. have approached the COVID-19 pandemic, 

and many prefer the Chinese “Zero-COVID” policy. Some have experienced racial 

harassment, and many feel that growing anti-Asian sentiment in the United States has 

been egged on by rhetoric from American politicians. Even among those who had not 

previously planned to return to China, many have changed their minds in the past few 

years (Feng, 2020).  

Among Chinese students, there is a direct link between having experienced anti-Asian 

racism and increasing ones’ support for the Chinese government. A 2020 study by Fan et 

al. exposed students to Sinophobic and racist comments and asked them the degree to 

which they supported China’s authoritarian government. Reading these comments made 

students more likely to support the Chinese government. Control groups that read 

information that was critical of China but not racist did not experience this change. 

Neither group showed change in their views of the American government—just a positive 

change in their views of the Chinese government (Fan et al., 2020).  

Opinions among Chinese people physically situated in China have shifted in similar ways. 

The China Data Lab’s May 2020 survey reported that favorability ratings towards the 
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United States among the general public decreased from 5.77 to 4.77 out of 10, due to the 

American government’s COVID-19 response and anti-China rhetoric (Yang, 2021). A 

few months later, Liu et al. (2020) found that 77 percent of Chinese people hold either 

“unfavorable” or “very unfavorable” views of the United States, a 60-percentage point 

jump since twelve months prior (Liu et al, 2020).  

In October of 2021, Cary Wu conducted a survey of 19,816 Chinese citizens asking them 

what they thought of the Chinese government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Approximately 67 percent of respondents marked that they were satisfied with the 

Chinese government’s pandemic-era delivery of daily necessities and protection materials. 

75 percent of respondents said that they were satisfied with the government’s information 

dissemination. However, those with higher levels of education and younger respondents 

were overall less satisfied (Wu, 2021).  

Even more startling is a 2021 study published by the Global Times comparing views 

among 1,281 Chinese youth in 2021 to the views of Chinese youth five years prior1. 

According to the survey, 37.2 percent of Chinese youth looked up to the West in 2016, a 

number that dropped to 8.7 percent in 2021. Participants attributed their changing views 

to the trade struggles between China and the United States regarding technology (64.6 

percent), accusations by the United States of human rights abuses in Xinjiang and Tibet 

(64.5 percent), the United States’ involvement in affairs regarding Hong Kong and 

Taiwan (63.3 percent), and racial discrimination and violence within the United States 

(60.0 percent) (“GT Survey,” 2021).2 

2.2 Questionnaire and Interview Design Literature 

Projects that intend to conduct field research in non-democratic countries must deal with 

the consequences of political sensitivity and ensure data integrity. Tsai (2010) defined the 

main barriers to doing so as: 1) there are more areas that are considered politically 

sensitive than in democratic governments, 2) non-democratic governments may not allow 

researchers to access members of the population who are best suited to the research, and 

3) respondents/interviewees may not answer honestly for fear of reprisal. Based on her 

past research surveying officials in 316 rural Chinese villages about conditions within 

their villages, she argues that a “socially embedded” survey that is built around social 

 
1 The Global Times is a Chinese state-sponsored publication with a highly nationalistic slant. 
2 Please see Appendix A for a reproduction of the specific wording of the questions asked by this study. 
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relationships is more likely to produce unbiased data (Tsai, 2010). Dendere (2019) agrees 

that semi-structured ethnographic interviews should be the method of choice when 

studying politically sensitive topics or working with vulnerable populations. In these 

circumstances, people are often unlikely to respond to anonymous or online surveys 

because they don’t know where their information is going or what the motivations of the 

interviewer are. It is often more reassuring for people to meet an interviewer face-to-face 

than reply to a written survey (Dendere, 2019).  

Similarly, Adeloye et al. (2019) discusses the difficulties of interviewing people about 

potentially sensitive or distressing topics. Specifically, the intersection of topics related 

to religion, politics, ethnicity, and personal experience can produce distress in both the 

interviewer and subject. It is necessary for the interviewer to prove to the subjects that 

both their physical and mental wellbeing will be protected during the interview process, 

and that the interviewer themselves will not be overly distressed by the topics discussed. 

It is also important to be straightforward about the purpose of the research, emphasize the 

value of the study, and provide detailed information regarding the safety methods 

employed by the researchers (anonymizing, etc.) (Adeloye et al., 2019).  

Elmir et al. (2011) provides a list of techniques that should be implemented during 

interviews to ensure comfort of the subjects. First, questioning should be sensitive and 

open. Participants should be given sufficient time to express all their thoughts and not 

feel pressure to prematurely abort their answers. Questions should be clear, open-ended, 

and not leading. The researcher should also demonstrate empathy and be willing to 

answer questions themselves. Second, before the commencement of the interview, the 

researcher should disclose any relevant information about themselves, the project, and 

their intentions. Third, the participants should be able to choose where they want the 

interviews to be conducted. Breaks, refreshments, and items related to other physical 

needs should be provided. Finally, interviewers should be mindful of the timing of 

interviews to avoid distressing participants (Elmir et al., 2011).  

Finally, question design and delivery processes influence data integrity. Leech (2002) 

speaks about the difference between journalistic and ethnographic interview styles. 

Journalistic interviews tend to look for answers to certain questions and can be aggressive 

or accusatory. Unstructured ethnographic interviews may veer off topic or not gather 

necessary data to support a research question or hypothesis. Leech provides a middle 

ground for interviews that she refers to as semi-structured interviews. She suggests a 
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number of methods for gaining rapport with the subjects and designing questions: the 

interviewer should focus on projecting a comfortable manner and signaling that they are 

listening to the interviewees. The questions should flow in a logical sequence and not 

presume answers. In this way, the interviewer can gather relevant information but not 

constrain the answers of the interviewees (Leech, 2002).
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3.1 Introduction 

A two-pronged approach to gathering data was used to conduct this research; quantitative 

data in the form of a questionnaire and qualitative data in the form of one-on-one 

interviews. Individual interviews built on a foundation of personal relationships and trust 

are often more reliable in nondemocratic systems than mass surveys of members of the 

general public (Tsai, 2010). Even so, since the targeted population likely had comfort 

with the questionnaire modality via social experience, it follows that valuable data can be 

gathered from a complementary mass online survey. Therefore, this project provides an 

outline of the data gathered from the questionnaire and the interviews and also compares 

the conclusions.  

The subjects of this research were Chinese undergraduate and graduate students from 

mainland China, Hong Kong, or Macau, who are currently attending one of two top 

Chinese universities: Peking University and Tsinghua University. These universities were 

chosen in particular because they are likely to produce future leaders of China (Tsai & 

Liao, 2019). Three out of the seven current members of the Politburo Standing Committee 

are graduates of either Peking University or Tsinghua University, and they are 

overrepresented in the Politburo and upper echelons of the Communist Party of China 

(CPC). Additionally, these colleges hold special weight and influence in Chinese social 

life (Shen et al., 2021). There is no immediate evidence that students who pick majors 

related to international relations or public policy are more likely to succeed in the Chinese 

government, so students in all majors were accepted for the study.     

There are several layers of protection for the identities of the respondents. In accordance 

with common practice in the study of Chinese politics, information obtained, used, 

studied, and analyzed was anonymized to protect participant privacy and minimize risk.3 

All interviews were transcribed with subjects’ consent, and the full interview transcripts 

will not be published. Any demographic information provided by interviewees is 

 
3 For examples see: Andrew Kennedy, “China’s Perceptions of US Intentions toward Taiwan: How Hostile a 

Hegemon?” Asian Survey 47, no. 2 (March/April 2007): 268–87, and Zheng Wang, “Chinese Discourse on the 

“Nine-Dashed Line.” Asian Survey, 55(3), 502–524. https://doi.org/10.1525/as.2015.55.3.502 
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published with specific consent. The project was conducted in accordance with human 

subject research protection standards. The author claims no potential conflicts of interest. 

The demographic information that was gathered is, by design, somewhat limited. 

Potentially identifying information such as age, major, and school year was not collected. 

Although this hampers the construction of a comprehensive demographic model of 

respondents, the potential downside of having students respond less honestly was 

assumed to outweigh the benefit of having this data available. The only demographic 

information that was gathered is 1) hometown size, 2) university attended, 3) sector/career 

that respondents plan to pursue in the future. Data collected on students who participated 

in the questionnaire is aggregated and is not tied to individual respondents, except for one 

case wherein it was noted that specific answers to two questions were not given by the 

same student.  

3.2 Questionnaire Methodologies 

The questionnaire was written in Chinese, assuming that administration in the primary 

language would contribute to respondents’ comfort. It was distributed between February 

28th, 2022, and March 30th, 2022. The questions were intended to be both easy and quick 

to answer. While closed-ended questions in questionnaire form are easy to distribute and 

analyze, they can sometimes omit important context or answers because of lack of 

knowledge on the part of the researcher (Leech, 2002). This project attempted to avoid 

this issue by leaving a section for individual comments on the questionnaire. A full 

reproduction of the survey in Chinese and English can be found in Appendix B. 

3.3 Interview Methodologies  

The second method of data collection was one-on-one interviews that took place between 

February 22nd, 2022 and March 16th, 2022. Each interview took between 15 and 45 

minutes, depending on the topics discussed and the talkativeness of the subject. When 

developing the interview questions, the author took special care to design prompts that 

were neither too unstructured nor too specific, while maintaining a good balance between 

journalistic and ethnographic research as defined by Leech (2002). Similarly, the 

interviewer attempted to portray themselves as professional and generally knowledgeable, 
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but not as knowledgeable on the topic as the subjects. Each interview was prefaced by a 

short description of the project and the topic (Leech, 2002).  

