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Introduction

This report is a result of a large-scale online survey' of public opinion in
Mainland China,? conducted between 9-23 March 2022,2 with a research
sample (N=3039) representative of the Chinese population with respect to
gender, age (18-65 years), and country region.* This survey is part of a
broader research project ‘Sinophone Borderlands — Interaction at the Edges’,
funded by the European Regional Development Fund.® As part of this project,
a series of public opinion surveys have been conducted in various parts of
the world.® We sum up some of the findings from the Mainland China survey
here, especially in relation to Chinese views of Russia, the US, and
international affairs. More outcomes from this research project will follow
in future, focusing on a number of more concrete issues.

Overall, Chinese respondents expressed very positive views of Russia and
very negative views of the US. In fact, of the 25 countries respondents were
asked about, Russia was the most positively perceived country, while the
US was the most negatively perceived. As our survey was collected at the
height of the Chinese public and media attention towards the Russia-
Ukraine war (and before the escalation of the Covid-19 in China in late
March), these results suggest that the Chinese public was not disturbed by
the Russian aggression, and even appeared to support Russia.

This is consistent with available qualitative studies of Chinese official and
social media, which show how Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has been
portrayed not as an act of unprovoked aggression against a sovereign
nation, but as a rightful response to US and NATO'’s “bullying” of Russia.
Russia appears to be strongly supported in resisting what is redefined as
American aggression.’

Chinese views of the world at the time of the Russia-Ukraine war 3



1 Views of foreign countries

Russia turned out to be the most positively perceived country by the
Chinese respondents (see Figure 7). Asked to rate their feelings toward 25
countries on a scale of 0-100, 79.8% of respondents said they viewed Russia
in a positive light while only 12% held negative views. It seems clear, then,
that Chinese positive attitudes towards Russia were not disturbed by the
Russia-Ukraine war. Quite the opposite, as Figure 2 shows, almost 80% of
respondents reported that their views of Russia had improved over the last
three years.® This finding is broadly consistent with past survey results
between 2008 and 2015, which found only around 50% of Chinese
respondents held positive views of Russia.’

Figure 1: How positively or negatively do you feel about the following
countries?10
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When asked to provide reasons for the change in their sentiments,
respondents whose perception of Russia improved mentioned the strength
of the country and the leadership (“trust Putin,” "Putin has guts,” “strong
leadership”), as well as trustworthiness and friendliness towards China
(“brotherly love” between Russia and China and also “enemy of an enemy is
our friend"). Respondents also referred to economic development and
military strength, with the term “warrior nation”, used in a positive sense
(“famous warrior nation”). A few answers referred to the admiration of
beautiful women and athletes (mostly skaters) and a good life in general.
Those few who said their opinion on Russia worsened said the Russian
economy was bad or in decline, mentioned wars, war with Ukraine, and
invading other countries.

”n u

Figure 2: Has your general view of Russia got better or worse during the
last three years?'’

Worsened 6.92%

Improved 78.66% Y

The US was the most negatively viewed country in China with slightly more
than 60% of respondents perceiving it negatively and 31% holding positive
attitudes. India was the second-most poorly evaluated country, with nearly
58% negative views, followed by Japan with 55%. Figure 3 also suggests
that perceptions of the US have significantly deteriorated recently: almost
60% of the Chinese respondents stated their perception of the US had
worsened over the past three years. Interestingly, in the case of Japan,
about the same proportion of respondents (36% in both cases) reported
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that their views had improved and worsened over the same time period (see
Figure 4). Given that the Chinese public usually views Japan the most
negatively,’? these findings confirm that the image of the US has indeed
worsened.

