
 

 

Your question:  (1) What “drives” the Chinese people? And, (2) Why do they refrain from publicly 

stating their values and their opinion?  

 

Dear Dirk-Jan, 

Thank you for reaching out to The China Agenda. You have asked us two interesting and relevant 

questions for obtaining a deeper understanding of the people in China and therefore China itself.  

There is much to say about this and also from different angles. I therefore have limited myself in my 

answer. Here it is. I hope will give you a new insight in China. 

 

Annette Nijs 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Freedom of expression in China 
 

 

The 2018 Freedom Report of The Freedom House states that only 39% of the people in our world are 

free. Being free -in the perception of The Freedom House- means living in a free democracy which 

guarantees of free and fair elections, the rights of minorities, freedom of the press, and the rule of 

law. At the same time the 2018 Freedom notes that democracy is in crisis, not only in the US but in 

many democracies. China is ranked amongst the non-free countries.  China like some other autocratic 

countries have no intention to move closer to the values of the free democracy.   

 

The Western ideology of free democracy is therefore losing ground in the world. Due to China's more 

dominant role in the world, many of us in the West are afraid that our democratic norms have to give 

way to Chinese characteristics we may not appreciate.  

 

How do Chinese perceive their state of individual freedom? And how do Chinese citizens relate to the 

Chinese government and The Chinese Communist Party (The Party) in terms of freedom?  

All over the world people want to live a happy, healthy and prosperous life. How we organise the 

society in which we live, plays a major role in our potential to achieve that. The way that is done 

differs however across the globe. The social contract between China and its citizen is rather different 

from ours in the West. In short, the Chinese government and The Party receive their legitimacy from 

the people by sustaining stability and prosperity to the people. To guarantee the basic individual 

rights of freedom is not part of that arrangement. That said, the Chinese government and The Party is 

fully aware that also Chinese people want to individually express their opinions. As we will see below, 

despite all the censorship on the Internet, Chinese people are given the freedom to criticise the 

government, The Party and its officials. Despite all censorship, the Chinese government is regularly 

showing that they are receptive to the complaints and concerns of Chinese citizens.  

How so? 
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In China, like in any country people have opinions on many different topics, for example on income 

equality, climate, globalisation, the role of the government etc. In China, like in any country, people 

like to express these opinions - their belief system - and have discussions about it with fellow citizens. 

By expressing themselves publicly, e.g. in the Internet, people have the opportunity to influence 

public opinion and when governments take notice they may take these opinions into account in their 

policies. In China where people cannot vote voicing your opinion on the Internet is a way to give the 

government a message.  For the Chinese government, social media posts and other expressions can 

provide signals of support and opposition to their rule.  China has introduced different ways to 

encourage citizens to speak out e.g. in village elections, public administrative hearings and online 

government forums. Citizens make good use of these opportunities especially on a local or city level. 

From time to time the Chinese government shows in the national media that they are receptive to the 

opinions and preferences of citizens and have taken their views into account e.g. a change in location 

in a new road, to be more open on the pollution in the city of Beijing and to make strong efforts to 

reduce this pollution.   

 

Academics*, who extensively study social media in China have found that like everywhere in the 

world netizens have different opinions. In China's case, there is not a large group in favour or against 

the Chinese government and/or The Party.  The more affluent Chinese may favor political reform and 

liberalization but are highly supportive of China’s market economic with Chinese characteristics. 

Those Chinese who support the government and The Party may frequently have problems with the 

economic system as it induces income inequality.    

 

Some citizens want to organise themselves to collectively express themselves e.g. in demonstrations 

or collectively want to take political action on those topics, which they find important for human kind, 

their country, their city, their family or themselves.  

 

The number of protests in China are numerous every day, run in the hundreds of thousands a year 

and are a major concern to the government. The quote below from an editorial of the China Daily in 

2010 is still valid today:  "Relations between the Party and the masses and between the government 

and the masses concerns the long-term stability of our country and determines the prosperity or 

decline, success or failure of the Chinese Communist Party . . . In recent years, mass incidents and 

forced demolitions in some localities have garnered a great deal of attention. These incidents reflect 

antagonism and mistrust between the state and citizens and test the governing capacity of the Party. 

Every day, the need to improve state-citizen relations becomes more urgent". 

 

Internal instability is seen in China as the only likely threat to bring chaos in China. This threat is seen 

as for more real than the threat of foreign hostilities against China. Internal stability is therefore 

considered by most of the Chinese people and state officials alike as the most important job of the 

Chinese government and The Party. Clear prevention of instability, protection of the people - even 

when harsh methods are used - can count on the support of many Chinese.   
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What does this mean in practice? It means that the target of censorship in China are not individuals 

who express their concerns about and criticism of the Chinese government, The Party or officials, the 

target of Chinese State censorship is to stop individuals who have the potential to successfully call for 

collective action, for street protests which may threaten the internal stability of China. 

 

Let's look at the Internet. Internet censorship exists in almost all countries to some degree.  Even in 

developed countries, Companies routinely moderate their forums, and governments require the 

removal of content such as fake news and child pornography. How does the censorship of China's 

internet hinder Chinese people? The most important elements are these: 

 

•  “The Great Firewall of China,” blocks certain websites especially from the West such as 

Facebook, WhatsApp and Google. Chinese raise their voice in China WeChat, SinoWeibo and 

other platforms; 

• Many keywords are blocked and content is filtered, which stops people form posting text which 

contains these words or particular content. Chinese citizens and the Chinese censors play a cat 

and mouse game with this. Chinese people use substitute words for keywords to continue talking 

about a particular topic and the Chinese censors are trying to detect these substitute word to add 

them to the list of blocked words. In practice, the Chinese people outsmart the censor;  

• Websites operating in China need to have their own team of censors to comply with the Internet 

security rules of China. For example, Apple removed hundreds of virtual private network (VPN) 

services from its online app store when China stepped up its campaign against VPNs. 

How does this affect the ordinary Chinese. Most Chinese are of the view that they are free enough to 

express their opinions on the internet and feel more free than ever before. How is this possible? 

Deep academic research* using smart quantitative statistical methods has shown that "contrary to 

previous understandings, posts with negative, even vitriolic, criticism of the state, its leaders, and its 

policies are not more likely to be censored. Instead, we show that the censorship program is aimed at 

curtailing collective action by silencing comments that represent, reinforce, or spur social 

mobilization, regardless of content. Censorship is oriented toward attempting to forestall collective 

activities that are occurring now or may occur in the future—and, as such, seem to clearly expose 

government intent. With respect to this type of speech, the Chinese people are individually free but 

collectively in chains"  

 

 
 
 
Amsterdam, Friday 21st December 
Annette Nijs 
Founder The China Agenda 
 
 
 

_______________________ 
* Research from Gary King, Jennifer Pan and Margaret Roberts  


