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Abstract: The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) government works hard 
to promote an image of ethnic harmony in China and downplays ethnic 
conflict by carefully controlling public information and debate about 
ethnic affairs. Despite such efforts, the recent clashes in Tibetan areas in 
2008 and violent riots in Urumqi in 2009 reveal the weaknesses of this 
approach. This paper surveys the broad themes of ethnic propaganda (

, minzu xuanchuan) in present-day China, looking at the organisa-
tions involved, the systems of information management they utilise, and 
the current “go” and “no-go” zones for debate. The paper forms part of 
a larger study of the politics of ethnicity in China. It is based on primary- 
and secondary-source research in Chinese, secondary sources in English, 
and extensive interviews with Chinese bureaucrats and scholars regarding 
China’s ethnic affairs conducted during fieldwork in China in 2002, 2004, 
2005–2006, 2007, 2009, 2010 and 2012. Ethnic issues in China concern 
not only the minority peoples there, but also the majority Han – hence, 
my definition of ethnic propaganda incorporates materials relating to all 
of China’s ethnic groups. The paper uses the events in Tibetan areas in 
2008 and in Urumqi as case studies to demonstrate how these policies 
play out in periods of crisis. It concludes with a discussion of the role 
that ethnic propaganda plays in maintaining China’s long-term political 
stability and its international affairs.    
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According to Chinese Communist Party (CCP) propaganda diktat, both 
in the Chinese public sphere and in China’s foreign relations, all matters 
that relate to ethnicity must be strictly managed. The CCP government 
tries to promote an outward image of ethnic harmony in China and 
downplays any ethnic conflict by strictly controlling ethnic affairs. Yet 
despite such efforts, the clashes in Tibetan areas in 2008, violent riots in 
Urumqi in 2009, and more than 90 incidences of self-immolations of 
Tibetan monks and nuns since 2011 all reveal the inherent weakness of 
this approach. Ethnic issues are a key fault line in Chinese politics. Con-
flict is increasingly focusing on the prominent income and opportunity 
gaps between different ethnic groups, the desire for greater autonomy by 
some communities, and a deep sense of cultural loss. China’s ethnic-
related problems are of considerable concern internationally and are a 
frequent point of friction between China and other states. 

Utilising policy papers, interviews, and relevant secondary sources, 
this paper surveys the broad themes of ethnic propaganda ( , 
minzu xuanchuan) in China in the current period, looking at the relevant 
organisations, the systems of information management they utilise, and 
the current “go” and “no-go” zones for debate. Ethnic issues in China 
affect every ethnic group there, including the majority Han. I therefore 
define ethnic propaganda by incorporating materials relating to all of 
China’s ethnic groups. The paper uses the events in Tibetan areas in 
2008 and in Urumqi in 2009 as case studies to demonstrate how these 
policies play out in periods of crisis. It concludes with a discussion of the 
role ethnic propaganda plays in maintaining China’s long-term political 
stability and international image.  
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Propaganda ( , xuanchuan) is a key tool in the CCP approach to gov-
ernance. CCP propaganda specialists distinguish between propaganda 
targeted at domestic audiences and that which is targeted at foreigners. 
CCP leaders have long regarded generating propaganda as an important 
political task. The Chinese term (at least in party circles) does not have 
the same negative connotations as it does in English.  

China in the Mao era was a classic propaganda state (Kenez 1985), 
whose main method of mass persuasion was social transformation. 
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However, since the watershed of 1989, rather than to politically indoctri-
nate, the role of propaganda in China is now to mould public opinion on 
issues of concern to the government and to build a consensus for the 
continuance of the current political system (Brady 2008). Contemporary 
propaganda themes tend to focus on current sensitive social and political 
issues, and are aimed at garnering public support for party policies. Eth-
nic issues are one of the most serious fault lines in Chinese politics to-
day. Hence, educating the Chinese public on ethnic affairs and ethnic 
policy is a prominent theme of contemporary propaganda. China’s ethnic 
propaganda themes are determined by the CCP’s Central Propaganda 
Department (CPD, , Zhongxuanbu), the United Front Department 
(UFD, , Tongzhanbu), working in coalition with the State Ethnic 
Affairs Commission (SEAC, , Guojia minwei). Together, they set 
China’s macro- and micro-propaganda policies on ethnic affairs, which 
must be followed by the multiple agencies within China’s propaganda 
system ( , xuanjiao xitong).  

China’s propaganda system is vast and comprehensive. It is not a 
top-down bureaucratic structure, but rather a system of governance that 
groups together the multiple party-state organisations that contribute to, 
and manage, the public sphere. Similar xitong exist in the Chinese party-
state for other important policy areas such as defence and foreign affairs. 
The propaganda system includes all propaganda cadres and offices in-
stalled in party branches at all levels of organisation in both the state 
bureaucracy and Chinese and foreign-run private enterprises; the political 
department system of the People’s Liberation Army; the education, cul-
ture, science, sport, health, information communication technology, 
publishing, radio, television, film and media sectors; and all mass organi-
sations from neighbourhood committees to government-operated non-
governmental organisations such as the China Society for Human Rights. 
All these organisations, and the various sectors they manage, are required 
to conform to party policy on handling ethnic issues.  