Figure 3: Has your general view of the United States got better or
worse during the last three years?'3

Improved 24.31%

Worsened 59.09%

Figure 4: Has your general view of Japan got better or worse during the
last three years?'4

Improved 36.09%. Worsened 36.29%
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When asked to explain why the respondents' views of the US had changed,
the common reasons included the mismanagement of the Covid-19 crisis
by the US government, American hegemony and the tendency of the US to
"instigate wars" and "meddle in other countries’ affairs." Particularly
common adjectives included “bossy,” “arrogant,” “selfish,” “shameless,”
“unfriendly,” “retarded,” and “vicious.” Besides, economic conflicts such as
the China-US trade war and the general perception of suppression held
among Chinese citizens have also played a role in the deterioration of the
respondent's views on America. Respondents who saw positive changes in
their perceptions of the US listed mostly economic reasons as well as
advanced technology.

n u n u

The other very positively perceived countries among Chinese respondents
were Pakistan (73%), Singapore (66%), North Korea (62%), and Germany
(61%). In turn, other very negatively perceived countries included India
(56%), Japan (54%), Vietnam (48%), South Korea (47%) and Ukraine
(46%). '> Few if any previously published polls have asked Chinese
respondents their views of Ukraine, but prior to Russia’s invasion, Ukrainian
opinion appears to have been far more positive towards China than the
reverse.'®

Figure 5:  How positively or negatively do you assess the foreign policy of the
following countries/entities?
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As suggested by the previous Figure 1, bilateral relationships seem to be an
important factor driving the attitudes of the Chinese toward foreign
countries. When asked about their assessment of the foreign policy of

~

Chinese views of the world at the time of the Russia-Ukraine war



selected great powers, Chinese respondents assessed their own country’s
foreign policy most positively, followed by Russia which was also
assessed as decisively positive by slightly more than 73% of the
respondents overall (Figure 5). The foreign policies of other great powers
were seen predominantly negatively, suggesting the perception of a clear
division between China and Russia on the one side, facing the US, EU, Japan,
and India, on the other. These findings again indicate that many Chinese
respondents indeed support the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The results
also suggest that when the Chinese look around, they see a relatively hostile
international environment in which Russia is the sole great power standing
with China and opposing the US.
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2 Mirrored attitudes: if | like you, you like me

In general, Chinese respondents’ views of foreign countries correspond
closely with their perceptions of those countries’ views of China. More than
60% view the United States negatively (see Figure 1), while a nearly identical
proportion indicated they believed the US viewed China negatively (see
Figure 6). The same pattern is evident in Chinese views of Japan and India.
Notably, France and Germany are assessed positively by 55% to 60% of
Chinese respondents as Figure 1 indicates, and in turn, are perceived by
similar proportions as holding similarly positive views towards China. In
reality, as was found previously, Chinese respondents are too optimistic in
their estimates of how China is perceived in Europe: significant majorities
of Germans and French hold negative views.!”

Figure 6: How do you think China is viewed in the following
countries?'8
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We also asked respondents about the degree of cultural difference they
perceive between foreign countries and China. Singapore and North Korea
were perceived as similar to China by approximately 56% and 55% of
respondents respectively, ahead of Russia (47%), South Korea (45%), Japan
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(45%), and Vietnam (40%). The US and India were seen as dissimilar to
China by 64% and 58% of respondents. The findings show that respondents
do identify some common cultural features even with countries they
otherwise do not perceive positively (such as Japan, South Korea, and
Vietnam), while it is also notable that Russia is perceived more similarly
than many Asian countries — although less than Singapore and North Korea
(see Figure 7).

Figure 7: How similar are the following countries and China in regard
to cultural values?

USA
India
Japan
Vietnam
South Korea
Russia
North Korea
Singapore
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

e not similar at all e not similar ® somewhat not similar » neither ® somewhat similar e similar

e very similar

Chinese views of the world at the time of the Russia-Ukraine war 10



3 First associations with Russia and the US

The survey asked open-ended questions inviting respondents to share their
first associations with the US and Russia. Figure 8 shows that the United
States was commonly thought of as an advanced and powerful state, yet
hostile to China, untrustworthy, and having a tendency to interfere in other
countries’ affairs. "Hegemon" was the most prevalent association (70 out
of 500) that appeared among the responses, followed by “advanced
technology,” “bossy,” “developed economy,” “powerful,” and “war.”
Furthermore, "Covid-19" was also a frequently mentioned association with
America, following right after "war." It is not clear from the results precisely
what the respondents meant by mentioning the virus. It might be a simple
reference to how the pandemic was handled in the US. But it could also be
a consequence of exposure to conspiracy theories claiming the US was the
source or even manufacturer of the coronavirus that Chinese party-state
spokespersons and social media accounts have endorsed.

