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Abstract 

Considerable negative views of China’s rise persist in international opinion, highlighted by criticisms of China’s 
domestic and foreign affairs and concerns of “China threat”. To tell China's story to the world, Chinese leaders 
pay particular attention to international cultural exchanges. How does the foreign public respond to China’s 
cultural exchange program abroad? During the 2011 Terracotta Army exhibition in Montreal, this survey finds a 
majority of respondents view China’s oversea cultural programs positively and favours the idea that cultural 
exchanges help to improve China's international image, while a substantial number of audience holds either 
neutral or unfavourable attitudes towards China’s international image and lacks knowledge about China and 
Chinese culture. This paper suggests that China’s international cultural exchanges should be maintained and 
enhanced with a two-pronged approach to provide foreign public with a convincing source of learning about 
both ancient Chinese culture and contemporary Chinese experience and hence, reduce their doubts and concerns 
about China’s development. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Negative Views of China’s Rise in International Opinion 

As the world enters the second decade of the twenty-first century, China’s re-emergence as a world power is 
widely acknowledged, and arguments about China’s status have become all the more convincing as Europe 
struggles with the sovereign debt crisis of many of its member countries, and the United States lost its triple-A 
sovereign credit rating for the first time in its history(Standard & Poor's Financial Services LLC, 2011). In 
contrast to the recession in many economies, the Chinese economy maintains a relatively steady growth, which 
also brings opportunities for other countries in the world.  

However, there is still a considerable amount of negative views of China’s rise in international opinion. The 
notion of “International Opinion” is known as the general consensus by mass media, world publics, international 
originations and NGOs towards international affairs and issues, which is mainly dominated by western media 
opinions and reports (X. Liu, 2010). Negative information about China in the international opinion currently can 
be divided in two aspects. On the one hand, the fears of “China threat” are still a concern highlighted from time 
to time by western media, scholars and policy makers. Emerged in the early 1990s, the “China threat” theory 
claims that the rise of China implicates a threat to the stability in both Asia-Pacific region and the rest of the 
world in aspects of ideology, economy, military, environment, energy, and so on. (Note 1) The recent evidences 
underlining this concern are seen in the latest security reports published respectively by the Japanese Ministry of 
Defense and the Office of the Unites States Secretary of Defense, as both reports have cited the “China threat”. 
(Note 2) Some regional issues, such as the South China Sea dispute, have also sparked a new round of 
accusations on the “China threat” by rival countries in the region recently (Miks, 2011). Among the American 
mainstream media, the “China threat” had even become a “growing consensus” before Chinese President Hu 
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Jintao’s visit to the United States in 2011(Rothkopf, 2011). On the other hand, the Western media has been 
critical of China’s domestic politics and foreign policies by covering topics such as human rights abuses, 
one-party regime, and ethnic riots, etc. News coverage of China by the U.S. media, for example, have been 
focusing on issues involving tainted Chinese products, ethnic clashes, violence and political unrest in China, as 
well as disasters, whereas China’s economic achievements are “even less visible in the news” (Pew Research 
Center, 2011a). Figure 1 illustrates the top five weekly China stories covered by the U.S. media in any given 
week since January 2007. As Zhang (2006) argues, American reporters are motivated by the current politics and 
ideologies as well as social and political incentives to demonize China as an “enemy.” Some empirical studies 
show that media coverage of China in other Western countries follows almost the same pattern as that in the 
United States. (Note 3) 

 
Figure1. The top five weekly China stories since January 2007 (Pew Research Center 2011b) 

With negative information filling the media newshole and international opinion, China’s image is more likely to 
be viewed unfavorably by the world publics. According to the latest BBC World Service Country Rating Poll of 
twenty-two countries around the world, the global average views of China has improved significantly over the 
year 2011. However, this improvement is mainly because of China’s positive economic influence by contrast 
with the EU’s “turmoil” over the year, while China’s domestic politics and foreign policy remain largely 
disapproved by foreign publics. There is an average of 31% of the respondents holding unfavorable attitudes 
towards China, and the number of people who do not like China in the United States, Germany, France, Spain, 
Japan, South Korea and India surpass those who do(BBC World Service, 2012). The surveys conducted by the 
Pew Research Center (2012) show that Americans not only rank China as their second largest enemy in the 
world, but also think China's growing economic might is “bad” for the United States.  