Ethnic affairs organisations are not grouped together in a xitong, but 
official sources speak of a minzu kou ( , ethnic sector). Kou literally 
means “mouth” and is a term that was common in the Mao era to de-
scribe policy groupings of party and state agencies. The UFD’s Second 
Office ( , Tongzhanbu erju) leads party and state organisations 
within the minzu kou. They are also in charge of religious affairs, as many 
of China’s ethnic minorities are religious followers (United Front Bureau 
2009). The UFD determines China’s overall ethnic policies and helps to 
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ensure that policies are coordinated within the overall minzu kou and 
within the party-state system as a whole. The SEAC implements these 
policies through its various sections. 

Within the ethnic sector, there are a number of organisations with a 
propaganda function. The leading state body is the SEAC’s Culture and 
Propaganda Section ( , Guojia minwei wenhua xuan-
chuan si), which works closely with the CPD and the UFD (SEAC 2010). 
The propaganda departments of local governments in ethnic-minority 
areas all have a crucial interest in, and are involved in, ethnic propaganda 
activities. The various non-Han ethnic groups in China also all have their 
own state-controlled print and online news media, publishing, radio, film 
and television programming which must follow party policy (Bai 2004). 
China also has a network of ethnic colleges and schools that play an 
important role in educating elites within ethnic-minority communities, as 
well as specialist research institutes that research ethnic-related policy 
issues.  
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China’s contemporary domestic propaganda on ethnic affairs focuses on 
building ethnic unity and avoiding ethnic conflict. Propaganda themes 
promote the notion that the Chinese people – comprised of 55 recog-
nised minorities, with a Han majority – are “one family”, although each 
group has distinctive cultural traditions. In the following sections, I will 
discuss various aspects of China’s ethnic propaganda activities, which 
range from cultural “management” to negative attacks on certain leading 
figures who China regards as threats.  
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An important task of the SEAC’s Culture and Propaganda Section is to 
manage and support these cultural traditions. It has long been CCP poli-
cy to “manage” ( , guanli) culture in China because of the risk of mis-
understandings and ethnic conflict arising from cultural differences. 
Moreover, there is a potential that groups hostile to the party-state may 
utilise culture as a vehicle to build opposition forces. The Ministry of 
Culture is responsible for managing the cultural activities of the Han 
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majority and coordinates with the SEAC on cultural activities relating to 
ethnic minorities. 

In keeping with the CCP’s traditional groupings for propaganda 
work, the SEAC’s Culture and Propaganda Section is also in charge of 
managing the traditional sports and medicinal practices of ethnic minori-
ties. Sports and the health sector have always been part of the CCP 
propaganda system, reflecting the party’s interest in reforming both the 
political body of China and the physical bodies of Chinese citizens. The 
SEAC’s Culture and Propaganda Section organises annual sporting 
events where the traditional sports of Chinese non-Han ethnic groups 
are played and promoted. Some of these sports are also included in na-
tional sporting events. Similarly, China’s Dai, Mongolian, Tibetan and 
Uyghur peoples all have their own medicinal traditions. The SEAC’s 
Culture and Propaganda Section supervises these fields of medicine, 
ensuring that high standards are met and that traditional medicine re-
mains known and practiced.  

+
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Language plays an important role in maintaining cultural difference. It 
was especially significant in a society such as China’s during the Mao era, 
when the government was engaged in major social change. The authori-
ties needed to effectively convey their policies to all citizens regardless of 
their mother tongue. Hence in the years after 1949, one of the early tasks 
of China’s new managers of ethnic affairs was to research and reform the 
written languages of China’s ethnic minorities, and in the cases of some 
ethnic minorities who did not have their own written language, to actual-
ly create a written form of their spoken tongue. Once the minority writ-
ten languages had been reformed and/ or developed, the next task was 
to educate a new generation of government cadres, journalists, editors 
and teachers capable of working in these languages (Schwarz 1962). Min-
zu University in Beijing and its local equivalents were charged with this 
task, and even in the present era, these institutions continue to perform 
this role. At the same time, since the late 1950s, Chinese government 
policy has stressed the need for China’s ethnic minorities to learn Man-
darin in order to be better integrated into Chinese society as a whole 
(Schwarz 1962). The government has established boarding schools in a 
number of major cities to provide a comprehensive Mandarin education 
to elite students from key ethnic areas such as Tibet and Xinjiang (Chen 
and Postiglione 2009). However, despite these efforts and intentions, 
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even today the limited Chinese-language skills of some of China’s most 
restive ethnic minorities is clearly a factor in governance issues. Accord-
ing to official sources, along with other aspects of the central govern-
ment’s propaganda policies on ethnic affairs, many local governments in 
ethnic-minority areas lack the fiscal resources to invest in high-quality 
bilingual education (China Daily 2010), but it is probably more accurate to 
say that this reflects a lack of prioritisation by central authorities to 
achieve these goals.  
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Working closely together with the SEAC’s Culture and Propaganda Sec-
tion and the UFD, the CPD issues regular, detailed instructions to organ-
isations within the Chinese propaganda system on how to represent 
China’s ethnic minorities. These guidelines restrict the range of infor-
mation available to the public, set the tone of the debate, establish the 
correct terminology, and decide which topics are to be emphasised and 
which must not be ignored. Below, I have gathered some representative 
examples of this “guidance”.  