Unlike the questionnaire, these interviews were not strictly confined to a certain set of 

questions, rather, the interviewer followed the flow of conversation while keeping in mind 

the research questions for the project. Thus, each interviewee received somewhat 

different qualitative questions, and each interview was unique depending on the 

background of the interviewee and their willingness to share information on specific 

subjects. The interviewees were also asked the questions in varying sequences, in an effort 

to remove question order bias from the results and to make the interview feel more natural. 

The audio recordings of the interviews were deleted following analysis. Personal and 

demographic information was not asked during the interview, but later, through the use 

of an online form, so as to not directly tie a transcript to an individual.  

As suggested by Elmir et al. (2011), the interviewer engaged in two-way conversation 

with the interviewees rather than one-sided questioning. The interviews were conducted 

in private areas determined by the comfort level of the interviewee. The subjects were 

asked to devote an hour of their time so that they did not feel time pressure to cut off their 

answers. Unfortunately, due to the compressed time horizon of this project, some of the 

interviews were conducted during a period of global anxiety related to the 2022 Russian 

invasion of Ukraine. However, due to China’s relative removal from the situation during 

the interview period, it is probable that the interviews were not greatly affected by 

subjects’ feelings regarding the ongoing conflict. 

The basic structure of the topics and a representative sample of questions that were asked 

to one or more interviewees can be found in Appendix C. 
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CHAPTER 4 QUESTIONNAIRE OUTCOMES 

4.1 Introduction 

A total of 88 students answered the questionnaire. The questionnaire was distributed by 

QR code and website link on WeChat and in person. All respondents were asked to pass 

the survey on to other Peking University and Tsinghua University students through their 

own channels. Respondents who were not students at one of these two universities were 

filtered from the results using a required question on the questionnaire. Respondents were 

found through word of mouth and through several main affiliations: 

a) Undergraduate club-level sports associations  

b) Yenching Scholars program at Peking University 

c) Xinya Scholars program at Tsinghua University  

d) Tang Zhongying Programme for Student Leadership at Tsinghua University  

Due to the nature of the recruitment methods for the survey, the majority of respondents 

are likely undergraduate rather than graduate students, placing them among the Gen-Z 

generation.  

4.2 Demographics 

As previously mentioned, only two demographic questions were asked on the 

questionnaire: 1) size of respondents’ hometowns and 2) their future career plans. As 

shown in Figure 4.1, below, the largest percentage of students (42 percent) plan to work 

in academia, either as researchers, professors, teachers, or in other academic roles. A 

further 19 percent plan to work in the private domestic sector or business sector within 

China. 15 percent plan to work for the Chinese government, and the same amount (15 

percent) plan to work for foreign companies within China. 8 percent expect to work 

abroad, and 1 percent plan to join the Chinese military.  

The career plans of 2020 Peking University and Tsinghua University students, as reported 

by China Daily, were compared to those of questionnaire respondents (Shuo, 2020). The 

data from China Daily does not correspond directly with those used in this project, but 

the data shows similar areas of inquiry and is thus useful as a comparison (see Table 4.1).   
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Figure 4.1 Expected future career plans of respondents 

Table 4.1 Career plans of 2020 Peking University and Tsinghua University graduates 

Sector 
Peking  

University 

Tsinghua 

University 

Continue studies 

domestically/work for 

domestic research institutions 

No data available 29% 

Go abroad to study 14.8% 15.3% 

Private domestic sector No data available 18.6% 

SOEs 27.1% of employed 17.4% 

Foreign companies 10.7% of employed 2.9% 

Other/unknown No data available 16.8% 

 

When compared to the respondents of this project’s questionnaire, Tsinghua University 

graduates as a whole seem approximately as likely to pursue private domestic 

employment. Students from both universities seem less likely to pursue employment for 
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foreign companies within China than questionnaire respondents for this project, 

potentially implying that students who answered the questionnaire are more open to or 

experienced in dealing with the West than Peking University and Tsinghua University 

graduates as a whole. However, it is impossible to say the reason for this discrepancy with 

any level of statistical certainty since other demographic data was not collected.  

There is no public data released by the Chinese government, Peking University, or 

Tsinghua University on the hometown size of their students. A 2014 article by Qiang 

Wang stated that “less than one in five of new students at Tsinghua University in 

Beijing…were from rural areas. And the proportion of rural students at…Peking 

University in Beijing has decreased from roughly 30% to 10% in the past decade” (Wang, 

2014). In China as a whole, approximately 65 percent of people live in urban areas (“Rural 

population,” 2022).  

48 percent of respondents to this project’s survey come from one of China’s four 

province-level municipalities (Beijing, Shanghai, Chongqing, and Tianjin), or a 

provincial capital (see Figure 4.2, below). 25 percent come from a prefecture-level city 

and 19 percent come from a county-level city or smaller city. 6 percent originate from 

Hong Kong or Macau, and 2 percent chose “other.” It is likely, for aforementioned 

reasons, that rural students make up part of the “other” designation and part of the 

“county-level or smaller city” designation. Therefore, the portion of urban and rural 

respondents is approximately the same as that reported by Wang in the larger student 

bodies of the two selected universities. Approximately 8.3 million people live in Hong 

Kong and Macau, as compared to 1.45 billion in Mainland China, meaning that Hong 

Kong and Macau’s population is approximately 0.5 percent of the population of mainland 

China. Students from Hong Kong and Macau were intentionally oversampled in this 

survey for purposes of statistical significance. 
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Figure 4.2 Self-reported hometowns of respondents 

4.3 News Sources of Respondents 

The overwhelming majority of respondents (96.6 percent) indicated that they used social 

media as a news source, more than double the number that used any other type of news 

source, indicating that they are highly dependent on social media for information. 

Respondents also rely on other informal sources of information including friends (40.9 

percent), family (28.4 percent), professors (25 percent) and colleagues (5.7 percent). 

Formal media sources are relatively less important to respondents: 42 percent use private 

(non-governmental) Chinese news sources such as Toutiao or Sina, 37.5 percent use non-

mainland media such as South China Morning Post or Western news outlets, and 33 

percent use government media (see Figure 4.3).  

Notably, responses to this question highlight the preeminence of social media. There are 

several important takeaways from this fact: first, since social media is inconsistent in its 

information quality, these students are likely inundated by questionable information on a 

regular basis. Second, it is quite likely that these students are more influenced by state 

media than they realize, as state media is very active on social media. Finally, because 

social media algorithms feed users content that is specific to them, opposing views are 

often automatically hidden from view, making these students less likely to be exposed to 

views that are different from their own. 
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Figure 4.3 Percent of respondents utilizing each news source 

 

One student took advantage of the open comment box at the end of the survey to express 

their view that public opinion plays a major role in Chinese people’s perception of the 

United States. They continued with the slightly cryptic thought that “truth seems to have 

become the hardest thing to touch in this era/(真实似乎已经成为了这个时代最难以触

碰的事物),” seemingly implying that Chinese public opinion regarding the U.S. is 

unfortunately not completely reflective of reality. 

4.4 Views on the United States 

Students were asked five questions about their views regarding the United States: how 

they view the American government, how they view the American people, how their 

views on these two subjects have changed since the beginning of the COVID-19 

pandemic, and how they think Americans view China.  

On a scale from 1 to 5, 1 being very positive and 5 being very negative, the average 

opinion towards the American government was 3.5, and the median answer was 4, 

indicating that the surveyed students have a neutral to negative view of the American 

government (see Figure 4.4). Moreover, no students answered that they have a “very 

positive” view of the American government, while 8 answered that they have a “very 

negative” view. As shown in Figure 4.5, almost two-thirds of respondents indicated that 

their views of the American government had grown more negative since the beginning of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, and a little more than one-third said that their views had not 

changed. Only one student responded that their view had changed in a positive manner.  
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Figure 4.4 Number of respondents with positive, negative, and neutral views of the American 

government and American people 

 

 

Figure 4.5 Number of respondents that changed their views of the American government and 

American people since before the start of the COVID-19 pandemic 

 

On a scale from 1 to 5, 1 being very positive and 5 being very negative, the average 

opinion towards the American people was 2.8, and the median answer was 3, indicating 

that students have a neutral to slightly positive view of the American people. Moreover, 

no students answered that they have a “very negative” view of the American people, while 

three answered that they have a “very positive” view. Almost two-thirds of respondents 

indicated that their views of the American people had not changed since the beginning of 
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the COVID-19 pandemic, and a little more than one-third said their views had grown 

more negative. Only one student responded that their view had changed in a positive 

manner. Interestingly, this was not the same student whose views about the American 

government had grown more positive, implying that two different students improved their 

opinions of the U.S. These trends were similar to what has been shown by the 

aforementioned studies on other cross-sections of the Chinese population. However, 

respondents clearly distinguished between the American government and the American 

people, suggesting that informal discourse may be a more effective channel for future 

U.S.-China relations.   

As shown in Figure 4.6, the respondents as a whole are aware of Americans’ negative 

perception of China: almost three-quarters of them believe that the American peoples’ 

view of China was either “negative” or “very negative.” Exactly 25 percent of students 

believe that the American people viewed China neutrally, and only 3 respondents believe 

that the American people view China positively. No respondents believe that the 

American people have a “very positive” view of China. 

 
 

Figure 4.6 Number of respondents that believe Americans have positive, negative, or neutral 

views of China 

4.5 Views on China 

All 88 respondents indicated that they believe the Chinese people should neither look up 

to the United States or down on the United States, a stark comparison to the Global Times’ 
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2021 survey of students. The Global Times reported that only 48.3 percent of respondents 

looked neither up to nor down on the West. Their survey found that 8.1 percent of 

respondents looked up to the West, while 41.7 percent looked down on the West (“GT 

Survey,” 2021). This discrepancy suggests that either 1) students’ views as a whole have 

shifted dramatically towards neutral in the past few months, 2) Peking University and 

Tsinghua University students have a much more neutral view towards the West than 

students who attend other Chinese universities, 3) the question wording differed enough 

that the answers are not comparable, or 4) students were not honest in answering either 

this questionnaire or the Global Times’ questionnaire. Because of the uncertainty in this 

respect, future research is necessary in order to draw any evidence-based conclusions.  

