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Media, propaganda and censorship in the People's Republic of China
Introduction

In a full page news story on its front page on May 1st, Hong Kong's normally pro-Beijing 
 Sun newspaper described recent changes in mainland TV programming in the run-up to the 90th anniversary of the founding of the Chinese Commons party as a “Sea of Red” and a “return to the Cultural Revolution”. 
A picture of Liu Shaoqi being tormented by Red Guards was featured, as was an interview with Hong Kong businessman investing in China who described how uncomfortable he felt with this upsurge of propaganda. Elsewhere the point was repeated that Hong Kong business people may be unwilling to continue investing in China if this propaganda trend continues.

Thus despite three decades of marketization, the internet and the retreat of the state from many areas, the CCP's propaganda system remains strong and is perceived as increasingly active. The content of propaganda messages has changed, with socialist and internationalist rhetoric dropped in favor of patriotic propaganda.  Strengthened after the suppression of the 1989 democracy movement, propaganda has for the last two decades been systematically disseminated through education, the media and increasingly through cyberspace. 

In recent years there has been a wave of new regulation and censorship, further strengthening CPC control over this sphere. 
Anecdotal evidence suggests the success of propaganda, especially for young people, who displayed remarkably nationalistic behavior at demonstrations in 2008, rather than demanding political reform as they did in the 1980s. Many young mainlanders seem to be ignorant of recent events of the past, such as the 1980s democracy movement, suggesting the success of the censorship of relevant information.

Despite the importance of the Chinese propaganda system, relatively little academic work has been published on the subject in recent years. In fact there is no comprehensive recent study of propaganda in China. Anne-Marie Brady's Marketing Dictatorship is the only book length study in the last decade, but it does not cover education, new media or the General Administration of Press and Publication. More importantly, it assumes the effectiveness of propaganda, stating rather than proving that propaganda is the main means by which the CPC controls China today. 
What I propose to study:  

1) The Chinese propaganda and censorship systems in the media, cyberspace, and education. 

2) The effectiveness of censorship and propaganda in generating ignorance of certain historical events as well as certain beliefs.
3) The ideology of university students and the extent of ignorance amongst university students of certain historical events which are inconvenient for CCP historiography, such as the 1989 democracy movement and its supression, and China's wars with its neighbours. 
4) The attitudes of overseas students before and after living in China, to see whether their views become more aligned with CCP propaganda after living in China, or whether PRC students already show a critical or skeptical approach to propaganda, having learnt how to read between the lines, and reject some kinds of propaganda, and whether they seem more sympathetic to nationalistic propaganda than other kinds.

5) The attitudes of foreign students after experiencing living in China, to see whether while perhaps objecting to censorship of popular websites, they are less sophisticated and more accepting of some propaganda, such as the CCP’s claim that without continued one party rule, China would inevitably descend into chaos. 

Why this should be studied: 

1) China is expanding its propaganda systems by investing 45 billion yuan in external propaganda 
, while simultaneously tightening internal media censorship
 
. This is happening at a time when government and commercial news agencies in western countries are under pressure and cutting back on their own propaganda. 

2)  Since 1989, and the strengthening of "patriotic education" which followed, a generation of students has been taught this version of history, in which China's imperialist and communist past is censored
 . Now that this generation has entered higher education, we have a good opportunity to test the results of such propaganda.

3) It is arguable that the vitality of the propaganda system is inversely proportional to freedom of expression and freedom of information, which is itself a precondition for the progress of political reform. A fully functional legal system, democratic government and an independent media all depend on freedom of information and freedom of speech. Clarifying the strengths, weaknesses and overall effectiveness of the system helps us evaluate the possibility of political development and better China-West relations. Thus the vitality of the propaganda-censorship system is a yardstick for China's political stagnation, and its atrophy is a yardstick for progress. 
4) The issue of censorship is already a source of friction in international relations and likely to become more important over time. Free access to information is becoming more important to economic growth and free flow of knowledge may become a trade issue. This issue has been highlighted by the controversial decision by Google to close down their Chinese search business, and subsequent comments by Hillary Clinton on the issue. 

5) The system has not been studied much recently, except to dismiss its importance 
. Only one book length study was published in English during the last decade
6) To its critics, the system is a large and expensive one with deleterious effects on society and China's foreign relations. The system is damaging to China's soft power, because it robs China's institutions of vitality and credibility, especially the media and education. The system prevents China from realizing its potential, while its continued existence and strengthening provides support for Pei's "trapped transition" theory of China's development.  On the other hand,  advocates of system would argue that it has had numerous successes in turning both domestic and international public opinion in its favour, gaining important advantages for China and for China's Communist Party

7) China's censorship activities have become a role model, and part of the Beijing Consensus, the China model, etc. Other governments and jurisdictions are following China's example of censoring the Internet 
. 