As a rule, all issues related to ethnicity and religion must be strictly 
managed. Controversy must be avoided at all costs. Chinese publishers 
and the news media are forbidden to publish foreign-sourced materials 
from the Internet related to ethnic and religious affairs, including foreign 
media reports and foreign books on China’s ethnic affairs – however, 
while such rules may be in place, actual practice can be very different. 
Current affairs relating to ethnic minorities and/ or religion must follow 
the central line; the Chinese news media are forbidden from reporting 
independently on these matters. All publications on such topics must be 
strictly controlled to avoid causing or adding to social tensions (NBTX 
2005/4: 21). Party propagandists are particularly critical of publications 
that, under the guise of discussing “traditional culture”, promote “feudal 
and decadent culture” (NBTX 2005/4: 22). The news media and pub-
lishers must not publish anything that could provoke ethnic minorities, 
such as disrespectful comments about their customs and lifestyle. For 
example, it is forbidden to use the derogatory terms menggu daifu (

) or meng yi ( ), both meaning Mongolian doctor, and lama daifu (
 lamaist doctor) in the media or online as a representation of bad 

medical practice (NBTX 2005/13: 17).  
Online web managers (and this includes individuals with their own 

websites as well as online giants such as Google and Baidu) are instruct-
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ed to delete any inappropriate posts about ethnic groups. They also must 
delete any links to inappropriate sites, or risk having their websites closed 
down by the Bureau of Public Security (NBTX 2005/3: 21). As a rule, 
the Chinese media are not allowed to report on ethnic and religious 
clashes in China (NBTX 2005/2: 10). As the events in Tibetan areas in 
2008 and Urumqi in 2009 demonstrate, the opportunities that modern 
technology offers China’s disaffected ethnic groups to communicate 
with the outside world are challenging such dictums. Xinjiang is a partic-
ularly sensitive area in China’s ethnic politics. In August 2005, the Chi-
nese media were given a blanket ban on publishing any politically sensi-
tive or negative issues to do with Xinjiang (NBTX 2005/17: 7–9). At the 
time, internal reports recorded that Xinjiang was experiencing unrest due 
to extremely high levels of unemployment among Uyghur youth – an 
estimated 60 per cent of those with at least a high school education were 
unemployed in 2005 (SEAC 2006). Such guidelines are in line with the 
preference for positive propaganda and belief that too much negative 
information will destroy public confidence in the regime.  

During times of ethnic-related crisis, the CCP’s Office for Foreign 
Propaganda (OFP, aka the State Council Information Office) is in charge 
of guiding the Chinese media on events involving Tibet, Xinjiang, ethnic 
minorities, religion, human rights, and internal and external terrorist 
activities, along with being responsible for issuing official statements to 
the foreign media on such incidents. This arrangement demonstrates the 
Chinese government’s awareness of the role ethnic conflict in China 
plays in both its foreign relations and its domestic politics. During ex-
tremely serious incidents, only Xinhua News Agency is allowed to file 
news reports; all other Chinese media must use the Xinhua dispatches 
word for word. 
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A central task of the SEAC Culture and Propaganda Section is to edu-
cate Chinese citizens about China’s ethnic policies and the rationale be-
hind these policies. To this end, it organises regular propaganda cam-
paigns on these topics through the news media and local propaganda 
departments. The CCP has long utilised the mass campaign ( , yun-
dong) as a means of engaging in public political education. However, the 
term yundong is no longer used as it is associated with the excesses of the 
Mao era; instead, the ambiguous huodong ( ), which can be translated 
as “activities” as well as “campaign”, is now preferred. The Chinese term 
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for PR campaign is gong guan huodong ( ) and the new-style na-
tional-level mass campaigns do have much in common with PR efforts 
(Brady 2009).�When it comes to ethnic propaganda, instead of political 
study as in the Mao years, the masses are now targeted with soft propa-
ganda messages aimed at garnering social unity and political stability, 
such as the regular “ethnic unity” campaigns ( , minzu tuanjie 
huodong). However, due to limited resources in many of the local gov-
ernments in ethnic-minority areas (which tend to be the poorest in Chi-
na, with a correspondingly low tax take), local governments often do not 
have the resources to fully promote ethnic-unity education (SEAC 2006). 
In periods of crisis, ethnic propaganda activities are conducted at the 
most basic level, including individual oral persuasion. For example, after 
incidences of ethnic unrest in Xinjiang, Uyghur cadres are regularly sent 
out to visit local communities to discuss government policy and listen to 
local concerns. Similarly, in Tibet, monks endure political education 
classes on the “correct” way to perceive the Dalai Lama and on patriotic 
education (Bovingdon 2004; Smith 2008).  
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The SEAC’s Culture and Propaganda Section (in conjunction with rele-
vant state bodies such as the State Administration of Radio, Film and 
Television – SARFT – and the General Administration of Press and 
Publishing – GAPP) also oversees China’s minority-language print and 
online media, radio, film, television and publishing, and supervises the 
study and use of ethnic-minority languages in China. Without state sup-
port, many of the ethnic-minority groups would have little or no news 
media, radio, film, television and published material in their own lan-
guages. For the last 60 years of CCP rule, the ethnic-language mass me-
dia have played an important role in maintaining local cultures and 
communities within the Chinese public sphere where Mandarin is the 
main language of discourse.  