Almost all respondents believe that China has surpassed the United States in one or more 

ways. Over half of the students believe that China has better public health policies than 

the United States, and just under half believe that China does a better job of protecting 

the environment than the United States. Around a quarter believe that China is better at 

diplomacy than the United States. Other common answers were the economy (15.1 

percent) and education (8.1 percent), as shown below in Figure 4.7. Additional responses 

that were mentioned by at least two students include public safety, culture/history, 

technology, and infrastructure/engineering. Three students indicated that they believe that 

China has surpassed the United States “overall,” and four believe China has not surpassed 

the United States in any areas. In the open comment box, one student specifically clarified 

that the development level of American capitalism is much higher than that of “Chinese 

capitalism,” but that China and the U.S. represent different paths of development, so it is 

hard to compare the two.  
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Figure 4.7 Percentage of respondents that believe China has surpassed the U.S. in specific areas 

4.6 Future Relations 

87 out of 88 survey respondents believe that China and the United States should cooperate 

on at least one policy priority, with large majorities indicating that the two countries 

should cooperate on nuclear non-proliferation, environmental protection, and cultural 

exchange (see Figure 4.8). A third of the students would like the United States and China 

to cooperate on aerospace matters. Cooperation on technology and economic issues is 

supported by four students each. Further suggestions generated by students include 

cooperation related to the income gap in both countries, public health, philosophy, trade 

exchanges, academic exchange, and cultural education. 

Even though the majority of respondents want China and the United States to cooperate, 

they are slightly pessimistic about the reality of the U.S.-China relationship over the next 

5-10 years (see Figure 4.9). 80 percent predict a continuation of non-armed geopolitical 

frictions and technological competition. 7 percent predict worsening relations, 6 percent 

in the form of decoupling and 1 percent in the form of armed conflict. 11 percent are 

optimistic and see a future of peaceful coexistence.  
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Figure 4.8 Percentage of respondents that believe China and the U.S. should cooperate in 

specific areas 
 

Figure 4.9 Percentage of respondents that believe that China and the U.S. are headed towards 

each path over the next 5-10 years 

4.7 Open Comments 

Out of the 88 students that answered the questionnaire, six entered text in the open 

comment box. Other than the two mentioned previously, one student “hope[d] that U.S.-

China relations can be improved, and cooperation and exchanges can be strengthened. 

Another quite eloquently pointed out that “no disrespect meant,” but the data that is 



CHAPTER 4 QUESTIONNAIRE OUTCOMES 

21 

collected for this study may not necessarily reflect the real situation among Chinese 

youths. They went on to explain that due to factors such as social media, Chinese college 

students tend to think in extremes, specifically regarding their views on the U.S. The 

respondent believes that due to their intelligence, students from schools such as Peking 

University and Tsinghua University tend to deliberately “correct” their biases and ensure 

that they are as objective as possible by being more open to alternative viewpoints. 
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CHAPTER 5 INTERVIEW OUTCOMES 

5.1 Introduction 

A total of 22 students from Peking University and Tsinghua University were interviewed 

for this project. The interviewees were recruited through personal channels that will not 

be detailed herein in order to protect interviewee anonymity and privacy.  

Due to the nature of the recruitment methods for the interviews, the majority of 

respondents are graduate and post-graduate students, implying that the age range of the 

interview subjects and the survey subjects are not the same. The majority of interviewees 

are “Millennials” rather than “Gen-Z,” setting up comparisons with the survey subjects.  

Notably, many of the students surveyed intentionally added caveats to what they said 

during the interviews. Even after being assured that the interviewer was seeking personal 

opinions, many prefaced the interview with statements such as “I don’t know much about 

politics, so I don’t know if this is true, but…” or “it’s only according to my observations.” 

During the interview, the subjects often went out of their way to avoid generalizations or 

qualify their answers, perhaps to avoid offending the interviewer, an American. 

5.2 Demographics 

As shown in Figure 5.1, below, the largest percentage of students (40 percent) plan to 

work in the private domestic sector or business section within China. A further 25 percent 

plan to work abroad and 15 percent plan to work for the Chinese government. 10 percent 

except to work in academia and the same amount plan to work for foreign companies 

within China. None of the interviewed students said that they planned to enter the Chinese 

military. As compared with the survey respondents, the interviewees were much less 

likely to pursue a career in academia, perhaps because they were mostly graduate students 

as opposed to the survey respondents, who were mostly undergraduate students. The 

interviewees are more likely to work abroad but less likely to want to work for foreign 

companies within China, which could also potentially be attributed to age—younger 

students may be less likely to want to move abroad. The same amount of surveyed and 

interviewed students plans to enter the government. The demographics are thus similar, 

with differences likely due to age differences between the two groups.  
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Figure 5.1 Expected future career plans of interviewees 

 

41 percent of interviewees come from one of China’s four province-level municipalities 

(Beijing, Shanghai, Chongqing, and Tianjin), or a provincial capital (see Figure 5.2, 

below). 27 percent come from a prefecture-level city and 9 percent come from a county-

level city or smaller city. 23 percent originate from Hong Kong or Macau. There were 

significantly fewer students from a county-level or smaller city interviewed than were 

surveyed. The remainder of the statistics are all similar apart from the students from Hong 

Kong and Macau, who were intentionally oversampled.  
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Figure 5.2 Self-reported hometowns of interviewees 

5.3 News Sources of Interviewees 

As compared to the survey respondents, a larger portion of interviewees make use of 

formal media (see Figure 5.3). While over two-thirds use social media as a news source, 

over half also utilize American media and Chinese government media. Around a third use 

non-American Western media such as the BBC, and non-government Chinese media such 

as the South China Morning Post. A further 14 percent use non-Western international 

media from countries like the Republic of Korea or Singapore.  
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Figure 5.3 Percent of interviewees utilizing each news source 

 

Students gave specific reasons for utilizing certain media sources. One student that chose 

to use Chinese government media believes that “Xinhua news or People’s Daily have 

exclusive sources regarding the parties” that provide information that cannot be found in 

other media. Others said that it is a good idea to know what the Chinese government is 

thinking, regardless of the veracity of the information shared. A few mentioned that they 

would watch Xinhua nightly news with their families or friends as a tradition, or because 

of a sense of patriotism. One student described the 30-minute nightly news in a jocular 

tone:  

“The first 10 minutes talk about how the leaders in China are really busy--the leaders 

traveled to this place, gave that speech, etc. And then the next 10 minutes describe what 

is happening in China--Chinese people are all really happy, they live a really happy and 

satisfied life in China. And then the last 10 minutes is used to describe what is happening 

in other places in the world--the people who live in other countries are suffering.”  

He laughed, then said, “It’s very similar to American media.”   

Correspondingly, none of the other interviewees voiced the opinion that Chinese state 

media was completely reliable, but neither did they express the idea that American media 

was completely reliable. Rather, they seemed to believe that American media and Chinese 

state media were comparably biased, just in different directions.  

Furthermore, many students who see bias in both Chinese and American media believe 

that Chinese media is justified in its bias because “After 2016, the [American] reporting 
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on China is too aggressive to the point where it’s really unnecessary. This takes away all 

the credibility, especially after the Xinjiang reports.”  

Another student narrated an encounter that he had with the editor of a state-owned media 

company: 

“I asked, ‘Why are you guys attacking the U.S. the entire time? You guys are painting 

them as evil which you clearly know they’re not.’ And he told me, ‘They’ve done it for 

the past seventy years since this country was established. We’ve just started to fight back 

using their method for five years, and now you’re criticizing me [for fighting back]? Now 

you’re uncomfortable?’” In the eyes of many of the students, if Chinese media is biased, 

it is only because the American media was biased first, and China is simply defending 

itself.  

Some students posited that the American media is not necessarily intentionally 

misinterpreting China, but that American media simply doesn’t have access to 

information that they would need to properly understand China. “There’s nothing 

inherently evil about [American media],” one student offered. “[American media] has 

limited accessibility, they gather partial evidence, but not the overall picture of China. So 

maybe they just interpret.” Another student agreed that the “U.S. media has lots of 

stereotypes [of China], lots of misunderstandings. They don’t really have a 

comprehensive image of China so they will report on China based on their own angle.” 

In other words, they believe that stereotypes regarding China influence American media 

reporting to the point of factual distortion. 

Nonetheless, more interviewees regularly consume American media than Chinese 

government media. Several students agreed that they “read some of the investigative news 

articles [in Western media], because [they] think the foreign media does a way better job. 

In investigation reports, they bring up facts, data, witnesses, things like that. Whereas in 

a lot of Chinese media, it’s really mostly opinions.” None of the students made the 

argument that American media was making up facts, rather that they chose on which facts 

to report with regards to China. The students were less hawkish on the American media’s 

reporting on topics other than China. Many students regularly utilized and trusted 

American media for financial or business news, specifically mentioning Bloomberg, the 

Economist, Financial Times, and the Wall Street Journal. 

All of the students expressed some degree of regret at the bias in Chinese media, but only 

a few pointed to potential dangers of a fully state-controlled media, namely, that a single, 
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uncontested narrative suppresses unique thoughts and ideas. Many see the bias as 

annoying or problematic but didn’t speak about future consequences of a single-narrative 

society. The students that had reservations about a fully state-controlled media 

specifically talked about the influence that the Chinese government has on social media 

platforms, where people are less aware of the sources of the information that they are 

consuming.   

Notably, all the students in this category have strong memories of a time when China’s 

media sector was not as censored. One student specified that “There’s been one very 

strong [media] voice called the mainstream voice…in the past, the mainstream voice has 

always been there, but there was some kind of diversity…now the Party is leading 

everything.” Another spoke about his memories of the more balanced reporting regarding 

the Wenchuan Earthquake (Sichuan Earthquake) in 2008, and compared it with the 

reporting regarding the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2008, he said, even 

state media would report negative news like death tolls, as opposed to the current 

restrictions on any information that is seen as potentially causing a threat to social stability. 