1.2 The Chinese Government’s Endeavour in International Cultural Exchanges 

It is arguable whether the negative international opinion on China is fair enough or rather biased. The near 
consensus within Chinese academia, however, contends these rebukes of China in the Western-dominated media 
and international opinion have been significantly partial and biased due to either anti-communism ideology, the 
centralism of Europe and America, or the local interests of different countries and groups, hence accurate views 
of China are reduced by selective reporting and double standards. As a result, Chinese academia has called on 
the government to take initiative telling China’s story to the world, so as to reduce misperception and 
misunderstanding of China by foreign publics. (Note 4) 

In response to this utterance, the Chinese government has been increasingly active in the arena of public 
diplomacy, which has indeed become increasingly important within China’s overall diplomatic strategy (J. Yang, 
2011). Public diplomacy, as Ociepka (2008) explained, aims to influence foreign public opinion and shape 
positive attitudes toward the country through mass communication media and non-mediated channels, such as 
cultural and educational exchanges. International cultural exchanges, as part of the toolbox of public diplomacy, 
have been greatly valued by China’s policy makers. (Note 5) “Culture as a soft power,” as Zhao Shaohua, 
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China’s Vice Minister of Culture put it, “could win hearts and minds imperceptibly” (Guo, 2011). Cultural 
diplomacy, interacting with political diplomacy and economic diplomacy, will become an integral part of China’s 
overall foreign policy strategy in the twelfth Five-Year Plan, announced by Yang Jiechi, China’s Minister of 
Foreign Affairs in the 2011 National People's Congress (Xinghua News Agency, 2011).  

It is evident that a huge amount of money and effort has been invested into international cultural exchanges by 
the Chinese government. In recent years China has reached inter-governmental cultural exchange agreements 
with 145 countries, covering more than eight hundred annual cultural exchange programs in partnership with 
above one thousand cultural institutes abroad (Xiao Wang, Guo, & Li, 2010). How does the audience respond to 
China’s oversea cultural exchange programs? Are these cultural programs fulfilling the objectives set by the 
Chinese government? What can be done to improve the effectiveness of these cultural exchange programs 
abroad so as to ensure a convincing source of learning about Chinese culture and China for foreign public? 
Answering these questions involves survey-based empirical research into foreign audience's responses to China’s 
cultural exchange programs abroad. 

2. Literature Review 

Despite debates on whether to see China's rise as threat or peaceful development have been increasing in 
academic interests, most studies are of theoretical and qualitative analysis from perspectives of China’s strategy 
of soft power, public diplomacy or cultural diplomacy.( Note 6) There is little empirical analysis has been done 
to understand how the world public views China, and even less has been done to survey the audience of China's 
cultural exchange programs abroad.  

2.1 Foreign Public's General Attitude towards China 

Comprehensive studies of China's image are usually based on survey reports produced by polling companies. By 
analyzing the 2008 Pew report, Shaw (2010) found there has been trends of global favorability towards China's 
hard power and soft power, and he argued that the U.S. should take proactive initiatives to engage China's rising 
power and sustain the U.S. global leadership. Zhai and Li (2009) argued that the 2008 Pew survey reflected 
western media value and ideology, while the Chinese public's perception of their country was shaped by Chinese 
media system. In interpreting the reports issued by Pew, World Public Opinion.org and Globescan in 2009, Ling 
and Yujia (2010) found the China's power was gaining recognition worldwide but China’s domestic and foreign 
policies incurred much controversy. 

Some field studies addressed regional countries' public views of China. Dong, Wang, and Li (2010) found 
Korean public recognizes the rise of China, but they favored the alliance with the United States to 
counterbalance China's power. J. Wang (2007) compared the soft powers of Japan and China based on a survey 
at Osaka Sangyo University, and argued that soft power is underpinned by economic power. Z. Wang and Yang 
(2009) studied how public in southeast Asia view China based on an regional survey, and suggested that China 
should cultivate positive images among your people in the region. Based on a survey data during 2000-2010, 
Khoo (2011) examined the level of regional "fear factors" in Northeast Asia with respect to China’s rise.  

The rise of China has special implication to the United States in terms of global leadership. Xie and Benjamin 
(2010) found most Americans were well aware of the rise of China and they favor cooperation and peaceful 
engagement with China. Rutledge (2008) compared the American's perceptions' of China before and after the 
Beijing Olympics, and found perceptions of China as an enemy and China's media as inaccurate increased 
significantly. Gries and Crowson (2010) found that "conservatives" or Republicans perceive greater threat in 
China's rise than "liberals" or Democrats based on their surveys. K. Liu (2011a) found that American people's 
perception of China was influenced by their party affiliations and educations, as well as news media. 

To sum up, publics around the world are well aware of China's rise as a major power and they generally favor 
economic cooperation with China. However, world publics are still uncertain about whether China will be a 
friend or enemy.  

2.2 Foreign Public's Attitudes towards China’s Cultural Exchange Programs Abroad 

Confucius Institutes are China's most influential international cultural programs that aim to promote Chinese 
language and culture overseas, and arguably, to project China's ideology and soft power as well (Starr, 2009). By 
interviewing the students in the United States, X. Wu (2011) found students' views of China have turned more 
positive after attending the Confucius Institutes. Based on a survey in Kenya, Wheeler (2012) argued the success 
of Confucius Institute in Africa is measured by not only the political and social context, but also the attitudes of 
students and local business community. By analyzing surveys conducted in Confucius Institutes in Japan and 
Lebanon, Ying Wu and Ge (2011) argued that content, religion and communication patterns are key to the 
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success of China's cultural promotion overseas. 