However, the advent of information communication technology 
(ICT) and the increasing commercialisation of China’s public sphere 
have brought a host of new challenges to the Chinese party-state’s dom-
inance of ethnic-language mass communication. China’s move to a mar-
ket-oriented economy has meant that many private organisations are 
now involved in providing ethnic-language content for the Chinese pub-
lic sphere. From the government’s point of view, much of this content is 
harmless, but some materials, such as those regarding religious matters 
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or cultural traditions, cause concern. Internet and mobile phone tech-
nology has also allowed individuals to become directly involved in mass 
communication, through personal websites, blogs, and the sending of 
mass text messages. As propaganda specialist Walter Lippmann notes, 
without some form of censorship, propaganda work becomes impos-
sible. Through censorship, a government can create what Lippmann calls 
a “‘pseudo-environment” through which it can manage public opinion 
(Lippmann 1922). The Chinese government utilises a number of means 
to maintain a “pseudo-environment” conducive to perpetuating its do-
mestic propaganda on ethnic affairs, including 1) managing personnel by 
appointing nomenklatura to key positions, 2) carrying out ongoing censor-
ship and 3) periodically cracking down on illegal publications. I will dis-
cuss these in detail below. 

	��������� 
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Appointing nomenklatura to key positions – in Chinese the closest term is 
zuzhi gongzuo ( , organizational work) – is still one of the gov-
ernment’s most basic means of ensuring that the party line is followed 
on important political matters. The leading personnel of all ethnic-lan-
guage media organisations are all appointed by local propaganda depart-
ments. This is because, as with all media organisations in China, the lead-
ing editor of each of China’s minority-language media outlets is respon-
sible for censoring materials and hence must take responsibility for any 
mishaps (Brady 2008). In addition, party membership is required for 
appointment to any politically sensitive job within the minzu kou, as it is 
with many other politically sensitive sectors of China’s party-state sys-
tem.  

�����������
As noted above, censorship is an essential aspect of successful propa-
ganda activities – not only in China, but in any state. In 2010 the Dalai 
Lama stated that “censorship […] is the source of the problem” when it 
comes to Sino-Tibetan social and political tensions. He noted that due to 
the Chinese government’s strict censorship on Tibet-related issues, Chi-
nese people had no opportunity to learn the Tibetan perspective (Reuters 
2010). Although the Chinese government promotes the notion of China 
becoming a “knowledge economy” and there is much more freedom of 
information now than in previous eras, strict controls remain in place on 
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taboo topics such as ethnic affairs. In the mid-1990s, a system was set up 
that specified at least three levels of censorship any book must go 
through before being published in China (Xinwen chubanshe tushu 
guanlisi 1991). Publishers must provide an annual report on their activi-
ties to GAPP and must pay a fee for the cost of the annual audit of this 
report. Publishers that have published inappropriate material at any point 
in the three years previous to an audit are closed down (Zhonggong 
zhongyang xuanchuanbu zhengce fagui yanjiushi�1998). Publications that 
“promote superstition” are of particular concern. Banned subjects in-
clude religious texts from non–state-authorised religious groups, geo-
mancy, divination, and communicating with spirits and ghosts with the 
purpose of telling fortunes or curing the sick. Such materials are thought 
to “confuse and poison people’s minds and create confusion in the pub-
lic order” (Zhonggong zhongyang xuanchuanbu zhengce fagui yanjiushi�
1998). Permission to publish books on Islam must be obtained through 
the State Administration for Religious Affairs, and only approved reli-
gious groups may publish Islam-related religious texts in China (Zhong-
gong zhongyang xuanchuanbu zhengce fagui yanjiushi� 1998). In prin-
ciple, it is forbidden to publish materials produced by overseas sources 
on Islam; however, this ruling is frequently ignored. Publications in Uy-
ghur have been under an even stricter system of censorship since the 
Baren incident of April 1990, when a group of armed Uyghurs took over 
a police station and demanded an end to CCP rule in Xinjiang. The cen-
tral government blamed the incident on prominent Uyghur intellectuals, 
who it was claimed had fanned the flames of ethnic separatism in their 
publications. As a consequence, Uyghur-language publications began to 
be more closely monitored, as did music recordings and film (Bovingdon 
2004).  

All present and future forms of ICT are now classified as instru-
ments of mass communication. This means that, like other mediums, 
they must follow propaganda guidelines on content (Chen 1999). China’s 
Internet connections, e-mail, text messaging and paging are all filtered 
for sensitive content, and those who are caught flouting official no-go 
zones by circulating illegal material risk imprisonment. However, thanks 
to re-routing software and other techniques, such controls can be evaded 
by netizens with some technical know-how. Hence, in times of political 
crisis, China’s propaganda authorities will resort to even more radical 
measures such as temporarily closing down access to the Internet, inter-
national calls and mobile phone coverage, as it did in July 2009 during 
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the Urumqi riots. During such crises, the government knows it must be 
absolutely in control of the public sphere if it wishes to manage public 
opinion and bring the crisis under control.  