Another student noted that she “barely sees any positive news about the U.S. in Chinese 

sources. They report on the negative aspects of the U.S. such as Black Lives Matter 

protests and COVID cases. They’re picking more negative reports from the West 

compared to when I was younger. During the Obama years, [Chinese state media] would 

pick a lot of positive news from the U.S. as well.”  

One student noted that “The Chinese propaganda system has made China more 

xenophobic and less open minded. [Chinese people] have become more and more racist, 

especially against African Americans and people who have African [ancestors].” He went 

on to explain that Chinese state media utilizes a lot of news footage from American media 

to show the U.S. in a bad light. A lot of this footage tends to be related to violence and 

racial conflicts, and often portrays black Americans as aggressors. The intention behind 

this, according to the interviewee, is to convince the general Chinese population that the 

U.S. is not safe, but a side effect is that there is a growing anti-African movement within 

Chinese society.  

Many students expressed a sense of nihilism regarding the media as a whole. One offered 

that she doesn’t “believe there are any independent news media in this world. Some are 

controlled by a political organization. Some are influenced and impacted by a capitalist 
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[force] standing behind them. Some are influenced by who gives [them] advertisements 

and commercials. That’s why I don’t believe in any news media’s total accuracy.”  

Additionally, all but three of the interviewed students said that they regularly utilize their 

own methods of fact-checking to determine if the news they consume is reliable. Common 

methods included cross-checking with other sources or third-party media, finding the 

organization’s funding sources, looking at the background of the author, and only 

believing news that includes cited experts, data, and objective wording. One student noted 

that “[his generation] does feel like a lot of times there is a lot of fake news, and we test 

[it], so that’s why we don’t tend to trust [news].” Others often read the comments section 

to see how other people respond to a piece of news or base their judgments on a ‘natural 

feeling.’ One student mentioned that she uses the Weibo sorting system for ‘pop culture 

news’ and ‘breaking news’ to filter real news from fake news. She said that she was 

comfortable trusting Weibo’s filtering system in this respect, but the large majority of 

interviewees were more wary of social media platforms.  

Nonetheless, social media is the most common source of news for both the surveyed and 

interviewed students, who use both Chinese social media (Weibo, WeChat, bilibili, etc.) 

and Western social media (Instagram, YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, etc.) However, the 

extent and purpose of social media use varies greatly among students, specifically 

between older and younger interviewees. The younger interviewees tend to trust social 

media, mentioning that it “has the advantage of being very in touch,” as opposed to 

traditional forms of news, which can be “difficult to find and uses too many words.” One 

student said that she “[didn’t] like to read anything more than 30 to 40 words. It’s too 

much information. I don’t really need all that information. I only need to know a little bit, 

good enough for my daily conversations.”  

Many of the older interviewees, on the other hand, spoke at length about the dangers that 

they saw in social media. One student warned that “Incentives have been set up and 

especially perpetuated by the internet age where it’s so easy to form bubbles [of thought]. 

That means that people are exposed less to opposing views and more likely to read news 

based on hatred and support. This leads to a devolving sense of ‘us against them’ and a 

perpetuation of more and more extreme views.” Several other students also mentioned 

the effect of social media on the rise of nationalism in both the U.S. and China. Another 

of the older interviewees worried that “For young people [Gen Z], their main source [of 

news] is social media. There are a few media platforms in China, and if you go on them 
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you feel that all the news is the same. The accounts with the biggest following are CCTV, 

People’s Daily. So for [Gen Z], they have very limited access to news.” Many expressed 

both uncertainty and anxiety about the extent that social media would affect humanity in 

the future. 

5.4 Views on America 

5.4.1 Americans’ Views on China 

Students’ opinions on what Americans think about China were relatively homogenous 

and fell into four main categories: Americans don’t know anything about China, 

Americans don’t care about China, Americans only see China in a negative light, and 

Americans think the Chinese government is oppressing all Chinese people. One student 

put it bluntly: “I don’t think most Americans give a shit about China, to be honest.” 

Another clarified that “I don’t know if it’s true, I think it may be a stereotype, Americans 

don’t know China that well.” She hastened to explain that “It’s not only China--they don’t 

know other places in the world well enough.”  

Others agreed that “A lot of normal American people have never been to China. They 

think we’re still living in the 1980s. Like, we are still wearing those gray-blue clothes 

every day and we are working in really poor conditions. We have houses that do not have 

air conditioners, and we eat dog meat.” Many students that had studied or traveled in the 

U.S. shared personal stories about facing hostility, ignorance, and stereotyping. One 

student said that “[one of] the first impressions I got of America was when my economics 

professor asked me in the class, ‘is it true that all Chinese people like to eat dog meat?’” 

Another student added that he “always felt very powerless when I was abroad. How can 

you convince someone who believes wholeheartedly that China is bad? It’s hard to 

convince someone who believes and is just not listening.” 

Even those who had never gone to the U.S. have been impacted by online animosity on 

social media. One student remarked, “If you go to social media on Twitter or Facebook, 

if you search China, there are no good things. Everyone is posting bad issues and negative 

comments about China. [All Chinese people] have a feeling that [Americans] don’t know 

us enough. You don’t come to see, don’t come to talk to us. You don’t like to learn our 

language; you have a lack of information. You have such privilege. You’re so proud of 

yourself, and you say so many direct bad words about us like we’re evil.” She then 
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continued by asking the interviewer, rhetorically, what they would do if their family and 

culture was constantly attacked?  

All of the students agreed that the American people and the American government were 

distinct entities with separate motivations and views. However, many also believed that 

the American media was functionally an arm of the American government or American 

corporations. One said that he would “separate American politicians and normal 

American people. For politicians, China is an object for them. If they don’t know about 

their issues, or there are internal conflicts in the U.S., it’s an object to blame. It’s a really 

easy target.” Many other students agreed that the American government was essentially 

using the idea of China as an enemy to fearmonger and convince Americans to support 

protectionist policies or populist politicians. One student mentioned that he thinks 

“There’s a separation between the American people and the government. I feel like the 

way that the [American] government does things is completely different than how normal 

Americans think. I have [American] friends who don’t think [the same way as the 

American government]. You really need to separate the actions of a government and their 

people. It’s a very complicated viewpoint. There’s no short answer.”  

The students were skeptical that Americans could comprehend that many Chinese people 

are happy with the Chinese government. One student said that in America, “There is a 

universal opinion that the Chinese government controls everything. [Americans think] If 

there is a minority in China, they must be in poverty or have a very sad life.” The student 

continued by saying that they no longer try to discuss the Chinese government with 

Americans, as there is no point: “If Chinese people say something that’s pro-Chinese 

government or pro-Communist party, then Americans think that [Chinese people] must 

be brainwashed by the government.” Another agreed that “[Americans] think the Chinese 

government is a Communist led party--a dictatorship, an autocracy. Oftentimes the 

government is associated with suppressing civil liberties.”  

Indeed, many students freely admitted that “In China, the government controls everything, 

we don’t have freedom.” Nonetheless, “Everyone knows that. [People in America] don’t 

realize that they are being manipulated. Before I went to the U.S. I was overly impressed 

with this idea that everyone in the U.S. has democracy, freedom to choose…I later 

realize[d] it’s not true. This prompt[ed] me to think, ‘do people really have freedom over 

there? Or do they just think they have freedom to choose, but they’re still being influenced 

by the government to think in a certain way?’” Most of the students agreed that the 
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Chinese government suppresses civil liberties, but the majority were willing to trade what 

they saw as imperfect freedoms for the economic development and security that the 

Chinese vanguard state provides. One said that “[Americans] also miss out or don’t give 

enough credit to the economic development and growth that Xi has done for the country 

in the past few years.” Many opined that China’s government would eventually begin to 

pay more attention to freedoms, but only after they reach the point of ‘common prosperity.’ 

5.4.2 Views on the American Government 

The interviewed students have mixed views on the American government. Most agree 

that China should pick and choose which parts of the American government to emulate, 

rather than fully rejecting or accepting it. A lot of the interviewees believe that the U.S. 

trades efficiency for freedom, one saying that “I admire the U.S. political system that 

holds all types of power accountable. Although it causes inefficiencies, it protects the 

bottom line.” In other words, the strength of U.S. institutions protects from tyrannical or 

authoritarian leaders, but the bureaucracy and politics inherent in those same institutions 

makes change laborious and slow. 

Interviewees noted that while the American government “giv[es] people more 

freedom…it definitely leads to more turbulence or uncertainties. We see a lot of societal 

instability.” However, because of this, “The [American] system can adapt and handle 

uncertainty. It’s just different [from China].” Another agreed that “The American 

government is very self-fixing. If one administration has a huge blowout, the general 

public could just vote against [it] the next [election].” Nonetheless, he argued, “[American] 

people are too confident [in the government], which is a good depiction of what happened 

on January 6th, 2020 [sic]. I think it was, quite frankly, 5-10 minutes away from dead 

congressmen. [That] would be named as destruction of Washington, or of democracy 

itself in the U.S.” Many other students agreed that Americans saw their government and 

their democracy as stronger than it is in reality. Several students mentioned that they 

believe meritocracy is missing in American governmental institutions. One explained that 

“I prefer the system in China. If you don’t have any experience, [in America] you can 

still become a governor as long as you can get the vote. But in China, even if you are the 

top leaders’ family, you still need to work from the bottom.”  

One interviewee posited that there is a big difference in how the U.S. government and the 

Chinese government go about making policy decisions, saying that she thinks “The U.S. 
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government is built on values. Values that used to be believed by people from 200 or 300 

years ago. I feel like the Chinese government, on the other hand, is not governing by 

values. They’re governing the country. The difference is: when something happens, the 

U.S. government will prioritize the values they believe in, try to secure the process or 

secure the principles. But in China, then it would be ‘what would be best for the people?’ 