How I would research this topic. 

1) Write a brief history and overview of the system(s), including developments in cyberspace, as well as education, the press, cinema and external propaganda, drawing on primary and secondary sources,( e.g the works of David Shambaugh, Alisa Jones, Anne-Marie Brady, He Qinglian and Rebecca MacKinnonn 
) and supplementing this where possible 
 with interviews with people who know the system, e.g. writers, journalists, dissidents, 50 cent commentators, ISP "big mamas", and central, provincial and local officials of the propaganda systems. 
 

2) To examine the long term effectiveness of censorship, I would also conduct a survey of a group of young mainland Chinese who have been brought up in the "re-born" propaganda state since 1989 to measure how effectively it has removed certain important information from society and how ignorant these people are of such important information, (eg the events of 1989). To avoid the difficulties of research on the mainland, I propose to survey groups of mainland students in Hong Kong and elsewhere and compare their attitudes with those of official propaganda, as well as their knowledge of key sensitive events, such as the 1989 democracy movement, and key people, such as Zhao Ziyang, etc, with local students. I propose to re-survey them at a three year interval, and to learn how their awareness of these issues changes during their stay. This survey could take the form of a questionnaire, with multiple choice questions. 
I would also seek to examine the effectiveness of external propaganda by interviewing students from Western countries who are studying in China at present, including students from developing countries in Latin America, Asia and Africa, to discover how their impressions of China have changed while living in the country.

3) Using a comparative approach of testing search results for a range of sensitive and semi-sensitive words and phrases in censored and non-censored search engines. By looking at the top 50 search results on Baidu and Google for a range of 100 sensitive key words, I would compile statistics to show which news stories and comments available on overseas websites are also available on Mainland servers, which are partially censored and which are rigourously blocked. 

Chapter Structure

A Brief History of Propaganda.

There is no existing study of propaganda covering the entire period of the Chinese Communist party or even the People's Republic of China. The roots of the propaganda system are found in both Marxist Leninist ideology and Chinese political culture, in particular Chinese traditional historiography. Censorship and propaganda has a long history in China. An early case was First Emperor Qin Shi Huang Di’s, burning of books and murdering scholars. This is imortalized in the Chinese idiom 焚书坑儒

Using an oral history approach, a small number of people from different age groups could be interviewed to provide a people's eye view of propaganda system during the years of the People's Republic of China. Asking a group of people in their early 80s some open questions about their impressions of the victory of the Communist Party over the Nationalists in 1949 and the propaganda surrounding the establishment of "New China" would be revealing about the effectiveness of propaganda at that time. What were their feelings at the time? How did they react when they heard Mao's speech on October 1st 1949? In retrospect, do they still feel the same, or did subsequent events lead to a different emotional reaction? Similarly people in their 60s and 70s could be questioned about their reactions to propaganda of the tumultuous 1950s, 60s and 70s, people in their 40s could be questioned about their reactions to the passing of Mao and the beginning of the opening and reform period, as well as their reactions to the events of 1989.

Internal propaganda.

Reviewing the literature on the subject, this chapter would attempt to fill in some gaps in current scholarship, bringing together disparate research by scholars researching in the fields of education, internet censorship and external propaganda to give an overview of the system 

Overseas propaganda.

Western opinion of the Chinese Communist Party may have been influenced historically by China becoming the enemy of the Soviet Union and may therefore have been more sympathetic than it was towards the communist regimes; Ronald Reagan famously commented that the Chinese were good communists and the Russians were bad communists.

Chinese propaganda mouthpieces are treated with respect by Western media organizations; even Google which has been in conflict with the Chinese government features Xinhua news releases prominently in its news search results.

This may be an example of a general tendency amongst certain sectors of the Western media to repeat Chinese government propaganda somewhat uncritically. In another example, during the opening ceremonies of the Shanghai Expo, the propaganda authorities seem to have gone to great lengths to cover up the facts of a massacre at a school in a neighbouring province, even sequestering children in the local hospital and preventing contact with their parents, with the result that their parents were seen on video footage demonstrating and calling for the truth about their children. Online commentators such as the popular Chinese writer Han Han ridiculed the official statements that none of the 33 children stabbed had died, and mentioned reports that parents had been paid to refuse interviews with the media. 
 However, the BBC simply repeated the official statement of the authorities that no children had died, ignoring the unofficial versions to the contrary.
An systematic research of similar events such as these in BBC news may be revealing of a pattern.