/�����������
In 2004 there was a crackdown on religious texts being smuggled into 
China; all the examples listed in a Central Propaganda Department pub-
lication were Buddhist tracts (NBTX 2004/22: 18). In 2007 there was a 
crackdown on illegal ethnic and religious publications of the Quran and 
other religious texts, many of which were coming into China from 
abroad. These crackdowns are part of the annual Anti-Pornography, 
Anti-Illegal Publication Movement ( , saohuang dafei xingdong) 
organised by the National Sweep Away Pornography and Strike Down 
Illegal Publications Office ( , Quanguo saohuang dafei 
bangongshi), a coordinating body that involves officials from the various 
agencies that oversee the Chinese public sphere (Quanguo saohuang 
dafei bangongshi 2009). With regard to ethnic affairs, the two main con-
cerns of such campaigns are 1) to avoid harming ethnic sensibilities and 
2) to maintain social and political stability (NBTX 2007/15: 18). As the 
situation in Tibetan areas has continued to be tense since the outbreak of 
riots in 2008, security forces have arrested a number of prominent Tibet-
an writers, poets and filmmakers, and held them in detention indefinitely. 
It is not that they have done anything directly related to the instability, 
but their potential to sway public opinion in the Tibetan community is 
seen as a security risk. 
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On the whole, China’s ethnic propaganda directed at Chinese citizens 
focuses on “positive propaganda” ( , zhengmian xuanchuan). 
However, in recent years, the CPD has recognised the value of negative 
propaganda in crisis situations. China’s modern propaganda specialists 
argue that releasing negative ( , fumian) information during crisis situ-
ations creates popular confidence in the government’s ability to manage 
the situation (Dong 2007). This policy is not yet followed consistently, 
however, as there are too many crises and unsolvable issues in China 
today, many of which derive directly from the inherent problems of the 
party-state. Party leaders fear that allowing journalists free rein to expose 
all crises to public scrutiny would create instability and undermine confi-



��� � 170� Anne-Marie Brady ���

�

dence in the political system. For this reason, deciding which major news 
events can be exposed and which must be hushed up is a task of national 
importance that is still micro-managed at the apex of Chinese political 
power. 

Name-calling is a well-known propaganda technique (Institute for 
Propaganda Analysis 1938) and a tried-and-true part of the CCP propa-
ganda repertoire (Brady 2008). This approach is selectively used against a 
few high-profile figures – at present most notably the Tibetan spiritual 
leader the Dalai Lama – in order to isolate and stigmatise them in the 
Chinese public’s eyes. Chinese-language media typically refer to the Dalai 
Lama and those associated with him as “splittists” (independence advo-
cates), “traitors”, and “saboteurs”. In recent years, the Uyghur activist 
Rebiya Kadeer has also been singled out for negative attacks from Chi-
nese authorities. However, unlike the Dalai Lama, Rebiya Kadeer’s name 
is virtually absent from the mainland Chinese media, a sure sign that her 
name is banned. Her name can instead be found in Chinese mainland 
blogs, where she is typically called a “splittist” and labelled the malevo-
lent force behind the Urumqi riots. Given the strict censorship of all 
online content in China, we can safely assume that if this content is al-
lowed to stay online, this reflects official policy. Similarly, a search of 
google.cn news yields absolutely no mention of the Falungong’s spiritual 
leader, Li Hongzhi, in any online news media, and China-based webpage 
mentions are only pejorative. 
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China’s ethnic propaganda targeted at foreigners reflects the govern-
ment’s long-held suspicion that the Western world does not want China 
to become strong and is intrinsically opposed to the PRC for ideological 
reasons (Brady 2008). As a 1998 handbook on foreign propaganda 
stressed, while coveting the Chinese market, Western powers attempted 
to “Westernise” and “divide” China,  