There’s good and bad in both, I guess.”  

Other students shared that their “[views on the American government aren’t] too positive,” 

with one saying that “I realized [that] a major turning point in my life and view on the 

world was when I started to work. When I was complaining to my boss, my boss asked 

me ‘Why do you think China’s kind of governance, the long rule of Xi is a bad thing? It 

gives certain stability in the world.’ So then I realized that, especially the American 

government’s portrayal of democracy may not be the ultimate solution for all the 

countries. That’s the moment I started questioning why the U.S. government is putting a 

standard answer to every country around the world.” Other students agreed that the more 

they learned about the American government and American history, the less enamored 

they became with the freedom that the American government gives its citizens. Students 

specifically mentioned that learning about the history of slavery and oppression of Native 

Americans as well as contemporary racism had changed how they see so-called 

‘American values.’ 

5.4.3 Views on the American People 

With only a few exceptions, the students see the American people in a positive light. 

Some believe that the American people are being misled in one way or another by their 

government, but they were generous in their praise for American culture and the 

American people. One student who had previously shared a workplace with American 

people spoke of Americans as “really down to earth and pure in terms of natural life 

characteristics. I think it’s based on [geography] of the continent that created the character 

of American people to be very open and friendly. They don’t care about [peoples’] 

backgrounds or anything.”  

The idea that Americans are ‘open’ was spoken of commonly and with a positive 

connotation. One student mentioned that by ‘open,’ he meant that “America is a country 

that can accept a lot of different cultures and people from all over the world with different 

backgrounds.” He went on to explain that not only was this a cultural phenomenon that 



CHAPTER 5 INTERVIEW OUTCOMES 

33 

he personally appreciated, but also that “this diversity fosters development of scientific 

research and economic development.” Another explained Americans’ ‘open’ culture as 

“queer culture, feminism, these things.”  

One student made sure to explain that hostility from China towards the U.S. is not directed 

towards the American people. He insisted that “[they’re not the] specific target for 

[Chinese] hatred [towards the U.S.]. [We’re] very clear that [we’re] not talking about 

American normal citizens. Most Chinese are very clear that the monopolies, some rich 

guys that control the American economy, those are the people we hate right now.” Other 

students expressed similar thoughts--we like the American people, but we don’t like the 

American government because of how they treat China.  

Overall, “There are two parts [to how Chinese people see America]. People will look at 

America as a symbol of freedom and a symbol of growth. They look to America for 

experience. It’s a more developed culture, more industrialized. It has [high] technology 

and education levels and very high research output. The second part is that America is so 

arrogant. It treats itself as the center of the world and it’s exporting American culture 

throughout the world, and [we] see China as just lying under the feet of such imperialism.” 

Many students pointed out that the last two hundred years of Chinese history have been 

characterized by what they see as humiliation and abasement by the West. Now that China 

is strong enough to ‘fight back,’ “more people are like, ‘if they’re seeing us as enemies, 

maybe we should see things in the same way.’”  

5.4.4 Factors of Change 

Many students spoke about their prior admiration for the American government and 

American democracy. Up until the past few years, they said, many Chinese people 

believed in the American Dream and “idealized the States, with words like freedom, 

democracy, freedom of speech, less government, free market, wealthy and healthy 

lifestyle.” Many students’ parents had pushed them to study in and even move to the U.S. 

in the future. They grew up with exposure to American media, watched Hollywood 

movies, and listened to American pop music. Many had learned English with the intention 

of working in cross-border fields like business or technology. However, an overwhelming 

majority of the interviewees no longer feel the same about America. In addition to their 

own increasing exposure to the U.S. (which one described as a ‘reality check’), the 

students identified a few main factors that led to the rise of negative opinions about 



CHAPTER 5 INTERVIEW OUTCOMES 

34 

America, both personally and among the Chinese people as a whole: 1) the election of 

Donald Trump and the resulting trade war, 2) the American and Chinese governments’ 

responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, 3) and the rising tensions regarding Taiwan, 

Xinjiang, Tibet, and the South China Sea. 

First, Donald Trump’s hostile rhetoric on the campaign trail and as President directly 

affected how the students saw the U.S. The majority of students agreed that “In the past 

two, three years, once Trump declared that China is an enemy, the overall public opinion 

of America has been going down.” Another said that “During Trump and the trade war, 

more people started to have negative comments or negative imagination about America. 

After the pandemic, the daydream [American Dream] will be broken [for Chinese.]” For 

many of the students, after the relatively more cordial relationship with the U.S. during 

the Obama administration, the antagonism towards not only the Chinese government but 

also the Chinese people came as a huge shock. The students also blamed Donald Trump 

for “the current anti-Asian and anti-Chinese trend in the U.S. [that] makes [Chinese 

people] feel that China is safer than the U.S. [In America], we’re prejudiced against 

openly or secretly. That’s why many Chinese students decide to go back to China.” Others 

agreed that a lack of safety was a top concern for Chinese people in the U.S. or those that 

had planned to go to the U.S. in the future.  

Another student spoke frankly about more far-reaching effects of the election of Donald 

Trump. “This was regarded in the most extreme sense as a failure of democracy. Trump 

was an unexpected candidate, an uncertain president because of his character, and the 

American people should have known better than to elect him.” Not only did Trump’s 

election negatively influence Chinese peoples’ views of America, but also of democracy 

as an ideal. The election of Trump was seen by many of the surveyed students as an 

example of the failure of the democratic system and the institutions of democracy. One 

interviewee tied the rise of Chinese nationalism to the actions of President Trump: “Some 

of the netizens are really patriotic…[they] think rhetoric about democracy and human 

rights [coming out of America] is a joke because they think that oh, Trump is not 

respecting any of those, and he’s still the President.” Many other students spoke 

negatively of what they consider the ‘hypocrisy’ of the American government and the 

double-standard to which China is held on the global stage.  

Second, the interviewees believed that “[For] many people the pandemic changed their 

attitude towards America. [Before], they will think ‘oh, living in America would be very 
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good in the future.’ But the pandemic will let them realize that ‘Maybe China is mostly 

safer and better.’ [Of] the people surrounding me, many of them changed their minds.” 

Even though some students spoke against the Zero-COVID policy in China, most were 

baffled by the American government’s response to the pandemic. One explained that the 

current narrative in China regarding COVID-19 is that “American people live in a very 

dangerous condition, every day there are so many increasing [COVID] cases, they cannot 

get medical care, the government doesn’t give a shit anymore.”  

Two students added that “The COVID pandemic gave [them] proof and evidence to prove 

[their] knowledge on American culture and values.” One mentioned that he could have 

predicted the current issues in the U.S. of people who are unwilling to wear masks or get 

vaccinated. He said that the pandemic response all depends on if a country puts 

“individualism or groups’ values first. These two collide amid the COVID situation, and 

we’re seeing two ideologies being presented in their most revealing way. It’s not because 

of COVID that China and the U.S. decided to go head-to-head but it certainly became a 

playground device to play against each other, to [test] the strength of the political 

ideologies.” And, increasingly, he argued, Chinese people are choosing safety over 

freedom.  

One student also noted that the Chinese government uses negative footage of things 

happening in the U.S. in a very targeted way to strengthen nationalism and support for 

the Chinese government among Chinese people. He said that while “the trend [of negative 

opinions towards America] has always been there, now there are no voices to push back. 

These concepts are dangerous, and are being strengthened by China’s propaganda system.” 

Another spoke specifically about footage of mass graves and overflowing hospitals 

during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S. being constantly circulated 

on Chinese television and social media. Whenever there are issues in the U.S, he said, the 

Chinese government takes full advantage of them to portray the U.S. as unsafe, weak, and 

chaotic.  

Finally, many of the interviewees felt that “The problems that China faces have no 

connection to the U.S. [So why] does the U.S. always have to be the troublemaker?” They 

see the U.S.’ intervention in affairs such as land disputes as disrespecting China’s national 

sovereignty and a sign that the U.S. intends to “continue telling China what to do and 

treating it like a subordinate state.” Many specified what they saw as ‘bottom lines’ for 

the Chinese government: Taiwan, Xinjiang, Tibet, and the South China Sea. One 
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explained that “Even if in private, [officials] have different opinions, in public they will 

always show the whole nation what we cannot allow. This gives [the government] 

legitimacy. They promised the whole society that this nation’s territory will be intact. 

This represents a huge part of the [Chinese] identity, because we think that this is a huge 

and great country that cannot allow other people to separate us. When the U.S. interferes, 

Chinese officials are afraid that the Chinese population will wonder why they don’t stop 

this from happening. The Chinese people will start to believe that “oh, the government 

cannot protect us anymore.” [They’ll be] a bit confused, a bit angry.” She went on to insist 

that the Chinese government has no choice but to respond to any attempt by another 

country to interfere with what China considers ‘internal matters.’ All of the students 

agreed--these are the Chinese government’s ‘lines in the sand,’ and the U.S. needs to stop 

trying to cross them or there will be no improvement in the relationship between the two 

countries and no positive change in how Chinese people see the U.S.  

5.5 Future Relations 

The majority of interviewed students agreed with the survey respondents that the next 5-

10 years in U.S.-China relations will be characterized by continued competition. However, 

as opposed to survey respondents, none of the interviewees believed that decoupling was 

feasible. One explained that the U.S. and China “can’t [really] be separate from each other. 

Even if there’s some trend of decoupling, I don’t think it’s really working because there’s 

so many interests that are really interconnected with each other.” Similarly, the students 

did not believe that the relationship would devolve into a hot war. One student predicted 

that “There will be some clashes and conflicts but [the U.S. and China] can’t live without 

each other. It’s like a couple. You’ve got to come back together [eventually].” Even if a 

government wants to hold back, she added, the society won’t let it because it involves too 

many interests. “If you stop transactions or bilateral engagement, a lot of jobs will not 

come back and a lot of factories have to be closed, and it will influence the whole global 

chain, not just the two countries, and that will cause a lot of instability. So yeah, the 

population and the society will force or find some other way to get back on track with 

engagement.”  

