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Abstract 
 

The Chinese Communist Party has implemented a robust and complex propaganda and 

censorship machine that affects its own citizens and influences foreign perceptions.  Promoting 

dissent and discourse within the Chinese populace that leads to the gradual establishment of a 

free press within China should be the United States’ (US) long-term strategic goal to eliminate 

propaganda, preserve peace, and create a more predictable relationship with China.  To 

accomplish this gradual change, this paper prioritizes the importance of cultural exchanges 

through education by increasing the number of Chinese student VISAs, creating and sustaining 

Mandarin language programs in US schools, and promoting opportunities for US citizens to 

study and work in China.   
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Countering Internal Chinese Propaganda and Censorship 
 

 The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has implemented a robust, complex propaganda 

and censorship machine that affects its citizens and influences foreign perceptions.  Internally, 

branches of the Chinese government ensure that citizens cannot access information that may 

harm its national security and many Chinese citizens do not even realize they are receiving 

biased information.2  Promoting dissent and discourse within the Chinese populace that leads to 

the gradual establishment of a free press within China should be the United States’ (US) long-

term strategic goal to eliminate propaganda, preserve peace, and create a more predictable 

relationship with China.  Consistent, long-term goals must be put into motion now in order to 

provide predictability and stability in the future.  Cultural exchanges between US and Chinese 

citizens through the increase of Chinese student VISAs and improvements in the US educational 

system will be key to countering propaganda and gradually establishing a free press within 

China.  

 Merely 50 years ago, China was still pursuing isolationist policies and had virtually zero 

foreign direct investment.8  Since then, China has increased international investments that have 

brought the nation forward as a world competitor and economic powerhouse.8  These changes 

have decreased suffering within their populace and have provided some economic prosperity for 

urban citizens leading to improvements in the Chinese way of life.  However, this progress has 

not eliminated significant human rights abuses committed by the CCP and does not provide 

many of the civil liberties and social programs provided from a modern democracy.9  

 While the slow pace of social change can be excruciating for democratic citizens 

watching from the outside, China is postured to continue momentum towards more democratic 

principles in the future.3  According to McIntyre 2015, there are three preconditions that make a 



 
 

3 

country a better candidate for successful democratization; business and education investments, 

establishment of a free press, and balance of power.8  China has met the first precondition and 

now is the time for the US to take indirect steps to improve Chinese citizens’ awareness so that 

they demand a free press that has the ability to highlight corruption, prevent human rights 

abuses, and enhance social programs within the country.  While this seems like the next logical 

step for the US’ goals in China, it is certainly easier said than done since the CCP has invested 

heavily in the censorship and control of its population.   

 The Great Firewall of China has been very effective in controlling the information the 

Chinese populace consumes through news outlets and online media sources.  This firewall blocks 

any information that the CCP does not consider favorable to its goals or policies.  The general 

Chinese populace likely does not realize the censorship they are exposed to on a daily basis and 

the content that could be accessed through a free Chinese media.6  For this reason, it is important 

to increase the amount of cultural exchanges between citizens from the US and China.  Deeper 

understanding of each culture will benefit both the US and China and create a shared 

understanding of the pros and cons of both societies.  Such exchanges could lead the populace of 

China to push for more freedoms and force the CCP to gradually implement free press principles, 

similar to the way Taiwan gradually transferred to a free press in the past.10   

 In order to increase shared cultural competencies, the US should take steps to increase 

awareness through education.  Increasing student VISAs for Chinese students to complete degree 

programs and attend graduate schools in the US is one avenue to accomplish this goal.  In 2019, 

the US hosted 373,000 Chinese students, which made up about 35% of the total foreign student 

population in the US.4  A gradual increase of five percent each year for the next ten years would 
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continue to aid the long-term strategic goal to establish a free media in China and would increase 

shared cultural understanding.   

 However, even though the United States has historically been the most desired country to 

attend college, recent policy changes and anti-Asian hate crimes in the US have caused Chinese 

students to consider other destinations for their educational aspirations.  In 2018, the US steered 

toward more nationalist policies and put restrictions on Chinese students’ involvement in certain 

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics programs.  Additionally, the trade war 

between the US and China and the pandemic have further complicated the VISA process and 

Chinese student university applications have fallen 18 percent in the 2021 academic year.7  

While nationalism might address the US’ short term concerns, it will not help with long-term 

goals and will not give the US the competitive edge in future conflicts.   

  Admittedly, increasing Chinese student VISAs does not come without disadvantages, as 

the threat of academic espionage is still a perceptible concern that should be addressed.  