using their powerful tools of propaganda and public opinion to sup-
press, distort and denigrate China’s image on such issues as human 
rights, arms sales, trade and ethnic problems (Shandong sheng duiwai 
xuanchuan gongzuo huibian ziliao 1992–1998 1998).  
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Such views have continued to dominate internal discussions in the for-
eign propaganda system. The report of the 2004 national foreign propa-
ganda workers’ meeting emphasised China’s ongoing “struggle against 
the West’s efforts to Westernise and break up China” (Dui wai xuanchuan 
2004). 
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As noted above, the OFP is in charge of dealing with the foreign media 
during any major events regarding Tibet, Xinjiang, China’s ethnic minori-
ties, religion, human rights, and internal and external terrorist activities 
(as well as those relating to democracy movements and the Falungong). 
In partnership with the SEAC Culture and Propaganda Section they also 
issue regular guidance to China’s foreign propaganda media outlets such 
as China Daily, Global Times, China Radio International, CCTV-9 and 
CCTV-4 on the correct foreign propaganda line on China’s ethnic af-
fairs. The Ministry of Culture is in charge of China’s foreign cultural 
propaganda, under the leadership of the CCP Foreign Propaganda 
Group (Li 1996).  
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Since 1991, the OFP has issued 62 white papers in English on various 
sensitive topics of interest to foreign audiences, 24 of which have dealt 
with aspects of China’s ethnic policies (SCIO 2005). Within two months 
of the riots in Urumqi in 2009, a new white paper was issued, emphasis-
ing that China’s ethnic affairs were harmonious and equal (SCIO 2009). 
The white papers represent a comprehensive, albeit sanitised, view of 
China’s ethnic affairs. China’s ethnic policies are one of the most risky 
topics of research for foreign journalists and scholars. Scholars and jour-
nalists who research politically sensitive ethnic themes without official 
support and supervision are at risk of being expelled or even banned 
from China indefinitely. This is directly related to the CCP’s fear that 
“hostile Western forces” will aid and abet China’s ethnic nationalists and 
cause further tension in China’s volatile ethnic relations. China’s own 
ethnic-affairs specialists play a central role in efforts to combat foreign 
critiques of its ethnic policies (Smith 2008). Many China-based scholars 
who do not follow the official propaganda line on ethnic policy have 
even been detained, some for years. 
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China’s ethnic affairs relate not only to the minorities of China, but also 
to the majority Han. For this reason, I consider China’s efforts to man-
age international perceptions of what constitutes “Chineseness” (Brady 
2003) part of the government’s ethnic propaganda aimed at foreigners. 
In 2004 China developed a worldwide programme for its Confucius 
Institutes, which are based in foreign tertiary institutions and engage in 
teaching Chinese language and culture (Brady 2008). According to Li 
Changchun – at the time of writing the most senior CCP leader in charge 
of propaganda – the Confucius Institutes are “part of China’s foreign 
propaganda strategy” (Wachter 2007). Other authoritative sources em-
phasise that the rolling out of the Confucius Institute programme is part 
of an effort to develop China’s “soft power”, so that foreigners will cul-
tivate more positive feelings toward China (Wang 2007). However, one 
of the outcomes of having Chinese government-sponsored programmes 
in foreign universities is that these universities are required to fall in line 
with official policy on ethnic and cultural issues in China, including, for 
example, the need to accept the “One China” policy and to avoid inter-
action with Tibetan, Uyghur, Taiwanese or Falungong political figures. 
Many of the Confucius Institutes are barely operational as their number 
greatly outweighs demand for Chinese-language studies or cultural pro-
grammes (Niquet 2011; Hartig 2011). A further controversy, which has 
attracted surprisingly little attention, is that foreign institutions are actual-
ly subsidising this propaganda project, as the contract requires they 
match the Chinese funding. A great gulf is developing in contemporary 
Chinese studies between those academics who are willing to accept the 
political constraints of the Confucius Institutes in return for the status 
and financial advantages of operating one, and those who reject them as 
a form of political interference which should be anathema to the univer-
sity environment.  
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China’s foreign propaganda on ethnic issues aims 1) to promote a posi-
tive international perception of China’s ethnic affairs and China’s overall 
political stability, 2) to dominate global depictions of “Chineseness” and 
the culture and identity of China’s ethnic minorities, and 3) to isolate 
dissident forces and their foreign supporters. As with China’s domestic 
propaganda, the overwhelming focus of foreign propaganda on ethnic 
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issues is on positive propaganda, but it is the negative propaganda that 
makes the international headlines. China’s subsidised tours of cultural 
troupes raise barely a stir, though to ethnic nationalists they might arouse 
concerns about official definitions and representations of minority cul-
tures.  

In 2008 London Metropolitan University was forced to apologise 
for offering an honorary doctorate to the Dalai Lama after China pro-
tested and many of its China-based educational partners boycotted it (Li 
2008). In 2009 Tasmania University’s vice-chancellor was forced to step 
down for similar reasons (Neales 2009). Since many Western universities 
are now dependent on international students from China to balance their 
books, foreign tertiary institutions that officially recognise the Dalai La-
ma or Rebiya Kadeer are easy targets. In 2009 China also put enormous 
pressure on the Australian government and the organisers of the Mel-
bourne International Film Festival to cancel plans to show a documen-
tary on Rebiya Kadeer. The effort failed and the documentary was 
screened at the festival, but all of the directors of the festival’s other 
China-related films pulled out their films, this experience serving as a 
lesson to other, less independent organisations. A month after that or-
deal, New Zealand’s Maori Television backed down after pressure from 
the Chinese embassy and agreed to show a Chinese propaganda report 
on the July riots in Urumqi immediately after the screening of the Ka-
deer film. Maori Television was in the process of negotiating joint pro-
gramming with its Chinese counterparts and could not afford to offend. 
Australia’s ABC was scheduled to broadcast the same programme in 
December 2009, but has now delayed broadcasting indefinitely.  