Propaganda in the Third World.

China has attempted to strengthen its “soft power” in recent years and propaganda has been part of that drive, which has also included overseas investment and diplomacy.
China has invested in new TV channels aimed at overseas audiences with in programming Spanish, Russian and Arabic. Confucius Institutes, which provide free tuition on Chinese language and culture at the expense of the Chinese state, give China potential leverage over academia. This expansion of soft power comes at a time when the United States is cutting back on its budgets for overseas propaganda at VOA and other institutions. 
With the rapid rise of its economy and imports of commodities, China has become the major trading partner of Brazil and an important investor in other developing countries in Latin America, Africa and Asia. How is Chinese propaganda received in these nations where China is a new economic force? Looking at the example of Brazil over the past decade, it is possible to see that initial enthusiasm and receptivity have been replaced to some extent by a more critical attitude amongst the political and business classes.
Propaganda and Anti-Propaganda.

In this context I refer to propaganda as information which mixes facts, exaggerations and disinformation, to influence the audience in favour of a particular point of view.

The case of Falungong.

In recent years, the Chinese commerce party has perhaps met its nemesis in the form of a body which successfully creates and propagates anti-CCP propaganda. This includes a travelling show called Shen Yun, DVDs, books, newspapers , NDTV, and website portal, dongtaiwang, with many stories from Epoch News, a Fa Lun Gong newspaper. Dongtaiwang is the portal of the proxy server software Freegate used widely in mainland China to "jump" the so-called Great Firewall, the electronic barrier which prevents Internet users in mainland China from accessing a large number of overseas websites. Thus many mainland Chinese who seek to view overseas websites are first channeled through a website with many new stories placed by Falungong. Members actively distribute these materials in Hong Kong and maintain a permanent exhibition at the busy tourist intersection of Star Ferry, where pictures and texts are frequently viewed by Mainland visitors: this provides an opportunity to gauge the reaction of Mainland visitors to anti-CCP propaganda by chatting to them and asking questions about their reactions to this anti-Communist propaganda.

The case of Mao, the Untold Story.

This book by Zhang Rong, author of the bestselling biography Wild Swans, is the bestselling biography of Mao Zedong to date and can also be described as anti-CCP propaganda in that it mixes established facts with opinions and disinformation to create a highly negative picture of Mao. Leaving aside the question of the inaccuracies and lack of academic rigour of this book, it can be seen as the most successful anti-Mao propaganda in the Western world in recent years and has doubtless changed the previously positive attitudes of many Western readers towards Mao. A survey of readers of this book may confirm the effectiveness of this anti-Mao propaganda.
New media.

Although by now we all tired of hearing that information technology is transforming China the waves of new technology made and make China’s media a challenging subject for both researchers and the propaganda authorities, but also one with ample opportunities for new research. Video tape, video disks, satellite TV, digital printing, DVDs, PCs, digital photography and ditigal video have all arrived so thick and fast in recent years, and Cellphone and Internet usage in China are the largest in the world. Behind its great firewall, China has encouraged new social media and video sharing companies which can potentially compete with American software giants such as Google, Youtube and Facebook. The government has responded effectively to the new "publish first, sensor after" new media environment with an increasing array of filtering, surveillance, manual censorship, registration and regulation of the internet and mobile telephony. 
At the same time, social media has provided new challenges to censorship and control of information flow. According to mainland filmmaker Ai Xiaomin, one reason why Ai Weiwei generated rather a large following seems to be his extensive use of social media to spread his messages. 

Rebecca Mackennan's testing of censorship at Hong Kong University China Media Project, which consisted of the systematic insertion of sensitive material into a range of virtual spaces within China and observation of the results, concluded that online censorship is currently unpredictable, haphazard and patchy. It showed that a large amount of contentious material survives in China's online world, and that the chances for survival depend on the time and place as well as the type of material. It also showed that sensitivity is on a sliding scale with some topics more sensitive than others. There are many other possible ways of gleaning information about current state of censorship. For example, as stated above, a comparison of search results, comparing Baidu and Google, using a selection of sensitive and semi-sensitive words could be carried out with interesting results. 

Conclusion: the effectiveness of propaganda.

This is the main theme of the thesis and the conclusion would attempt to assess the question of the effectiveness of propaganda in the light of the research conducted.
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