Figure 8:  What first comes to mind when you think of the US?"°

. freedom of speech
selling weapons

provocative unilateralism
meddling in other countries' internal affairs high-end
world's best sowing discord  unreasonable redneck
shit stirring bandit
white people trade war advanced teChnOlogy
equality f |
Ower u dominerring
unsafe invasions bad p
Disney arrogant Biden
capital cunning
White House  freedom e Obama sanctions  violence
advanced technology
police
untrustworthy ~ Sports war Hollywood
peace spoiler HH H
. militarily powerful ienay
war initiator  statue of liberty  dousie standarcs
severe Covid-19 situation social disorder
hypocrisy don't say what they think

human rights

When it came to Russia, the first associations were mostly positive,
although the intensity of positivity did not appear as strong as the negativity
towards the US. As illustrated in Figure 9, many associations seemed to be
based upon stereotypes, such as “vodka,” “beautiful girls,” “bears,” and
adjectives such as “vast” and “cold” appeared about 25 times each. The

n u

Chinese views of the world at the time of the Russia-Ukraine war 11



most frequently mentioned term was the popular online descriptor “warrior
nation” (more than 80 mentions out of 500), and while “war with Ukraine”
was recorded in the responses, it did not appear to have either a negative
or positive tone (only one single response mentioned that “Russia attacked
Ukraine” and a few respondents referred to an “invasion,” without further
details).

Figure 9: What first comes to mind when you think of Russia?2?
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An interesting comparison with the US may be that “Putin” as the Russian
leader seems much more central to Chinese images of Russia than the US
leaders are to the image of the US. The current US President Joe Biden
received about half the amount of mentions compared to his predecessor
Donald Trump, but neither was mentioned very frequently. Putin’s name,
meanwhile, was the second most frequent association with Russia for
Chinese respondents. In contrast to the US, Russia is clearly viewed as a
friendly country, but the prevalence of stereotypes, including negative ones,
may also suggest this friendliness does not have very deep social roots and
is driven by a pragmatic recognition of the exigencies of state-to-state
relations, along with the persona of the current Russian leader.
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4 Faces of Chinese attitudes towards main
powers

Chinese propaganda images of Russia and the West also appear to
translate — at least at the time of data collection — into more specific forms
of attractiveness. For instance, among the foreign countries, Russia was the
top desired location to visit for more than 58% of the respondents, followed
by Singapore (56%) and Japan (46%) (see Figure 10). On the contrary, the
US was one of the least desired travel destinations with 49% of
respondents indicating they would not visit. By far the least appealing
places to travel for the respondents were India and Vietnam, with 64% and
52% of respondents stating they did not wish to travel there respectively.

Figure 10: If there is no pandemic, to what extent do you want to visit
the following places as a tourist??
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Russia also appeared to be one of the most recommended countries for
pursuing higher education among the Chinese, behind only China itself
(83%), Singapore (56%), and the United Kingdom (55%). More than 52% of
respondents recommended university study in Russia (see Figure 11), while
India and South Korea were the least recommended countries for university
studies, with 63% and 42% of respondents not recommending them
respectively.

w
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Figure 11: If there is no pandemic, to what extent do you recommend a
university student to study in the following places???
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The general confidence in Russia and disaffection towards the US was also
visible in respondents’ answers to a question on how friendly the people
would be in given countries when travelling. Aside from China, most
respondents said they expected Russian people would be friendly (71%)
towards them, significantly ahead of Singaporeans (60%) and North
Koreans (57%). Indians and Americans were expected to be the least
friendly, with 49% and 47% of respondents thinking they would be very or
somewhat unfriendly (see Figure 12). These findings suggest Chinese
people’s attitudes towards Russia and the US are spilling over from
matters of government policy into broader societal issues and
expectations.