Chinese martial arts or "Gong Fu" is another Chinese cultural icon that is well known to the foreign public, and 
hence become a prominent element of China's cultural exchange programs abroad. Several field studies have 
been done to address the promotion of Chinese martial arts overseas. Based on surveys conducted in several 
European countries, Long (2007) examined the promotion of Chinese martial art in Europe from the economic 
point of view. X. Yang (2011) examined the education of Chinese martial arts in universities abroad by 
interviewing foreign students in China and found that there is a lack of qualified teachers and course materials 
for education of Chinese martial arts in overseas universities. 

In general, the existing empirical studies on China's cultural programs abroad have mostly been contributed to 
address the promotion of Chinese culture, without much discussion on China's cultural diplomacy and image 
projection.  

3. Method 

3.1 Sample 

The aim of this research is to document the opinions from the audience of China's oversea cultural exchange 
programs. This said, the population of concern is the foreign public who had personal experience of China's 
cultural exchange programs abroad, instead of the general foreign public, because these actual participants will 
have more say to the weakness, strength and effectiveness of these programs conducted abroad. To address this 
research aim, a random sample was drawn from the audience of the “Warrior Emperor and China’s Terracotta 
Army” exhibition, hold in Montreal, Quebec, Canada in 2011. 

The Terracotta Army Exhibition abroad is a typical Chinese international cultural exchange program, which can 
be dated back to the early1980s. Up to now, the Terracotta Army exhibitions have been held in more than forty 
countries, covering up to seventy cities worldwide with as many as twenty million overseas audiences (Yongqi 
Wu, 2009). The exhibitions have served as a bridge for the cultural exchanges between China and foreign 
countries, and stimulated enthusiasm and interest in Chinese culture worldwide, according toTian (2002, p. 14), 
the deputy curator of the Mausoleum Site Park. However, the exhibitions abroad have also suffered criticism 
from Western media and scholars as “having Chinese government involvement” (Paradise, 2009), and some 
scholars contended that China was practicing “Terracotta diplomacy” with other countries (Adams, 2007; 
Langley, 2007). Moreover, some protestors put masks and anti-China placards on these 2, 200-year-old statues 
(Tidy, 2010, pp. 76-80). It is interesting to find out how the audience in Montreal views the exhibition. 

Though the research aims to survey "foreign audience", the audience of western countries is the major 
population of interest. As a member state of the Group of Eight (G8) and The North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO), Canada is a typical western country. What is more, the city of Montreal is a multicultural cosmopolis 
with tourists from all over the world, hence audience from Montreal are more representative of "foreign 
audience". In addition, this exhibition was held as one of the events celebrating the fortieth anniversary of 
Sino-Canadian diplomatic relations, which attached significance of cultural diplomacy to the exhibition.  

3.2 Measurement and Procedure  

The questionnaire is mainly consisting of structured questions, which can be categorized into three sections 
ranging from immediate feelings about the exhibition to in-depth questions concerning the perceptions of 
Chinese culture, China’s national image and China’s international cultural exchanges. Taking into account that 
French is Montreal’s official language, the questionnaire was made available in both French and English to cater 
to respondents of different language preference. For the statistical analyses of survey data, the Predictive 
Analytics Soft Ware (PASW)18.0 was applied to perform analyses of frequency, multiple response and 
correlations to generate meaningful relationships between variables.  

This survey is an on-the-spot interview, instead of telephone or mail surveys. A total of 317 out of more than 
three hundred participants completed the questionnaire forms, and of which 304 were considered valid and used 
for statistical analyses. (Note 7) Reliability analysis was conducted through Cronbach Alpha to test the reliability 
of the gathered data. The results illustrated that the coefficient alpha is 0.864 and as such is considered adequate 
as an indication of reliability for basic research (Table 1). (Note 8) 
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Table 1. Reliability analysis 

Reliability Statistics 

Cronbach's Alpha N of Items 

0.864 36 

Case Processing Summary 

  N % 

Cases Valid 263 87 

Excludeda 41 14 

Total 304 100 

a. Listwise deletion based on all variables in the procedure. 

3.3 Demographic Characteristics of Respondents  

The background of the individuals, such as nationality, education, occupation and so on, could influence the 
representativeness of the survey results. Table 2 gives a picture of the demographic characteristics of the 
respondents in this survey.  