Others were not as hopeful. One said flat-out that he has no idea what the future looks 

like because “The world international system is having very dramatic changes recently. 

Russia invading Ukraine means a new era starts--[it] draws a curtain over the post-Cold 
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War era. I hope it can be better. I hope this trend can be curbed.” There was a common 

feeling of helplessness and uncertainty about how the situation could be resolved. One 

student stressed that “Being an ordinary citizen, you can’t really change anything [when] 

the two governments are chess playing.” Another pointed out that “It’s easy to say that 

we want to be more open-minded and empathetic but it’s always easier said than done.” 

Many students were firm in their beliefs that the future of the relationship between China 

and the U.S. is in the hands of the United States. The U.S. has always been the aggressor, 

they argued, because the U.S. does not want to see a strong China that can challenge the 

U.S. on the world stage. Many of the surveyed students described Chinese anger towards 

the U.S. as reactive or reciprocal. “I don’t think there’s much [natural] aggression among 

the Chinese people towards the U.S. government. If the U.S. government didn’t keep on 

attacking China in ways that piss off a lot of Chinese citizens, there wouldn’t be so much 

aggression.” In other words, they believe that China just wants to develop in peace, but 

the U.S. has forced it to respond. A student described the situation as the U.S. putting 

China between a rock and a hard place: “The Chinese government will need to respond 

forcefully towards hostile attitudes from the international society so they do not let the 

people or the nation down.” If China does not respond to what is seen as U.S. aggression, 

Chinese people may be confused or frustrated. Another student asked the interviewer to 

“Imagine your family, your class, your group of people are faced with a lot of bad words 

about you. They give you sanctions. They put their aircraft carriers around you. You feel 

that your dignity is hurt. Your feelings are hurt, and you’re feeling in danger. They want 

to put you in a war.” The U.S.’ policies and rhetoric are seen by many students as a direct 

threat not just to the growth of China, but to its survival.  

Many of the students stressed that the trend of hostility was reversible. Some spoke of the 

so-called “honeymoon” phase of relations between the U.S. and China during the Obama 

administration, and others mentioned events like Deng Xiaoping’s trip to the U.S. as proof 

that the relationship between the two countries is not cemented in antagonism. Most of 

the interviewees recommended cultural exchange as a way to improve relations, 

demonstrated in their own experiences of traveling abroad and having international 

friends. A student that had participated in an international academic program offered that 

“One feature that is really important to understand international relationships is 

interpersonal relationships. With [these relationships] as a base, you can understand why 

people say or do something. You don’t have to agree but you at least will have more 
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understanding of their thoughts, their behaviors, their feelings, and after that you know 

how to respond.” Another student with a similar background compared foreign relations 

to a business deal: “Before you make [the] deal, you need to have lunch with a person or 

have a drink with him, then the content of the negotiation will go much easier.”  

All the interviewees believed that China and the United States should cooperate on at 

least one policy priority, even though many expressed skepticism that cooperation is 

realistic. Common areas of potential cooperation identified by the students include 

climate change, cultural exchange, sports, trade, and research/academic efforts. One 

student specifically spoke against the necessity of issue linkage, offering that “In many 

cases, [the U.S. and China] have shared interests. Apart from the ideological conflict that 

you cannot solve immediately, there are so many practical things that you can do.” 

Trade was another unexpectedly common answer to this question, even though one of the 

big areas of dispute in the U.S.-China relationship has been trade. It appears that while 

trade may be one of the main sensitive subjects from the American standpoint, perhaps it 

is less so from the Chinese perspective. Many of the students saw trade relations as an 

opportunity, one saying that “Trade is actually a big part of [cooperation]. No one would 

say no to money, no one would say no to a better life. I think with the two sides, people 

having better lives because of these relationships, specifically, politicians will be pressed 

to better relations.”  

Nonetheless, the prevalent belief was that if the U.S. does not stop what is seen as critical 

behavior towards China, there is little chance of cooperation. Many students expressed 

frustration at the U.S. “using its own standard to criticize not only China but the rest of 

the world in general. For Americans, they do have to realize, you are the strongest country 

in the world, and your system works really well, but it doesn’t necessarily mean that you 

have to implement those values for everyone.” The common thread was easy to pinpoint: 

many students believed that the American system might work for the U.S., but it won’t 

work for China--at least not yet. 
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CHAPTER 6 MAIN ANALYTIC THEMES 

6.1 Introduction 

Several main themes can be found in the survey and interview data. First, many of the 

students found themselves to be somewhat divorced from those around them in terms of 

their views on the world. They do not uncritically support the Chinese government and 

they do not believe the American Dream exists. They see themselves first and foremost 

as realists among idealogues. Second, they believe in the values of freedom and 

democracy, but as opposed to previous generations, they don’t see the U.S. as 

representative of these values. Third, they believe that China is held to a double standard 

and often disrespected on the world stage, which leads to inconclusive solutions to global 

issues. They stressed the important in Chinese culture of ‘saving face,’ and tied it directly 

to preserving sovereignty and not interfering in the way that countries govern themselves. 

Fourth, they spoke about the things that lead to misunderstandings between China and the 

U.S., namely cultural and linguistic differences. Finally, as opposed to the outcomes of 

similar studies, which have posited that college-age Chinese students are more 

nationalistic than previous generations, the interviewed and surveyed students do not 

appear to have uncritical nationalistic beliefs.   

6.2 Disillusionment  

Among the students interviewed, many expressed a sense of disillusionment with both 

the American Dream and the Chinese government. This specific subset of Chinese 

millennials see themselves as more realistic and clear-eyed than any generation before or 

after them. Some worry that other generations are too naive or close-minded. Many have 

studied abroad and gotten to know other countries and other cultures, giving them the 

chance to learn about the upsides and downsides of different forms of government. Due 

to the spread of the internet, they have more access to information than any other group 

of Chinese people in history. Perhaps because of this, they are measured in the intensity 

of their opinions. They see themselves as a generation of realists--and in this way feel 

they are disconnected from the majority of Chinese people.  

It was perhaps only a matter of time until people in China began to see the United States 

in a more negative light. For so many people, the U.S. had been put on a pedestal due to 
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its economic growth, so-called “American values” like freedom of speech, and high-

quality education. This quixotic view of the U.S. was naturally tarnished as more Chinese 

people created direct relationships with the U.S, be it through study abroad programs, 

business ventures, or simply over the internet. Nonetheless, the speed at which this 

process of disillusionment is occurring is worrying. The events of the past five years, 

including the election of Donald Trump as president of the United States, increasing anti-

Asian sentiment in the United States, and the COVID-19 response in both China and the 

U.S, have hastened this process. Moreover, it seems that rather than accepting the U.S. as 

imperfect, many Chinese people have swung the pendulum past neutral and begun to 

despise the United States.  

And yet, so far, these students seem to be reserving judgment. Several pointed out that 

while they believe that “you shouldn’t put any government on a pedestal,” it’s also “not 

healthy for people to just criticize.” Every country and every government is working to 

maximize their own interests, which is neither laudable nor misguided. 

6.3 Values & Freedom  

One student spoke at length about how he holds a grudge against Americans because he 

seems them as undeserving of the freedoms that they are given. He argued that “[the 

American idea of free speech] is a lazy interpretation of freedom of speech. You 

[shouldn’t] just go out there and talk about [anything] because you feel like you can, nor 

should you have the right to comment on others' ways of life, other countries’ way of 

doing their business, or other countries’ ideologies, political structure, or interrelation of 

democracy. Americans, [they] think [freedom] is something everyone should have but 

don’t have to go deep and learn about the concepts or learn about the subject they’re 

talking about. I think that’s just a shallow interpretation of the idea of freedom.” He sees 

the U.S. as a place that automatically grants its citizens freedoms, but that the American 

people do not have the ability to handle them.  

Another student pointed out that the U.S. Declaration of Independence grants everyone 

the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, but that “Asians [in the U.S.] don’t 

feel safe, or at least that’s what the news depicted. The freedom aspect [of America] is 

less talked about [now], because freedom is like, your sense of freedom, right? If you 

can’t go on the street freely, then that’s not really freedom.” She believes that without the 

right to safety, the right to freedom isn’t worth much. It is erroneous and oversimplifies 
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reality to presuppose that Chinese people do not agree with the values of freedom or 

democracy. Rather, many of the students that took part in this project strongly believed 

in both of the aforementioned ideals--but they do not believe in the United States’ 

interpretation and implementation of them. 

6.4 Losing Face & Criticism   

A commonality among respondents was their view that Chinese society and the Chinese 

government tend to be hyperreactive. Some students expressed that they believe China 

could learn from America’s ‘thick-skinned’ presence. One mentioned that he wishes 

Chinese people had Americans’ capacity for “self-criticism. You have a more vibrant 

civil society/presence. You’re not afraid of making jokes, making fun of the government, 

even criticizing the government and holding power accountable.”  

Another student used a metaphor of China as a child that is often beaten and is thus 

desperate for praise. “Chinese are extremely happy and become extremely friendly when 

Western countries show any bit of praise or favoritism. The whole [Chinese] media will 

bombard all the newspapers when any Western country praises us. Look at Serbia, now, 

[which does this], and has great relations with China.” He went on to complain that 

America’s lack of understanding of this leads to unnecessary conflict. If the U.S. would 

just be a little more sensitive to China’s history of humiliation by the West and stop 

criticizing China for not being the same as the U.S, he argued, the Chinese people would 

embrace the U.S. with open arms. “Why is that so hard to understand?”  