By undertaking such aggressive actions, China is showing the 
lengths to which it will go to demonise figures the government has singl-
ed out for opprobrium such as the Dalai Lama, Rebiya Kadeer and those 
who support them internationally. In the last ten years, there has been an 
exponential increase in international media coverage of the Dalai Lama 
as he travels the world, attempting to speak to international leaders and 
audiences about the plight of his people (Google 2012a). There has been 
a similar exponential rise in international coverage of Ms Kadeer, as she, 
too, has embarked on a series of international visits to drum up support 
for her cause (Google 2012b). The Chinese government’s response has 
been obdurate and punishing; despite the cost to world public opinion, 
the CCP government has mostly succeeded in preventing world leaders 
from meeting formally with either the Dalai Lama or Rebiya Kadeer, and 
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some countries have even been successfully pressured to deny visas to 
them and their supporters. In this sense, such negative propaganda can 
be counted a success, as it has met the essential goal of isolating opposi-
tion. 
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The protests – and then riots – in Tibetan areas in March 2008 served to 
test the CCP’s policies on ethnic propaganda in a crisis situation. The 
government’s failure to properly manage foreign perceptions of the 
events of March 2008 was a major blow to China’s efforts to improve its 
national image, and it also cast a blight on the 2008 Beijing Olympics. 
However, from a domestic propaganda point of view, coverage of the 
riots in Tibetan areas helped to build mainstream support for authoritari-
an rule in China and can be counted a success. The lessons of the Tibet-
an riots in 2008 were a learning experience for party propaganda special-
ists and led to some adjustments in policy, evidenced in the following 
year when violence erupted in Urumqi. In the following section, I will 
analyse the two crises from the point of view of China’s ethnic propa-
ganda policies.  

Beginning on 10 March 2008, a series of peaceful demonstrations by 
Tibetan monks were launched in Tibetan areas to protest China’s poli-
cies toward Tibet. Some of these demonstrations had been signalled to 
the Western media in advance. Chinese police responded forcefully to 
the demonstrations, and thanks to the pre-warning of the protests given 
to the Western media, Western reporters were on hand to record the 
violence. “Citizen journalists” in Tibetan areas also contributed images 
and information on what was happening to the international media and 
through blogs. It was information and images from such sources that 
tended to frame Western media coverage of the demonstrations and 
subsequent crackdown.  

After local police forcibly suppressed the peaceful protests, out-
bursts of violence between Tibetans and Han Chinese occurred in Tibet 
proper as well as in areas with large Tibetan populations. A barrage of 
negative reports on China’s handling of the protests erupted in the inter-
national media, and many reports linked the protests to China’s promise 
that it would improve human rights in the lead up to the 2008 Olympics. 
Some of these reports were later found to be exaggerated or to have 
used doctored photos to demonstrate their criticisms of Chinese gov-
ernment policy. Selected examples of such coverage were translated and 
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denounced in the mainland Chinese media, resulting in a predictable 
outpouring of rage from many Chinese netizens, not only in China, but 
also internationally. MSN China launched an avatar-based pro-Beijing 
campaign (“I ‘Heart’ China”), in response to Western criticisms of Chi-
na’s ethnic policies. The campaign received strong official support 
(Xinhua 2008). Within China and abroad, Chinese netizens used online 
forums, public rallies outside China – and even a few within China – to 
express their support for Beijing’s ethnic policies and its handling of the 
situation in Tibet. Ultimately, the outcome of the crackdown on the 
protests in Tibetan areas could be regarded as a success for China’s on-
going efforts to unite the Chinese population and many of the overseas 
Chinese through nationalism (Brady 2009). However, from the point of 
view of China’s foreign propaganda it was a disaster that cast a severe 
shadow over the August 2008 Olympics in Beijing. 
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On 5 July 2009 nearly 10,000 Uyghurs in Urumqi gathered to protest the 
official handling of an incident in Shenzhen where violence had erupted 
between Uyghur and Han workers in a factory, leaving two Uyghurs 
dead. Local police broke up the Urumqi demonstration and many of the 
protesters scattered throughout the city, smashing windows, torching 
cars and beating Han Chinese. The protest march and its aftermath were 
filmed by local “citizen journalists” and, within hours, the Western media 
had reported on the events. In the days following the protest, some in 
the local Han community responded by attacking Uyghurs. At least 192 
people were killed, while many more were injured.  

In the days after the rioting, the Chinese media were filled with re-
ports of Uyghurs attacking Han Chinese in Urumqi, but it played down 
the subsequent Han-led violence. This scare tactic was a reminder to the 
Chinese public of what would happen if the central government relin-
quished its stronghold on political power: chaos. Predictably, the gov-
ernment claimed that the attacks had been instigated by Rebiya Kadeer 
and the World Uyghur Congress (Xinhua 2009). Chinese editors received 
instructions from the CPD to “expose the crimes of the East Turkestan 
movement as much as possible [in order that] the masses understand the 
real face of the East Turkestan movement” (China Digital Times 2009). 
This was interpreted to mean that the Chinese media were permitted to 
show horrific images of Han Chinese who had been attacked by Uyghurs 
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rioting on the streets of Urumqi; the decision appears to have stirred up 
copycat violence from Han toward Uyghur. 