Table 2. The demographic characteristics of the respondents, N= 304 

Sex 

Male  44.4%

Female             55.6%

Age 

19 and below         7.8%

20-39                   44.0%

40-59                     39.0%

60 and above         9.2%

Nationality 

Canada              68.0%

United States                    5.1%

Western countries other than Canada and the United States     15.0%

Others                    11.9%

Education 

Secondary Education                1.8%

College                   27.3%

Bachelor              49.3%

Master               15.0%

PhD                      5.7%

Others              0.9%

Occupation 

Public Servant     5.1%

Education/Research           15.4%

Arts/Culture     7.1%

NGO                   3.2%

Business                 41.7%

Student                 27.6%

From Table 2, we can see the following characteristics of respondents: 

1) A strong majority of the respondents (88%) are from Canada, the United States and other Western countries, 
which meets the survey’s target of focusing mainly on Western audiences. 

2) A strong majority of the respondents (70%) have bachelor degrees and above, which ensures the respondents’ 
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discretion on international issues. 

3) A near majority of the respondents (42%) are from the business sector, which indicates that the respondents 
represent the general public and are not limited to professionals from the arts and cultural sector; a strong 
majority of the respondents (83%) are young and middle-aged adults; the number of the female respondents 
(56%) is slightly higher than that of the male respondents (44%), and hence the age and sex distribution is 
basically balanced. 

4. Analysis of Survey Results 

4.1 The Audience’s Perception of the Terracotta Army Exhibition 

4.1.1 The Unique Charm of the Terracotta Army 

Montreal is known as "Canada's Cultural Capital" (Wingrove, 2008). The UNESCO (2006) also entitled 
Montreal as a "City of Design". The city has a great number of museums throughout the city with all types of 
exhibitions performed through the year. Why did the audience choose to attend the Terracotta Army exhibition? 
The audience’s motivation was investigated as an initial question in the questionnaire (Table 3): 

Table 3. Audience’s motivation to attend the exhibition 

You attended this exhibition because of your interests in? a  
Responses

Percent of Cases 
N Percent 

 General art and culture  168 46.2% 55.4% 

Chinese culture in particular 135 37.1% 44.6% 

China's growing influence   41 11.3% 13.5% 

Other 20 5.5% 6.6% 

  Total 364 100.0% 120.1% 

a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1. 

Firstly, the survey result indicated that general art and culture represented by the Terracotta Army is the major 
factor (55%) that attracts the audience to attend the exhibition. This shows the unique charm of Terracotta Army 
is appreciated by people of different countries as a shared human memory. Secondly, the particular interest in 
Chinese culture remains a significant motivation for many participants (45%). Thirdly, China’s increasing global 
influence also becomes a factor to bring the audience to the exhibition (14%). As argued by X. Wei (2002), the 
more powerful a country is, the more possibilities for this country’s cultural diplomacy to succeed . 

4.1.2 Wonder and Admiration for Chinese History and Culture 

How do the participants describe their feelings after attending the Terracotta Army exhibition? As the Terracotta 
Army were described as ancient China’s “military machine” and “fierce army” by some media (Guardian, 2007; 
Johnston, 2007 ) , does the participants associate the Terracotta Army with the so-called “militaristic threat” of 
contemporary China? These questions were responded as follows (Table 4): 

Table 4. The audience's immediate feelings about the Terracotta Army  

If you were describing this exhibition to a friend, which word(s) would you 
use? a 

Responses 
Percent of Cases

N Percent 

  Beauty of the Chinese Arts         90 22.6% 32.1% 

Great Chinese Culture & History     214 53.6% 76.4% 

Growing interest in Chinese culture  56 14.0% 20.0% 

Militaristic China    33 8.3% 11.8% 

No particular feeling or interest     1 0.3% 0.4% 

Other 5 1.3% 1.8% 

  Total 399 100.0% 142.5% 

a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1. 

According to the survey results, what impressed participants the most was the grandeur and splendor of Chinese 
history and culture, a strong majority of 76 per cent of respondents expressed their deep wonder and admiration. 
Next, the beauty of Chinese arts demonstrated by the Terracotta Army also impresses the audience(32%). it is 
obvious that the ancient Chinese civilization with its magnificent arts and cultural heritages poses the most 
popular attraction to foreign audiences. As a result, many within the surveyed audience indicated that they have a 
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growing interest in Chinese culture after attending the Terracotta Army exhibition. “To get the foreign audiences 
interested in Chinese culture is a step forward,” said an official from China’s Ministry of Culture (Li, 2010). 
Lastly, a few participants (12%) associated the Terracotta Army with China’s militaristic image, which should be 
noted by the organizers of similar exhibitions in future. 

4.1.3 Cultural Relics Exhibitions Are not Perceived as Ideological Propaganda  

Some Western scholars and media are suspicious of the Chinese government’s claim about the purpose of 
China’s international cultural promotion being simply increasing mutual understandings between the people of 
China and other countries. For example, China’s Confucius Institutes on some university campuses abroad have 
been criticized for “improper influence over teaching and research, industrial and military espionage” (Starr, 
2009, pp. 78-79). The Terracotta Army exhibition in London, as mentioned above, was criticized for its 
“government involvement”. Is the audience in Montreal in favor of these comments? The responses to this 
question are as follows (Table 5): 

Table 5. The audience's attitude towards the exhibition 

Which opinion about the exhibition do you agree on? Frequency Percent Valid 
Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid 
It is just a showcase of ancient Chinese culture, 
promoting mutual understanding between 
Canada and China. 