Figure 12: If you travel in the following places, to what extent do you
think local people there are friendly to you?
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5 Covid-19 vaccines and diplomacy

Only 30% of Chinese respondents claimed that they would be willing to be
immunized with the European and American vaccines respectively,
whereas 50% were clearly reluctant. By contrast, respondents expressed
considerably higher trust in Russian vaccines than in the vaccines
produced by Western countries. While the overwhelming majority of
respondents said they would be willing to receive a domestic vaccine
(almost 93%), Russia ranked second, albeit with a significantly smaller
proportion (41%) indicating trust (see Figure 13). More than 69% of
respondents would not be willing to get an Indian-made vaccine; only
slightly more than 19% would. The results confirm the apparent linkage
between foreign policy concerns with various other dimensions of Chinese
citizens’ attitudes towards foreign countries.?3

Figure 13: How willing would you be to get a vaccine produced by:2*
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These findings bode ill for China’s exit from zero-Covid strategy. If the exit
relies in part on importing the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine, Beijing faces not
only political obstacles such as national pride, but also strong public
resistance. In fact, low levels of trust in Western vaccines may be the result
of consistent Chinese propaganda narratives describing the West as
fabricating vaccine efficacy data — or even covering up vaccine-caused
deaths.?®

Respondents’ perceptions of China’s international standing were very
optimistic. Our results in this regard seem to confirm the broader trend
described by Haifeng Huang?® in which Chinese citizens have shifted their
attitudes quite sharply from admiring the West to strong preferences and
confidence in their own country.

(@)
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6 Perceived distribution of power

Economically, China was perceived as the most powerful country, ahead
of the US and the EU. In terms of military power, China was seen also as
superior to other great powers, slightly ahead of Russia and the US. As for
cultural attractiveness, China was seen without question as the most
attractive country. Russia was perceived as more culturally attractive than
Europe, Japan, and the US.

Almost 90% of respondents evaluated China as economically strong, and
more than 83% also viewed the US in the same light (see Figure 74). Russia
came in second place, with 71% of respondents rating it as economically
strong, and slightly more than 12% as economically weak. Among those
polled, India was seen as the least economically powerful country. Only
approximately 30% of respondents thought India was economically strong,
while more than 42% said it was weak.

Figure 14: How economically powerful or economically weak do you
consider these countries/entities?
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A similar pattern can be seen in Figure 15 showing the respondents’
perception of military power of the six great powers. China was seen as
militarily strong by 90%. Russia and the US were perceived as powerful by
a similar proportion, approximately 87% and 86% respectively. Nevertheless,
a plurality (40%) rated the US as “very strong,” with slightly more than 40%,
compared to about 32% for China and 27% in the case of Russia. On the
opposite end of the scale, India and Japan were seen as having relatively
weak military capabilities. Only 33% of Chinese perceived India as strong
and a larger share of respondents rated it as weak (almost 37%). Japan was
seen as weak by 18%, a finding seemingly at odds with the ongoing
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propaganda lines projecting Japan as a threat. Only 9% of respondents
rated the EU as weak.

Figure 15: How militarily powerful or militarily weak do you consider the
following countries/entities?

India

Japan
European Union
USA

Russia

China
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

e very weak e weak ® somewhat weak ¢ neither ® somewhat strong e strong e very strong

Respondents were also asked to assess the six great powers on how
attractive or unattractive their cultures are. India was by far the least
attractive country in the respondents’ eyes, with more than 46% perceiving
it as unattractive overall. The US was scored as culturally unattractive by
about 26% of the respondents but more than half (53%) viewed it as
attractive, despite the foreign policy conflicts with China. A comparable
share of respondents, 26% specifically, thought Japan was unattractive,
whereas for almost 52% it appeared attractive. The EU was evaluated as
having cultural attractiveness by a higher proportion of respondents than
Japan, while Russia was rated as the most attractive foreign country, with
more than 71% of respondents saying it appealed to them. Consistent with
other results, China placed first in terms of cultural attractiveness, with only
2% of responses describing it as unattractive (see Figure 16).

