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Dear Policy+ Subscribers, 

 

Last Friday, we held a P+ exclusive video conference with Dr. Maggie Jiang, who shared insights 

on the history and current nature of the nationalism in China. As Associate Professor at the UWA 

Business School and Director of the Confucius Institute, Dr. Jiang has tracked cyber-nationalism 

in China for the past two decades. She believes that the key takeaway for all foreign businesses 

operating in China is to take precautions internally to ensure all employees across the world are 

on the same page; if a PR crisis does occur, issuing a timely apology is crucial.  

 

For those of you who could not make it to the briefing, please see some of the highlights below: 

 

What are the five phases of nationalism in China? 

• 1949 - 1976: the CCP founded the PRC with ruling legitimacy sourced from the defeat of the 

Japanese. This "victor narrative" formed the basis of much of the nationalism during that time. 

• 1976 - 1989: China's reform and opening-up led to a pro-western national sentiment.  

• 1989 - 2001: Jiang Zemin promoted nationalism as a dominant discourse in China so that the 

CCP could continue to rule over a rapidly changing China. Some of the Chinese nationalists 

became more hostile towards the West following the summer of 1989. 

• 2001 - 2008: several significant events occurred during this period to lift the Chinese national 

pride, including the 2008 Beijing Olympics, the Shanghai-hosted Asia-Pacific Economic 

Cooperation (APEC), China joining the WTO, and China's national football team playing in the 
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World Cup. As a result, both the national pride and the anti-westernization narratives 

strengthened. 

• 2008 - today: there is a shift from a clear anti- or pro-Western attitude to paradoxical attitudes 

about the West. On one hand, China embraces western culture but, on the other hand, there is a 

sharp resentment of western political ideologies. 

How to interpret a public incident caused by nationalism? 

• The speaker believes that there are four angles that should be considered:  

1. What kind of incident is it? Political? Does it relate to national sovereignty? 

2. What kind of consumer product has become the center of the controversy? 

3. Which consumer cohort (e.g., netizens on Weibo) is the driving force? 

4. Has the state media stepped in? 

•  For example, the anti-Carrefour protest in 2008 was a nationalistic response to the Paris City 

Council giving the honorary citizen status to the Dalai Lama, who was said to be the mastermind 

behind the separatist movement in Tibet. Although Tibet has always remained a sensitive topic, 

the Chinese government did not seem to be in favor of escalating the incident. After all, the 

majority of Carrefour's employees in China are Chinese nationals and most of the products it 

sells are made in China. 

• The speaker pointed out that many issues can trigger nationalism in the current climate (from just 

3"T"s to many "T"s). Companies should pay attention to border/territorial disputes, current 

international affairs, and significant tragedies or disasters. 

• The speaker also cited Grunig's global PR theory (1996) as a rule of thumb for corporate PR 

practitioners. This theory argues that public relations in a new country should consider political-

economic systems, cultures, extent of activism, levels of development, and media systems to 
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ensure success. The speaker added "social expectations & other influencers" as additional 

important considerations. 

How to manage a public incident caused by nationalism? 

• Prevention is vital. This requires routine communications with global teams and internal 

employee training. The speaker suggested that the China team should help other offices 

understand what drives the nationalism in China and the reasons behind such public outcries. 

• Be aware of the social media ripple effect -- one controversy could stir up global contention.  

• De-escalate if an incident happens and sometimes an apology is the most effective way to do 

so.  

• Be aware that nationalism is a double-edged sword. While in some cases the Chinese 

government encourages it, it is not in favor of nationalism that could disrupt political stability. 

 

That's all for today. if you have any questions or comments, please reply to this email and let us 

know! 

 

Best, 

AmCham China Government Affairs and Policy Team 

 

 