224 73.7 95.3 95.3 

 
It is sort of China’s overseas propaganda, 
promoting China's ideology abroad.” 11 3.6 4.7 100.0 

Total 235 77.3 100.0 
Missing No Comments 14 4.6

System 55 18.1
Total 69 22.7

Total   304 100.0   

The survey results show a strong majority of 74 per cent of respondents have positive views of the exhibition. 
This result indicates the audience generally does not interpret the exhibition politically. Instead, they are more 
likely to consider the exhibition as a window to learn about China and Chinese culture. While many Chinese 
scholars have argued that China’s cultural exchange programs abroad should minimize government involvement 
to reduce concerns of political implications (K. Liu, 2011b; X. Wu, 2011), the exhibition of Terracotta Army in 
Montreal provides a counter example, as the exhibition was hosted by the Shaanxi Provincial Cultural Relics 
Bureau, which is a Chinese government institute. Therefore, a government-hosted cultural program does not 
necessarily incur political concerns, and the content of a cultural exchange program seems to be more important 
than the organizer. 

4.2 The Audience’s Perception of Chinese Culture 

4.2.1 Lack of Knowledge about China and Chinese Culture 

There is a hypothesis that China’s rise, on the one hand, will draw more attention and interest to China and 
Chinese culture from the rest of the world; on the other hand, the Chinese government has invested a huge 
amount of money and into projecting images of China (D'Hooghe, 2011). As a result, overseas audiences should 
know about China and Chinese culture to a certain extent. However, the survey results countered this expectation 
(Table 6). 

Table 6. The audience's knowledge about China and Chinese culture 

How much do you know about China and its 
Culture? 

Frequency Percent Valid 
Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Almost nothing 42 13.8 13.9 13.9
A little 154 50.7 50.8 64.7
Somewhat   87 28.6 28.7 93.4
Much  15 4.9 5.0 98.3
Very much  5 1.6 1.7 100.0
Total 303 99.7 100.0 

Missing System 1 0.3
Total 304 100.0   
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A solid majority of 60 per cent of the respondents say they only knew a little or nothing about China and Chinese 
culture. This result indicates a significant lack of knowledge and understanding of China by the foreign audience. 
Another survey in the United States generated the similar result that the American public knew very little about 
either tradition or contemporary Chinese culture (K. Liu, 2011a).Therefore, there is still a long way to go for 
China to tell its story to the world. As cultural diplomacy is supposed to be a long-term commitment (W. Hu, 
2007), the goal of China’s international cultural exchanges may also needs to be achieved over an extended 
period of time. 

4.2.2 Cultural Programs Abroad Remain Important to Learn about China  

The rapid development of new information and communication technologies (ICTs), particularly the internet, has 
given the audience additional means to become aware of China and Chinese culture. Do cultural exchange 
programs, such as the Terracotta Army exhibition, remain an important option for the audience to learn about 
China and Chinese culture? The responses to this question are as follows (Table 7): 

Table 7. Means of learning about China and Chinese culture 

How do you know about China and its culture mostly? a 

Responses 
Percent of Cases 

N Percent 

  Schooling 72 12.1% 23.7% 

Newspapers 68 11.4% 22.4% 

Broadcasting 113 18.9% 37.2% 

Internet 81 13.6% 26.6% 

Books 84 14.1% 27.6% 

Magazines 53 8.9% 17.4% 

Cultural exchange programs such as exhibitions, performances, etc. 70 11.7% 23.0% 

Other 56 9.4% 18.4% 

Total 597 100.0% 196.4% 

a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1. 

The survey shows broadcasting, including radio and TV, is the most popular medium for the audience to learn 
about China and Chinese culture. In contrast to broadcasting’s broader penetration rate, cultural exhibitions or 
performances have less advantage in terms of accessibility, as these cultural programs require on-site 
participation and the audience needs to buy tickets to obtain access in many cases. Notwithstanding these 
disadvantages, cultural programs remain as important as books, internet, schooling and newspapers.  

4.2.3 Chinese History: The Most Interesting Chinese Culture  

With more than five thousand years of continuous civilization, China has one of the world's oldest and most 
complex cultures, including philosophy, literature, history, arts, architecture, food, and so forth. Which 
component of the Chinese culture appeals to foreign audience the most? The responses to this question are as 
follows (Table 8): 

Table 8. The most interesting Chinese culture to the audience 

Would you be interested in any of the following aspects of Chinese culture? a
Responses 

Percent of Cases
N Percent 

 philosophy 100 13.0% 33.0% 

literature 50 6.5% 16.5% 

history 206 26.8% 68.0% 

arts 169 22.0% 55.8% 

architecture 112 14.6% 37.0% 

food 113 14.7% 37.3% 

other 19 2.5% 6.3% 

Total 769 100.0% 253.8% 

a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1. 