Unlike the troubles in Tibetan areas in 2008, this time the govern-
ment took an extremely proactive approach to foreign propaganda on 
the protests and subsequent riots. This was done in order to ensure that 
Beijing’s framing of events dominated Western media coverage, and to 
assist the authorities in their efforts to mould domestic public opinion 
about how to perceive the protests and subsequent violence.  

Within hours of the protests and subsequent riots, one of the first 
and most dramatic acts of the authorities was to shut down Xinjiang 
Province’s IDD and Internet connections. The violence was first report-
ed internationally via Twitter, and nationwide access to Twitter was 
closed down at the same time (Heacock 2009). Xinjiang’s international 
Internet links were closed for over a year; access to Twitter, YouTube 
and Facebook was permanently banned. IDD links were only partially 
restored in Xinjiang in February 2010, the week before Chinese New 
Year, allowing Xinjiang phone users to call internationally, but still not 
permitting international callers to phone in to Xinjiang. These draconian 
measures were essential for maintaining a “pseudo-environment” suit-
able for censorship. Unlike the events of March 2008, this ensured that 
Beijing’s version of events dominated international media coverage. As a 
result, opposition voices and perspectives were marginalised. Unlike in 
2008 in the Tibetan areas, this time government authorities actually per-
mitted foreign reporters to come to Urumqi soon after the violence be-
gan, but they were kept under very close supervision, greatly inhibiting 
their ability to report independently.  

Within a few weeks of the riots, the government had launched a 
new ethnic unity campaign with the slogan “We are all part of the same 
family” (Foreman 2009). According to an Associated Press report, as part 
of this, Chinese television showed political advertisements featuring a 
group of smiling ethnic Han and Uyghur men wearing matching yellow 
t-shirts and singing “We are all part of the same family”, and news pro-
grammes featured interviews with Uyghurs who praised inter-ethnic 
relations in Xinjiang. Yet the same report noted that when an Associated 
Press journalist attempted to find people on the street who would con-
firm such sentiments, he was unable to find any. Instead, the reporter 
noted that the Han and Uyghur he encountered were all tense and afraid 
of future conflict (Foreman 2009).  
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Since the 2009 riots there have been several violent incidents in Xin-
jiang, though not on the same scale. It is very difficult to publish inde-
pendent accounts of what is going on in Xinjiang, as journalists are heav-
ily restricted there. The government is keeping the lid on the situation 
through brute force as well as continued strict control of the public 
sphere. It is not a sustainable situation and the government is exploring 
alternative methods to defuse the ethnic tension.  

�����&�����
China has a well-developed system for managing domestic and foreign 
opinion on ethnic issues, and this system is constantly evolving to adapt 
to new crises. While China’s ethnic-related propaganda has been relative-
ly successful in winning over the Han majority (and also in gaining some 
ground in some of the areas where ethnic minorities dominate, such as 
Yunnan), it has been less successful in some of the most restive areas of 
China such as Tibet, Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang, and it has been a 
resounding failure in the battle for influence over international public 
opinion.  

Both positive and negative propaganda on ethnic issues play vital 
roles in maintaining China’s long-term political stability. Positive reports 
and activities build a sense of unity among the Chinese population, while 
negative reports strengthen the group against the threat of the Other. 
The goals are somewhat different when it comes to China’s foreign-
targeted ethnic propaganda: While positive propaganda activities aim to 
boost China’s national image, negative propaganda is meant to isolate 
ethnic leaders and movements that might threaten China’s political sta-
bility. 

The Internet and mobile phone technology allow the individual to 
become directly involved in mass communication, through personal 
websites, blogs, and the sending of mass text messages. These new tools 
of mass communication inherently challenge the party-state’s ability to 
successfully engage in propaganda as dissident voices are able to crack 
the “pseudo-environment”. In 2008 ICT was a medium for opponents 
of government policies toward Tibetans to get their message out to the 
rest of the world. In 2009 Beijing shut down that channel for communi-
cation for Uyghurs and Han alike and won a brief victory in the infor-
mation war on how China’s ethnic affairs are perceived and reported 
internationally, and the impact such coverage has on China’s domestic 
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politics. But it was only a temporary victory, and Beijing’s tactics are not 
sustainable if it wishes to develop a modern, knowledge-based society 
and political and social stability for the whole of China, not just the Han-
dominated areas. 

China is moving from a period of employing a relatively passive for-
eign policy to pushing a more assertive one, and is increasingly willing to 
go head-to-head with other nations on issues it regards as intrinsic to its 
national security. Its stridency over ethnic issues is one thread in this new 
foreign policy. Ethnic conflict is one of the key tension points in Chinese 
politics, and as the events in 2009 show, the government will go to great 
lengths to bring such conflict under control, regardless of the social and 
economic cost. The basic tools of CCP rule were long ago characterised 
by Mao Zedong as consisting of the “pen” and the “sword” – in other 
words, a combination of persuasion and force. In the present day, we 
can see that ethnic propaganda continues to play an important role in 
CCP governance, and that it is adaptive and responsive to new challenges. 
However, given the extreme levels of popular discontent in China’s eth-
nic hotspots – Tibet, Greater Tibet, Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang – force 
and persuasion are only stop-gap measures that cannot resolve the issues 
underlying the violence.   
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