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Media coverage of Chinese students in Australia

Chinese students in Australia have been a focus of

media attention in 2017.

‘In recent months we've seen denunciations of
Australian university lecturers who have offended

Beijing’s patriotic sensibilities.

‘Racial chauvinism is only one of the challenges
that Beijing is exporting to universities.™

‘Chinese students at universities in Australia have
their professors walking on eggshells.

“...[O]verseas universities are facing increasing
pressure from Chinese students to not say
anything that violates Communist Party orthodoxy,
as Chinese students studying abroad become
increasingly bold in exerting their nationalism.™

‘Australian educators are increasingly coming
under attack from Chinese students, raising
concerns their government’s influence is
permeating our universities.’®

This fact sheet was prepared by James Laurenceson, Deputy
Director, Australia-China Relations Institute, University of
Technology Sydney.
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‘Sadly, the spirit of protest, liberalism and human
dignity that inspired Liu and the protesters of 1989
has all but vanished among Chinese students
today.

‘When asked their thoughts on any political matter,
many [Chinese students] will respond: ‘| don’t
discuss politics.” Those who will talk often borrow
the slogans and phrases of China’s propaganda
machine.™

‘The war being waged by Chinese students against
‘politically incorrect’ lecturers in Australia...has
flowed out from China’s increasingly regimented
education system.’®

‘The recent, surging trend of nationalist Chinese
students...turning their attentions to teachers
who offend Beijing’s doctored version of Chinese
history is a potent illustration of what happens
when an industry becomes reliant on a significant
customer’.®

‘[Secretary of the Department of Foreign Affairs
and Trade, Frances Adamson asked Chinese
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students] to engage in respectful debate rather
than spread propaganda or attempt to gag views
they disagree with'./

An ACRI survey found this commentary was based
almost entirely on the following incidents:

May - Monash University (MU); objections raised
online in response to questions on a quiz that
some deemed made fun of Chinese officials and
reflected an outdated view of China.®

August - Australian National University (ANU);
objections raised to university administrators and
online about the content of a lecture PowerPoint
slide that some regarded as insinuating they had a
predilection to cheating.®

August - University of Sydney (USYD); objections
raised online to a map presented in course
materials that showed Chinese-claimed territory
as part of India.™

August - University of Newcastle (UoN); objections
raised in person to lecture content referring to
Taiwan as a ‘country’. The exchange was covertly
recorded and subsequently posted online.™

1. There are currently 131,355 Chinese citizens
studying at more than 30 Australia universities."
Meanwhile, only four incidents have been reported.

2. None of the four incidents involved classroom
discussion or freedom of expression being

shut down. Academics and universities were
able to respond. There have been no reports of
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universities forcing staff members to apologise,
although MU did suspend an academic while an
investigation was taking place.”

3. Chinese students were not raising radical
political positions. For example, that Taiwan is
part of China is a position held on both sides of
the Taiwan Strait. The Australian government
recognises the People’s Republic of China as
China’s sole legal government and does not
recognise the Republic of China as a sovereign
state.™

4. Survey evidence from the United States Studies
Centre at the University of Sydney finds that the
average Chinese is less nationalistic than their
Indonesian and Indian peers.™ Other recent
academic research has reported that younger
Chinese tend to be less nationalistic than older
generations.*®

5. Polling finds consistently high levels of support
by Chinese citizens for their government and
academic research reports this support cannot
simply be attributed to Chinese government
propaganda campaigns.'’

‘Chinese people have every reason to feel good
about their country at the moment. It's something
that | think Westerners generally have a bit of a
hard time coming to terms with because we dislike
the political system in China.®

6. Experts have warned against simplistic
commentary.

This year Professor Wanning Sun, Professor
of Communications and Media Studies at the
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17 Center for Strategic and International Studies, ‘China reality check series:
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University of Technology Sydney (UTS) has

run focus groups with Chinese students. She
reports they hold a diverse range of opinions on
contentious issues and sometimes there is even
a deep ambivalence within individuals. Factors
such as language barriers, a lack of cultural
understanding on both sides and maturity/age
are able to explain much of the conflict between
Chinese students and Australian academics.®

Fran Martin, Reader in Cultural Studies at the
University of Melbourne is conducting a five-year
ethnographic study of the social experiences

of a group of fifty Chinese women students at
eight universities across Melbourne, Canberra
and Sydney.?° She asked her cohort about recent
media coverage.

The overwhelming response...has been
incredulity at the extreme nature of the

claims about their motives and influence and
disappointment at the way media reports
depict them as a homogeneous group lacking
the power of independent thought. Some also
expressed concern that such claims may further
entrench the anti-Chinese prejudice that
already exists within Australian society, as well
as indignation at the double standard implied in
criticisms of them.

She adds that the patriotism of Chinese students
tends to be similar to the loyalty to ‘one’s family

or school, yet not precluding criticism of the
government and the Party’. It certainly was not ‘a
straightforward identification with either the CCP
[Chinese Communist Party] or the Chinese state’.?

Merriden Varrall, Director of the East Asia Program
at the Lowy Institute writes: #?
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20 Fran Martin, ‘Overstating Chinese influence in Australian universities’,
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[T]he Chinese students | spoke to said they
felt that students’ behaviour as raised in the
Australian press was rarely as simply about
politics as it was portrayed.

7. There are concerns that freedom of expression
for Chinese students is being supressed.

Merriden Varrall writes:?3

[R]ather ironically, is a sense among Chinese
students that they cannot freely express their
views because their non-Chinese classmates
and teachers will dismiss them as being
brainwashed. Despite being told that ‘all views
are welcome’, pro-Party views are understood
as the exception.

Lauren Bliss, an Early Career Researcher in Screen
Studies at the University of Melbourne said: *

[Recent publications that portray Chinese
students] as posing a threat, so too do they,
paradoxically, triumph freedom speech -
ignoring or avoiding the fact freedom of speech
means, in part, an ability to allow contradictory,
opposing ideas to be freely expressed. To my
mind, there is no serious problem on campus,
or within the humanities...the only problem is in
the rhetorical fallacies of journalists, politicians
and intelligence officials in their generalisation
and hyperbole, lack of concrete research or
reference, and their politicisation of what it
means to be a university student.

Wanning Sun remarked:*

Some Chinese students came to Australia
enchanted by the notion that Australia’s media
is free, but then when they read the local
coverage of China, and about themselves, they
were left feeling disillusioned by its perceived
inaccuracy and frustrated when their opinions
were either ignored or invalidated.

23 Ibid.

24 Lauren Bliss, ‘Despite what politicians and the media say, freedom of speech
is alive and well on campus’, The Conversation, November 29 2017 <https://
theconversation.com/despite-what-politicians-and-the-media-say-
freedom-of-speech-is-alive-and-well-on-campus-86929>.

25 Australia-China Relations Institute, ‘Chinese students in Australia - with
Wanning Sun’, The ACRI Podcast, September 14 2017 <https://soundcloud.
com/acripodcast/chinese-students-in-australia-with-wanning-sun>.
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