The survey shows what interests the audience the most is Chinese history (68%). China is a large country full of 
historical stories and cultural heritages, which has cultivated a unique charm and everlasting curiosity for the 
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audience. The presentation of China’s historical culture is more likely to be accepted by audiences abroad. The 
cultural relics exhibitions, as one of the means to showcase China’s historical culture, have served as a window 
for the audience to see China and Chinese culture. Even President Hu Jintao acknowledged that a cultural relic 
exhibition sometimes could "surpass a diplomat" (State Administration of Cultural Heritage, 2008).  

4.2.4 Art and Culture: The Most Interesting Contemporary Chinese Experience  

Notwithstanding that foreign audiences seem to be more interested in Chinese history and traditional culture, 
many Chinese scholars have argued that the presentation of contemporary China should become a priority, as it 
is more urgent for world audiences to learn what China has achieved at present than in the past (Qiao 2010). 
According to the Chinese Ministry of Culture, China’s overarching strategy for international cultural exchanges 
also encourages the presentation of contemporary China to the world with particular emphasis on these 
achievements after China' s economic reforms in 1978 (Li 2010). What are the most interesting aspects of 
contemporary Chinese experiences for the audience? The responses to this question are as follows (Table 9):  

Table 9. The audience's interest in contemporary Chinese experiences 

Besides ancient China, would you be interested in the following exhibitions of 
contemporary China? a 

Responses Percent of 
Cases N Percent 

 Politics 60 12.3% 19.9%

Economy 48 9.8% 15.9%

Art & Culture 182 37.3% 60.3%

People’s Everyday Life 155 31.8% 51.3%

other 43 8.8% 14.2%

Total 488 100.0% 161.6%

a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1. 

The survey shows the audience is mostly interested in contemporary Chinese art and culture (60%), as well as in 
Chinese people’s everyday life (51%), whereas they have much less interest in China’s prevailing politics (20%) 
and economy (16%). The survey conducted in the United States generated the similar result (X. Wu, 2011) . 
Therefore, the Chinese government should focus on art, culture, and civic life in showcasing a profile of today’s 
China to world audiences. Due to the wide ideological gap between China and the West, political contents 
should be minimized in China’s international cultural exchanges (Zhao, 2009). As China’s economic 
achievements are well known by the world, economy-related contents should not be of too much weight in the 
cultural exchange programs.  

4.3 The Audience’s Perception of China’s International Image 

4.3.1 Substantial Neutral and Negative Views Persist towards China’s Image 

According to the latest BBC World Service Country Rating Poll, Canadians’ overall views of China have gone 
from leaning negative to leaning positive over the year 2011(BBC World Service, 2012), as China’s positive 
economic influence impacts the world. Yet another opinion poll released by the Asia Pacific Foundation of 
Canada (2011) suggests only one in ten Canadians feels warmly towards China and other emerging Asian powers. 
How then does the audience in Montreal view China’s image? The responses to this question are as follows 
(Figure 2): 
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Figure 2. China's image in the international community 

The responses to this question (Figure 2) show neutral attitudes make up the highest percentage (35%) towards 
China’s international image, followed by the slightly positive views (25%) and very positive views (18%); 
whereas the overall negative views, which include both the slightly negative and very negative views, are 
reported in more than one in five people surveyed. Firstly, this survey result indicated that China has made an 
substantial improvement upon its international image, as China’s positive influence impacts the world. In spite of 
this, the portion of the audience on neutral ground is still most significant, which could have a major effect to the 
long-term trend of perceptions of China’s image. Moreover, the amount of negative views of China remained 
considerable, which poses an alert to China’s policy makers.  

4.3.2 Undecided Attitudes towards the “China threat” Theory 

The “China threat” argument is mainly grounded on the power transition theory and the successor-state image 
theory(Al-Rodhan, 2007; Jeffery, 2009). The former theory argues China's reemergence as a major power will 
inevitably pose a threat to the world order and stability by conflicting with the United States. The latter 
hypothesizes China will act as a successor to the former Soviet Union. The “China threat” theory certainly 
influences public views of China’s image. A poll conducted by Pew Research Center (2011b) indicated at least 
seven-in-ten publics in Japan, the United States, Western Europe and Russia have negative views of China’s 
“growing military power”. Both Pew and Gallup polls found that China is the second "greatest enemies” to the 
United States (Pew Research Center, 2012; Newport, 2012). Meanwhile, “China's new economic power fans 
fear” too, according to a global poll conducted by the BBC World Service (2011). So far as Canadian public is 
concerned, the opinion poll released by the Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada (2011) suggests the number of 
Canadians that view the rise of China as a threat has increased over the years. How does the audience in 
Montreal respond to "China threat"? The responses are as follows (Figure 3):  
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Figure 3. The audience's attitude towards the “China threat" theory 