Figure 16: How attractive or unattractive do you consider the cultures of
the following countries/entities?
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In relation to the importance of other powers for the economic growth of
China, the greatest majority of respondents (79%) said they considered
Russia an important country for the development of the Chinese economy
(see Figure 17). That might be surprising at first glance, given that Russia
has not been among the top five trading partners for China, unlike the EU,
the US, and Japan. Nevertheless, generally speaking, the last two decades
have seen a significant increase in economic exchanges between China and
Russia and in the context of the discussions of “decoupling” between China
and the US, the respondents might have been influenced to exaggerate
Russia’s importance to China. This may be another evidence of how
propaganda seemed to adjust people’s perception of reality.

The EU was assessed as economically important to China by more than 70%
of respondents, the second-highest proportion behind Russia. India was
viewed as relatively unimportant to China. The respondents appeared to be
divided on the question of its significance, with 35% rating it as unimportant
while a comparable proportion of respondents (slightly more than 37%) said
it was at least somewhat important for China. Surprisingly, from the
respondents’ perspective, Japan also appeared to be perceived as less
important to China, even though in reality it has been one of China’s top
trading partners. Almost 20% of respondents said Japan was unimportant
for the development of the Chinese economy, while 56% stated it was
important.

Figure 17: How important or unimportant do you consider the following
countries/entities for the development of the Chinese
economy?
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Interestingly, Russia was also seen as the country with the most influence
on China, with nearly 82% of respondents believing it has some level of
influence. Nearly 76% of respondents perceived some level of influence
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from the United States, making it a close second ahead of the European
Union with 74%. While only 62% of respondents believed Japan has some
influence on China, it ranks fourth. Nearly 30% said they believed South
Korea had little to no influence despite the prevalence of its popular culture
in China such as Korean television serials (see Figure 18).

Figure 18: How much influence do these foreign actors have on your
country?
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When asked about their assessment of each country’s influence, 79% of
respondents said they believed Russia’s was at least somewhat positive.
The remaining four were viewed far less favourably, with a gap of 35
percentage points between Russia and the European Union, whose
influence only 45% of respondents viewed positively. Following the EU is
South Korea, with less than 35% favourability. Japan and the United States
ranked similarly, with positive views of their influence from 31% and 28% of
respondents respectively. Unsurprising, 17% of respondents viewed
influence from the United States as very negative while only 5% believed it
to be very positive (see Figure 19).

Figure 19: How positive or negative do you find the influence of these
foreign actors on your country?
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7 Foreign policy preferences

The wide-ranging positive sentiments towards Russia and largely negative
perceptions of the US correlate closely with Chinese respondents’ foreign
policy preferences. This can be observed in Figure 20, showing nearly 74%
in favour of a friendly policy toward Russia, while more than 61% favour a
tough policy toward America. Significantly lower proportions favour getting
tough with Japan (51%) and India (48%). In light of respondents’ recognition
of the US’s economic and military power noted above, this result suggests
Chinese citizens’ foreign policy preferences — at least towards the great
powers — relate more closely to their perceptions of the country’s
friendliness towards China than power realities or historical grievances
such as those against Japan.

Figure 20: For the following countries, to what extent do you think the
state should adopt either tough or friendly policies?
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When asked what China’s foreign policy priorities should be, respondents
seem largely in favour of all the common foreign policy options. This
finding is not surprising given the general bias towards agreement in most
survey responses. Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that “protection of China’s
sovereignty and security” was the most supported option (with almost 92%
of respondents agreeing that this should be a priority) and “aid and
assistance to the developing world” the least supported (about 80%
agreeing) (see Figure 21).
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Figure 21:  According to your opinion, China's priorities in its foreign
policy should be:?’
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8 Views of Chinese people

One feature of today’s Chinese political context is unquestionable support
for the One China policy and full control over Hong Kong and Taiwan.
However, when asked, respondents did differ in how closely they felt
towards other Mainland Chinese, Hongkongers, and Taiwanese (see Figure
22). While more than 91% of respondents indicated they felt a sense of
“brotherhood” with other Mainland Chinese, the proportion was
significantly lower when asked about their connection with people from
Hong Kong (67%) and Taiwan (approximately 56%). Besides, although
overseas Chinese are often claimed as “China’s own”, the sense of
“brotherhood” with the Chinese diaspora (62%) or foreigners of Chinese
origin (42%) was not particularly strong.

Figure 22: To what extent do you feel a strong sense of brotherhood
with the following groups??8
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