One student went into more detail on the nuances of criticism. She contends that it is not 

that China is oversensitive to objective or realistic criticism, but only that Chinese people 

want to be treated fairly by the rest of the world. “Chinese people have this thing called 

“face.” They hate things that cause them to lose face. Everyone knows that the people, 

the society, and the government are different. But when [Americans] are talking bad about 

China, I feel that you’re talking also about me. It’s my nationality. It’s where I’m from. 

It’s my home, my people, so I will feel shame.” She went on to describe the 

aforementioned experiment that was run out of Stanford University that surveyed Chinese 

students studying in the United States. As previously mentioned, the experiment showed 

one group of students social media posts criticizing the Chinese government, and another 

group, racist social media posts regarding the Chinese people or Chinese culture. The 

group that saw criticism of the government did not change their attitudes towards China 
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or the United States. The group that read racist posts showed an uptick in support for 

China and Chinese political institutions. “These are the emotional dynamics that Chinese 

people are responding to,” she finished. “This is the sin of losing face.”  

This concept of losing face/losing respect is critical to policy decisions. One student said 

that if she could tell Americans only one thing about China, she would tell them “how 

important it is to have respect for Chinese people. They will sacrifice everything just for 

respect. That is how important it is, especially to Chinese officials.” When the United 

States does something like invite Taiwan to a democracy summit, this “is like slamming 

China in the face. [Respect] is the main issue that closes the doors to communication.” 

6.5 Misunderstandings 

According to the interviewed students, the Chinese government words its statements with 

great care. Often, what is not said is as vital as what is said. The Chinese government 

does not release policy or statements unless they have been internally debated and 

perfected, thus, the Chinese government intends on following through with any 

statements they have made publicly. It would see anything else as breaking its promise to 

the Chinese people. The working methods of the American government and American 

politicians are quite different. Rhetoric from the campaign trail or even on the floors of 

Congress is just that--rhetoric. According to several of the interviewed students, because 

there are no election campaigns in China, this concept is quite foreign to many Chinese 

people. Both the Chinese people and the Chinese government tend to take American 

rhetoric more seriously than it is meant.   

One student blamed translation issues for cultural misunderstandings. Even with the best, 

clearest translation, “There’s translation differences that if you choose the words, it means 

very different things in different cultural contexts. So I think this is a lot of [why] the U.S. 

feels China is very hostile and aggressive, especially in diplomatic situations.” She went 

on to give the example of American political campaigns that describe China as an enemy 

of the U.S. instead of a rival. The difference between calling China an enemy and a rival 

might not seem considerable to an American, she said, but to a Chinese person it is 

substantial.  

A student from Macau explained that “The speaking technique and the personality of 

speaking as a country is very different [in China and the U.S.]. Therefore, when 

Americans speak to Chinese, there might be a communication error or communication 
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loss due to the misunderstanding of culture. I think this is a very normal situation that 

occurs.” She pointed to her background and experiences as proof that she could straddle 

the cultural divide between China and the U.S., and expressed hope that more people 

would have this ability in the future due to the expansion of the internet and economic 

globalization.  

6.6 Gen-Z & Nationalism  

Many of the interviewed students believe that the Chinese Gen-Z generation is distinctly 

different from the generations before it in terms of Gen-Z’s views on their own 

government and the West. One interviewee that had experience working in the education 

sector with Gen-Z students noted that “[Gen-Z] have a little bit of arrogance. The older 

generation appreciates things more, because they have been through those hardships.” 

Another spoke more bluntly: “I think Gen-Z is China’s best comparative with the baby 

boomers of the United States. They’re willing to settle for a mediocre, American Dream 

type of life, just to be comfortable and relax, and have everything given to them because 

of the sheer strength of the nation. I think they lack the fight and the resilience that we’re 

seeing in my generation and the previous generations that come from nothing and are 

willing to risk it all for a better life.”  

Interviewees floated several reasons that they saw for this generation gap. First, Gen-Z 

Chinese have grown up with increasingly state-controlled media. Millennials have strong 

memories of media around natural disasters and economic issues that were not censored 

by the government. Gen Z have never seen these things unless they have personally 

experienced them, so they don't recognize the weaknesses of the government. One student 

said that Gen-Z “grew up in an era where they haven’t seen China’s poverty much and 

also they grew up in an era where news is very heavily controlled by the central 

government. So they barely hear about the bad news. Whereas for me, when I grew up, 

bad news was at least allowed to be published. We had the freedom to discuss different 

things.”  

Second, one student pointed out that “Ideology education [has] intensified in recent years.” 

The Chinese government has been standardizing and consolidating ideology education 

from primary school through university, but they have also been changing the focus of 

curricula on specific parts of Chinese history. Specifically, instances of China’s 

humiliation by the West have been emphasized. One student explained that “Mentality 
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wise, I think we [the Chinese people] all are suffering from PTSD. We’ve been suffering 

from the West’s bullying, we’ve been forced to sell our land, to allow [Western] military 

to be deployed in continental China. We do not want to go back to that. So that fuels our 

motivation to catch up and do it in a very united way.”  

Third, Gen-Z isn’t old enough to be fully aware of the "golden years of US/China 

relations" during the Obama administration, so their memories of the West are mainly of 

the negative rhetoric coming out of the Trump administration, particularly around 

COVID-19. During the pandemic, U.S.-China travel and study abroad has halted, so 

cultural exchange has been minimal since 2019. Finally, the whole world seems to be 

undergoing a wave of nationalism, leaving people in many countries at risk of developing 

a hyper-nationalistic worldview. One student explained that “[Nationalism] is the trend 

right now. When everything goes to an extreme, it explodes. The trend is just getting 

worse, because the wisdom will continually push things that you know. You feel 

interested, so you become more and more narrow, your sources of information, which is 

scary.”  

In a recent lecture at Tsinghua University, Yan Xuetong, director of the University’s 

international studies institute, cautioned that China’s Gen-Z was developing “a make-

believe mindset, thinking it’s very easy for China to achieve its foreign policy goals. They 

think only China is just and innocent, while other countries, especially Western countries, 

are evil and thus have natural hatred towards Westerners” (Mai, 2022). He went on to 

describe Gen-Z as highly influenced by social media and conspiracy theories on the 

internet. He also warned of the danger to a country of an entire generation that believes 

too highly in its own ability and power (Mai, 2022).  

As previously mentioned, there was a noticeable difference between the average ages of 

the questionnaire respondents and the interviewees, with most of the questionnaire 

respondents fitting into the “Gen-Z” generation and most of the interviewees fitting into 

the “millennial” generation. The interviewed students, for the most part, agreed with Yan 

Xuetong’s views of Gen-Z. However, on the contrary to Yan Xuetong’s observations, the 

students that responded to this project’s questionnaire, while mainly Gen-Z, did not 

answer in a way that demonstrates that they have a significantly more nationalistic and 

anti-West worldview than generations before them. There are several possibilities that 

may account for this. Many of the students surveyed saw themselves as outliers, even 

among peers. A majority mentioned that they were ‘less hostile to the West’ or ‘less 
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nationalistic’ than those around them. This could be for several reasons: first, that all of 

the surveyed students truly are outliers due to selection bias. Second, students did not 

answer truthfully their own views of the U.S. for fear of offending the interviewer. 

However, it is also possible that people are more nationalistic or anti-West in public, even 

if their personal opinions are geared towards neutrality. This would suggest a scenario in 

which Gen-Z Chinese students as a whole are less nationalistic than they purport, leading 

to a number of interesting futures depending on Chinese students’ willingness to act on 

what they see as unpopular beliefs.  
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CHAPTER 7 CONCLUSION 

7.1 Project Summary 

Studies on the views of Chinese youth have been difficult to perform over the past few 

years due to the geopolitical climate, and fieldwork that has been undertaken has been 

inconclusive and, in many cases, contradictory. The discussion about the nationalistic 

impulses of Chinese youth and their general views on the world is lively and ongoing. In 

addition, there is ample evidence that the events of the past two to five years have 

transformed the narrative related to the United States. This study used a survey 

questionnaire and semi-structured interviews to gauge the views of 110 students from the 

top two universities in China, Peking University and Tsinghua University.  

The Chinese students surveyed have both a nuanced and pragmatic worldview. Most are 

aware of the ways that they consume information and how both traditional and social 

media affect their beliefs. They have a relatively realistic understanding of American 

culture, American values, and the ways in which the American government works—

nonetheless, for the most part they do not believe that the American system is applicable 

to China. Moreover, their views on the U.S. have become more negative as geopolitical 

tensions increase. The American government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

election of Donald Trump, and land disputes have all exacerbated this trend. They see a 

future of continued competition between China and the United States, at least in the short 

term. However, they are hopeful that in 30 to 40 years, China and the U.S. will learn to 

live with each other as equal global powers, and will cooperate on policy priorities such 

as climate change or nuclear non-proliferation.  

7.2 Limitations 

There are several main limiting factors for this project. First, this research was completed 

as part of a capstone project for a Master’s degree, and thus was limited to an extremely 

short time period of a few months. Consequently, the quantity and scope of data was 

limited. Second, the interviewees and survey respondents makeup a specific, minority 

subset of Chinese youth. The results of this analysis are not generalizable to the Chinese 

public or even to Chinese students. Peking University and Tsinghua University are known 
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as relatively “pro-Western” universities and admit only the top students in China. 

However, this was an intentional choice. The students surveyed and interviewed currently 

exist in an environment which is likely to produce the next leaders of China. Thus, while 

this project is not necessarily representative of the beliefs of Chinese students as a whole, 

it is representative of the beliefs of those that will have a large impact on the future of 

China.   

7.3 Further Research 

Because of the compressed time horizon of this project, there are many opportunities for 

future research that were not explored. This research could be expanded to students at 

other universities, focused on those who are from certain demographic groups, or 

performed in students’ native language. Parallel research could also be conducted on 

American students at top U.S. schools.  

7.4 Concluding Remarks 

The Chinese students interviewed and surveyed for this project make for an interesting 

study in contradictions, or, perhaps, are simply a concrete representation of Chinese 

dialectics.  