The survey shows the undecided respondents (39%) make up the highest percentage of the audience surveyed. 
However, the portion of respondents who agree (34%) China is a threat surpasses those who disagree (27%). 
This result indicates China’s increasing power indeed causes rising concerns among foreign publics. As a recent 
research project reported, “while many countries and regions are much more positive about China’s rise than 
they were before, considerable nervousness and concern persists” (Yee, 2011). This said, China should maintain 
its endeavor in elaborating “China’s peaceful development” policy to the world and convincing the world China 
is committed to building a “harmonious world” together with other countries (J. Yang, 2011). 

4.3.3 China’s Political Image Mostly Disapproved 

As shown by the above figures, there are considerable negative views of China’s image, and many respondents 
agree that China could be a threat to other countries. What are the factors bringing about negative images and 
fears of China? The responses to this question are as follows (Table 10): 

Table 10. Factors bringing about negative images of China 

    Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid Tibet Issue  2 0.7 3.6 3.6 

Human Rights Violations  9 3.0 16.4 20.0 

Lack of Understanding 2 0.7 3.6 23.6 

Lack of Democracy and Freedom 20 6.6 36.4 60.0 

Poverty 2 0.7 3.6 63.6 

Taiwan Issue 1 0.3 1.8 65.5 

Media Coverage 3 1.0 5.5 70.9 

Both Threat and Opportunity 3 1.0 5.5 76.4 

Women's Right not Respected 1 0.3 1.8 78.2 

Military Threat 2 0.7 3.6 81.8 

Materialism 1 0.3 1.8 83.6 

Pollution 6 2.0 10.9 94.5 

Economic Threat 3 1.0 5.5 100.0

Total 55 18.1 100.0

Missing System 249 81.9

Total   304 100   

The survey shows the audience generally admires China’s economic achievement. Some respondents wrote, for 
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example, “impressive economic development”, “people know china as an economic leader”, etc. However, 
political issues are selected as the most negative factors of China’s image by the audience, which has greatly 
neutralized the positive images of China. As one respondent writes, “there are great stories of innovation coming 
from China, but its history with human rights holds it back”. There are many negative views of China’s 
democracy, freedom as well, such as “lack of democracy”, “depression of liberty” etc. China’s leaders still have 
a long way to go in convincing the world publics that China has made considerable progress in terms of political 
freedom and human rights under the “socialist democratic politics” (Fang, 2007). “Tomorrow's China will be a 
country that fully achieves democracy, the rule of law, fairness and justice,” as claimed by the Chinese premier 
Wen Jiabao in a speech in 2011 (Xinghua News Agency, 2011).  

4.3.4 International Cultural Exchanges Improve China’s Image  

With international cultural exchanges, a country showcases its history, art, and culture to audiences abroad, 
which in turn helps audiences understand the country’s national philosophy, ethics, values, heritages and 
traditions, etc. Furthermore, international cultural exchanges seem to help increase positive views of the 
country’s influence abroad. The United Kingdom, Germany, France and Japan are well known for their 
successful international cultural promotions. These counties all have institutes specializing in international 
cultural exchanges, such as Germany’s Goethe-Institute, UK’s British Council, France’s Institut Français, and 
Japan’s Japan Foundation. In the past BBC World Service Country Rating Polls, all these countries have 
maintained mostly favorable ratings since the tracking began in 2005(BBC World Service, 2012). After 
watching the Terracotta Army exhibition, many within the surveyed audience indicate their great wonder and 
admiration for Chinese history, as well as their increased interest in Chinese culture. Is the audience in favor of 
the idea that cultural exchanges help to improve China’s image? The responses to this question are as follows 
(Figure 4):  
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Figure 4. Audience's attitudes towards China's international cultural exchanges 

The responses to this question show an overwhelming majority of 82 per cent of respondents who say China’s 
international cultural exchanges help improve China’s image in the world. This indicates the audience’s general 
positive attitude towards China’s cultural exchange programs abroad, and furthermore, the audience seems to 
have viewed China more positively after they learnt more about China and Chinese culture through these 
Chinese cultural exchange programs. 
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5. Conclusion 

In the second decade of the twenty-first century, China’s further rise as a global power has drawn much attention 
as well as concern from the rest of the world. Now China has just commenced its twelfth Five-Year Plan, which 
is seen as another critical step towards China’s “great renaissance.” (Note 9) In a globalized world, it is evident 
that a nation state’s image and reputation in the international community could impact its national interests both 
economically and politically. As considerable amount of negative views and criticisms persist in international 
opinion, China’s international image is very likely to be deteriorated. To tell China's story and project positive 
images to the world, Chinese government has been proactive in cultural programs abroad, which is seen as part 
of China’s cultural diplomacy within the spectrum of public diplomacy. 