According to Grubbs 2019, “in 2014, the US Department of Defense found that nearly a quarter 

of all foreign efforts to obtain sensitive or classified information was through academic 

institutions.”1  While university research is critical to the advancement of national defense data 

convergence and acquisitions, steps can be taken to ensure that foreign students do not receive 

access to this material.  All universities with sensitive research projects should be subject to strict 

protocols for their foreign students to ensure the wrong information does not become subject to 

academic espionage.  Additionally, students involved in these projects must understand that 

sharing information about these projects is a threat to national security.1  

 Despite the dangers, increased cultural exchanges and understanding between citizens is a 

great deterrent and defensive strategy to the increasingly competitive landscape between the US 
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and China.  While increasing Chinese student VISAs should be priority number one, the US 

educational system can also help increase cultural exchanges by increasing Mandarin language 

programs, advertising student exchange programs, and promoting collegiate and teaching 

opportunities in China.11  In order to increase the amount and quality of Mandarin programs in 

US school systems, Chinese student VISA holders could be offered the chance to teach 

Mandarin within US schools to stay longer or work towards permanent residency.  

 While placing a high priority on cultural exchanges will not immediately change the 

competitive landscape, the US must improve its development and implementation of long-term 

strategies to compete with a patient China.  Policies that change every year or drastically flip 

with each administration could have the opposite effect and result in a negative attitude towards 

the US.  For this reason, it is imperative that the US continues to be a safe and welcoming place 

that appreciates cultural differences and welcomes new ideas.  Increased globalization and 

competition makes shared understanding between the two cultures and establishment of a free 

press within China an imperative strategy for the future.  

 Establishment of a free press throughout China is key to combating corruption, human 

rights abuses present especially in minority populations throughout China, and environmental 

disasters to name only a few.5  Additionally, a free press will continue to move China in the right 

direction towards a more democratic nation which will significantly reduce the chances of a 

conflict with the US in the future.  It is important that the Chinese people understand the 

freedoms and the checks on government power and corruption they would be afforded with the 

establishment of a free press.  

 In the last 50 years China has made radical changes that will likely continue to drive them 

closer to a more democratic society.  The next step to continue this forward progress is the 
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establishment of a free press which would be a radical change since the CCP currently goes to 

great lengths to censor and change information that could be harmful to their regime.  The US 

must make the establishment of a free press within China a top long-term strategic goal and must 

keep policies relatively consistent with each new administration to be effective.  To achieve 

these goals, the US must prioritize cultural exchanges through education by increasing the 

number of Chinese student VISAs, creating and sustaining Mandarin language programs in US 

schools, and promoting opportunities for US citizens to study and work in China.  

 

 

 

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

7 

References 
 

1. Grubbs, Erin N. "Academic Espionage: Striking the Balance Between Open and  
Collaborative Universities and Protecting National Security." North Carolina Journal of Law &  
Technology 20, no. 5 (2019): 235. 
 

2. Huang, Chengju. “Editorial: From Control to Negotiation: Chinese Media in the  
2000s.” International Communication Gazette 69, no. 5 (October 2007): 402–12. 
 

3. Huang, Yasheng. "Democratize or Die: Why China's Communists Face Reform or  
Revolution." Foreign Aff. 92 (2013): 47. 
 

4. Israel, Emma & Batalova Jeanne, 2021. International Students in the United States.   
28 Nov 2021, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/international-students-united-states-2020.  
 

5. Kuznar, Eric. "China Inequality Report." (2019). 
 

6. Lum, Thomas. "Internet development and information control in the People's 
Republic of China." Library of Congress Washington Dc Congressional Research Service, 2006. 
 

7. McGregory, Grady, (2021). U.S. universities face another school year of too few  
Chinese students. 1 Dec 2021, https://fortune.com/2021/08/16/us-universities-international- 
students-china-covid/  
 

8. McIntyre, Blake Daniel. "Winning the Long Game: Transforming Enemies Into  
Allies.” PhD diss., 2015. 
 

9. Norris, Pippa. "The role of the free press in promoting democratization, good  
governance, and human development." In Midwest Political Science Association Annual  
Meeting, pp. 20-22. 2006. 
 

10. Wang, Chi. "Evolution of a Free Press in Taiwan: A Case Study." (1996). 
 

11. Zhao, Yali, Xiaoguang Zhou, and Lihong Huang. "Chinese students' knowledge and  
thinking about America and China." The Social Studies 99, no. 1 (2008): 13-22. 
 
  
 