They are both critical and supportive of the government.   

They see the U.S. as a society that shouldn't be emulated, but are still willing to learn 

from it. 

They are individuals. They have their own opinions. They make their own decisions.  

They want access to freedom of speech, of worship, of protest, of the rights to life, liberty, 

and the pursuit of happiness. But unlike previous generations, they don't think that the 

U.S. can provide them with these rights--and they don’t agree with the American 

interpretation of them.  

They are pessimistic about the reality of the future -- but idealistic in their hopes. One 

spoke about his belief that the relationship between the U.S. and China would continue 

to devolve, but then added that “With that being said, because of what we’re doing now, 

having these relationships personally, having Chinese and U.S. students learning about 

each other, making friends with each other. I put a lot of hope towards these relationships. 

One day…I hope that people can understand that we can all live together in harmony.” 
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Two “open box” comments from the survey echo the call for peaceful coexistence:   

真心希望世界和平 / 希望世界和平.  

I sincerely (literally: my true heart) hope for world peace / I hope for world peace.  

 

 The final question that was asked to each of the interviewees was the same: “If you could 

tell an American one thing about China, what would you tell them?”4  

 Most of the answers were simple: Come to China. Learn about China. We are the same 

as you.  

 
4 All of the answers are reproduced verbatim in Appendix D. 
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APPENDIX A GLOBAL TIMES SURVEY QUESTION  

The exact wording of the Global Times survey question mentioned in the literature review 

is reproduced below to provide the reader with insights into potential bias within the 

question structure: 

   

 Main reasons for deteriorating view of Western countries 

● Suppression of Chinese tech companies 

● Hype of Xinjiang- and Tibet-related issues 

● Interference in HK affairs and Taiwan question 

● Racial discrimination and riots 

● Ineffective COVID-19 control 

● Continuous actions on issues in South China Sea and East China Sea 

● Frequent violence and terrorist incidents in Western countries  

● Pursuit of unilateralism 

● Seemingly insoluble gun problems 

● Waves of refugees hitting Europe  
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APPENDIX B: SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE

Master’s Thesis Questionnaire 

硕士论文问卷 

Dear Students: thank you very much for taking the time to fill out this questionnaire. 

This questionnaire is anonymous and we will not collect any of your personal 

information for this survey. The questionnaire data will be used for academic research 

only. 

尊敬的同学您好，非常感谢您愿意抽出时间填写本问卷。本问卷为匿名回答形

式。我们将不会以任何形式采集您的个人信息。问卷信息将只用于学术研究。 

 

1. Which of the following career paths do you plan on pursuing?  

您最有可能选择的职业道路是什么？ 

● Government/civil service/state-owned enterprise 政府工作

-公务员-国企 

● Academia/education/teaching 学术研究-教育界-学校 

● Domestic private sector/business 境内从商 

● Military/military-affiliated organizations 参军-其他军事有

关事业 

● Work overseas 境外工作 

● Work for an international company in China 境内外资公司 

  

2. Which of the following sources do you use to learn about news related to the 

United States?  

您使用以下哪个来源来了解有关美国的新闻? 

● Social media (Douyin, Weibo, Weixin, Kuaishou, etc.) 社交媒

体 

● Friends 朋友 

● Family 家人 

● Professors 教授 

● Work colleagues 同事 
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● Government news sources (People’s Daily, CCTV, etc.) 党媒 

● Private news sources (Toutiao, Sina, etc.) 媒体公司 

● Non-mainland news sources (South China Morning Post, 

European news outlets, etc.) 非大陆其他媒体来源 

  

3. In general, do you have a positive or negative view of the United States 

government?  

总的来说，您对美国政府的看法是？ 

very positive/positive/neutral/negative/very negative 

非常正面/正面/中立/负面/非常负面 

 

4. Have your views towards the United States government changed since the 

beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic?  

自新冠疫情爆发以来，您对美国政府的看法是否有改变？ 

yes—more negative, have not changed, yes—more positive 

更正面、否有改变，更负面 

 

5. In general, do you have a positive or negative view of Americans?  

总的来说，您对美国人民的看法是？ 

very positive/positive/neutral/negative/very negative 

非常正面/正面/中立/负面/非常负面 

  

6. Have your views towards Americans changed since the beginning of the COVID-

19 pandemic? 

自新冠疫情爆发以来，您对美国人民的看法是否有改变？ 

yes—more negative, have not changed, yes—more positive 

更正面、否有改变，更负面 

  

7. Do you think that Americans have a positive or negative view of China? 

您认为美国人民对中国的看法是什么？ 

very positive/positive/neutral/negative/very negative 

非常正面/正面/中立/负面/非常负面 
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8. Do you think that Chinese people should look up to or down on the United States?  

您认为中国人民应该如何看待美国？ 

up to, neither, down on 

仰视，平视，俯视？  

 

9. In which of the following areas do you think China is superior to the United 

States?  

您认为中国在那个方面超越了美国？ 

● Economics 经济 

● Foreign policy/diplomacy 外交 

● Health policy 公共卫生 

● Climate change 环境保护/节能减排 

● Technology 科技 

● Education 教育 

Overall 整体 

 

10. Which policy priorities should China and the United States cooperate on?  

您认为中美应该重视哪方面的合作？ 

● None 无 

● Stopping climate change 环境保护/节能减排 

● Nuclear nonproliferation 核不扩散 

● Cultural exchange (music, sports, arts, etc.) 文化交流（音

乐，体育，美术等） 

● Space 航天航空 

● Other (open ended) 其他 
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11. In 5-10 years from now, what do you think the U.S.-China relationship will look 

like? 

您认为 5-10 年以后的中美关系将会如何？ 

● Peaceful coexistence 和平共处 

● Non-armed geopolitical frictions, technological 

competition 非武力地缘政治摩擦及科技竞争 

● Economic decoupling, non-interference in each other’s' 

affairs, anti-globalization 中美经济脱钩，互不干涉内政，反全球化 

● Armed conflict 武装冲突 

● Other (open ended) 其他 

  

12. Where do you come from?  

您来自哪里 

● Hong Kong 香港  

● Macau 澳门 

● Taiwan 台湾 

● Beijing/another capital city 直辖市、省会 

● Non-capital prefecture city 非省会地级市 

● County-level city 县级及以下城市 

● Other 其他 

  

13. Do you have any comments you wish to add?  

您有没有其他评论？ 
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APPENDIX C EXAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

News Consumptions Habits  

● Do you consider yourself a person that reads the news?  

● Where do you go to get your news? What do you read? Do you use social media 

for your news? 

● If you’re looking at a piece of news to try to determine if it’s reliable or not, what’s 

the process that you go through?  

● Do you think that news sources in both China and the United States have become 

more polarized in the past few years?  

● Do you see differences in American and Chinese reporting on the same subject? 

● Do you think Chinese and American media have narratives they are trying to push?  

● Do you think the news that you consume is objective?  

 

View of Americans towards China  

● From your point of view, how do Americans view China? 

● What do you think that Americans know about China? 

● What do you think Americans think about the Chinese government? 

● Do you think that the American media determines how Americans think about 

China? 

 

View of Chinese towards the U.S. (overall)  

● Do most Chinese people have a positive, negative, or neutral view of the American 

(government/media/people)? 

● Do you think there is a generation gap in terms of how Chinese think about the 

U.S.? 

● Do you think there are demographic gaps in terms of how Chinese think about the 

U.S.? 

● Do you think young Chinese people are becoming more nationalistic?  

● Do you think the (COVID-19 pandemic/the election of President Donald 

Trump/the U.S.-China trade wars/the American response to the 2014 and 2019 Hong 

Kong protests/the situation in Xinjiang) have affected the way that Chinese people see 

the United States?  
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● What do you think Chinese people know about the U.S? 

● Do you see a difference between the views of people that have been abroad and 

those that have not?  

● Do you think that Chinese people distinguish between the American government, 

the American media, and the American people? 

● Do you think students choosing to study abroad reflects their views or the views 

of their parents?  

 

View of Chinese towards the U.S. (personal)  

● Do you have a positive, negative, or neutral view of the American 

(government/media/people)? 

● How does the American government’s policy affect how you think about the U.S?  

● Do you think people in China should be looking up to the U.S. or down on the 

U.S?  

● Do you think your views on the U.S. are in line with those of your peers?  

● What are your views on (Obama/Trump/Biden)? 

 

Macro-relationship between U.S. and China  

● In what ways do you think China has an advantage over the U.S. and vice versa? 、 

● What are the major things that China has to offer to the world?  

● Do you see China and the United States as equals on the world stage at this 

moment? 

● What will the relationship between China and the United States look like in the 

next 5 or 10 years? 

● Do you see any areas that the U.S. and China could cooperate on?  

● Do you think that the war between Ukraine and Russia is going to affect the 

relationship between China and the U.S.?  

Hong Kong/Macau specific questions (for students from Hong Kong/Macau)  

● Do you think the view of the U.S. is different in Hong Kong/Macau and mainland 

China?  

● Do you think that your view of the U.S. is representative of that of your generation 

(in Hong Kong/Macau?) 
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● How did the 2014 and 2019 Hong Kong protests change how people from Hong 

Kong/Macau view America?  

● Do you think that your views are more in line with those of Hong Kong/Macau or 

mainland China? 

 

Closing questions (consistent across every interview)  

● If you could tell every American one thing about China, what would you tell them?  

● Is there anything else you want to tell me about the subject? Anything important 

that I missed? Anything you’d like to clarify?
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APPENDIX D WHAT WOULD YOU TELL AN 

AMERICAN? 
 

Figure A.1 Interviewee responses regarding what Americans should know about China 
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Figure A.2 Interviewee responses regarding what Americans should know about China cont. (1) 
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Figure A.3 Interviewee responses regarding what Americans should know about China cont. (2)
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