The survey results give little ground for optimism about China’s international image. Despite slight pluralities 
having positive perceptions of China’s international image, substantial neutral views and considerable negative 
views persist. Moreover, undecided respondents make up the highest percentage in viewing the “China threat” 
and the portion of the audience who agrees with the “China threat” surpasses those who disagree. All these 
factors could change the long-term trend and overturn the overall picture of China’s image. Why does the 
audience have negative perception of China's image? I argue it is on the one hand based on facts, as China 
indeed suffers lots of social, political and environmental problems on its path to industrialisation, which 
inevitably causes concerns and worries across the world; but on the other hand, audience's opinion could also be 
influenced by some western media, scholars and policy makers, whose views of China sometimes could be very 
one-sided, as suggested by some empirical studies. (Note 10) In any case, the lack of knowledge about China is a 
root cause, as this survey suggests most of the audience has very limited knowledge about China and Chinese 
culture. 

This said, the Chinese government should continue its endeavor in international cultural exchanges to tell 
China’s story and reduce doubts and concerns about China’s development. For foreign public, these programs 
provide additional sources of learning about China and Chinese culture. As this survey indicated, the majority 
views China’s cultural exchange programs positively. What are the best strategies for China’s international 
cultural exchanges? This survey suggests a two-pronged approach might be applicable to present both ancient 
China and cotemporary China to the world.  

On the one hand, Chinese history should remain central in China’s cultural programs abroad, communicating 
Chinese people's traditional value of peace and harmony. The survey results indicate that Chinese historical 
culture remains the most acceptable themes for audiences abroad. For foreign public, they may get to know 
China from different approaches, it is certainly important to see China through the lens of its history and culture, 
as China today has evolved from its past and Chinese historical legacies exert profound impact on Chinese 
people’s philosophies and values today. Within China’s traditional philosophies that are largely derived from 
Confucianism and Taoism, there are many doctrines addressing world peace and harmony. (Note 11) For 
example, “Seeking harmony is the most valuable principle in conducting the rite, which was cherished by the 
ancient sage kings in handling state affairs” (Confucius, 1994, p. 9), “Loving people and treating neighbors 
kindly are most valuable to a country” (Zuo, 1990, p. 33), and “All countries live in harmony” (Classic of 
History, p.14), just to name a few. The Chinese government has also stressed that China’s path of peaceful 
development "carries forward the Chinese historical and cultural tradition” (Information Office 2011). 

On the other hand, art and culture, as well as people’s everyday life should be highlighted in presenting 
contemporary China to the world. This survey shows audience has little interest in China’s politics and economy. 
To present contemporary Chinese experience to the world, cultural programs should not cover or varnish China's 
problems, avoiding being seen as "propaganda". Instead, authentic stories reflecting all aspects of Chinese 
society and culture should be displayed, helping foreign public understand transformations and changes taking 
place in China today, as well as China's policy of peaceful development and China's commitment to become a 
responsible nation and build a harmonious world together with other countries.  
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Notes 

Note 1. For different points of view on the “China Threat”, see Yee (2011). 

Note 2. See Office of the Secretary of Defense (2012) and Japanese Ministry of Defense (2011)  

Note 3. For more empirical studies on the western media’s coverage of China, see J. Liu and He (2006), Xiuli 
Wang and Han (2010), Sun (2009) and J. Wei (2010). 

Note 4. See (Ran, 2010a). (Ran, 2010b) 

Note5. The scope of “international cultural exchanges” could be extremely broad. In this paper, it refers to 
China’s cultural and artistic performances and exhibitions in foreign countries, in accordance with the scope 
defined by the Bureau of External Cultural Relations of Ministry of Culture (2004). 

Note 6. See for example, Kurlantzick (2007), Paradise (2009), Price and Dayan (2008) and Scobell Scobell 
(2007). 

Note 7. If a questionnaire has more than 15% of incoherent answers, it is deemed invalid. 

Note 8. In basic research, a reliability of 0.80 for the different measure involved is adequate (Nunnally 1967, 
226). 

Note 9. “Great renaissance” is a phrase used by Chinese leadership to describe China’s resurgence as a great 
nation that will soar to ever greater heights as long as all Chinese people stick together. See J. Hu (2009). 

Note 10. See section 1.2  

Note 11. Confucianism is the practical philosophy derived from the teachings of the ancient Chinese philosopher 
Confucius, influential in China and other Far Eastern countries. It teaches that harmony is found by following the 
right actions of piety and respect, religious ritual, and righteousness. See Blackbum (2008a). Taoism is the 
philosophy founded by the ancient Chinese philosopher Lao-Tzu. It stresses patience, simplicity, and the unity of 
humanity and the universe achieved through the proper balance of male and female principles. See Blackbum 
(2008b). 


