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MASS COMMUNICATION THEORY : THE CHINESE PERSPECTIVE

Communication studies were first introduced to Taiwan
in the mid-fifties, later to Hong Kong in the mid-sixties,
and only recontly to Mainland China in the early eighties.
In Taiwan and in Hong Kong, the tradition has bgen unastoni-
shingly American, as almost all the communication researchers
have had their training in the United States. In Mainland
China, where higher education was aborted for more than
a decade in the Cultural Revolution and where sociological
studies were interrupted for more than thirty years; the
concept of "communication'" as a field of academic interest
has been fairly recent. While both Taiwan and Hong Kong
communication scholars have embraced with enthusiasm
communication theories learned frqP the United States, their
Mainland counterparts, who have just found ncw life after
the catastrophic Cultural Revolution, have only begun to
approach Western communication theories. While most Taiwan
and Honé Kong scholars have eagérly applicd Western
communication theories’}ﬁ their teaching and research,
their Mainland countegparts are only beginning to criticize
them as '"bourgeoise'" and advocate a cautious selective
stand in their application.l In sum, while Taiwan and
Hong Kong have made considerable achievements in communica-

tion research in the past decades, their Mainland counterparts

have only begun to get themselves acquainted with the basic
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concepts and approaches developed in the ¥Yest.
Although it is true that communication research in
Taiwan and Hong Kong, and recently Mainland China, have been heavily
American-influenced, several distinctive approaches can be
identified. First, there .is the more traditional historical
research focusing on the birth, development, and death of
various media institutions, particularly ncwspapers. Second,
there is the equally traditional attention to journalistic
practiges as exemplified in studies of writing, editing,
and reporting skills. Thied, there is the "imported"
empirical approach to communication and journzlism, which
has characterized most of the studies from the 1960s onward.
Fourth, there is the Marxist and Maoist examination of
communication problems and journalistic practices.2 %hile
the first and the second approaches have cut across geogra-
phical and political boundaries to have been widely influen-
tial in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Mainland China, the fourth
has so far been the mainstream in the Mainland only.3
In terms of the origin of these approaches, except for
the first emphasis on histqrical research, which is predo-
minantly a Chinese tradition, the rest three are conspicu-
ously foreign, One recalls that modern newspapers were
first brought into China by foreign missionaries in the
19th centuryh and the teaching of journalistic practices
in universities, rather than through apprenticeship, is
a 100 per cent American tradition that dates baek to the
early 1920s in the Mainland, the 1950s in Taiwan, and the

5

1960s in Hong Kong. “hile the interest in an empirical
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approach to communication studies is predominantly American,
the Marxist approach is unabashedly Russian. ‘

"Foreign' as communication research is, the presence
and contribution of Chinese insights can hardly be negated.

The present paper intends to take a brief look at four

major aspects of this Chineseness in communication research.

These are: interpersonal communication, communication and
change, persuasive communication, and the Chinese ideograph

as a unique communication medium.

-

Interpersonal Communication

Interpersonal communication is perhaps the most culture-
bound aspect of communication theories, as it is indeed the
culture itself. In Chinese Confucinanist culture, authority
is respected and ha?mony is cherished. The respect for
authority calls for the observance of specific rituals in
communication between elders and their juniors and between
superiors and their subordinates. Choice of words and
salutations can be very tedious and difficult so as to show
respect and to maintain the hicrarchy of social order.
Respect for elders and superiors has also influenced the
expression of opinions in public. To avoid offending the
elders or superiors, dissenting opinions are most often
than not withﬁeld.

| Among peers, harmony takes precedence over the respect
for autheority., To maintain harmony, conversations are
not only carefully worded but 21so calculated for this
purpose. Dissenting opinions are avoided as well. The

respect for authority 2and the emphasis on harmony have
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greatly impaired the expression of political opinions and
done damage to social creativity. The slow evolution of
a truly democratic system in China may be attributed to
the existence of these two communication gaps, vertical
as well as horizontal.

It is true that the Chinese Communists have tried very
hard in the past decades to ﬁeal with this Confucianist
influence, their efforts arc hardly succgssful. The
encouragement of criticism and self-criticism in meetings
and public gatherings did indeed contribute to the weakening
of traditiontl Chinese social structure and thinking. How-
ever, the Confucianist values have been replaced by the
Communist values, which give even greater emphssis on
unity and respcct for zuthority, ificarnated in the Communist
Party Central and the leadership cadres 2t various levels.
.18 such, the two traditional comrunication pgaps have con-
tinued to exert their impact on the Chinese society,
explaining in part the very many failures of the Chinese
Communist.policies which have been formulated without an
understanding of the actﬁal feelings of the people.6

4 deeper root for the concern with respect for authority
and harmony can be found in the importance given to “face' by
the Chinese.7 The concern with "having face'" or "losing
face'" in the presence of outsiders has led to the exhibition
of contradictory behaviors in public and in private. This
explains in part why many a Vestern Gisitors to China during
the Cultural Revolutioﬁ was so much wrong in their

observations of the social reality.
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"Face" influences communication in 2t least four ways.
First, it influences the choice of communication modes. To
avoid losing face, for both the communicator and the
receiver, 2 critical message is preferably communicated
through writing than the spokoen words in face;to;face
situations. The reverse of this is that in face-to-face
situations, messages tend to bhecome leéss critical.8 Further-
more, one finds that among prres the Chinese can be very
cordial and friendly in speaking while extremely harsh and
tough in writing. This is exactly the opposite of inter-
personal communication behaviors commonly found in the
‘L’Eest.9

Second, ‘'face" also leads to the preference of indirect
communication to Airect communicatién on many occasions.

If A and B are not quite familiar with each o;her and if A
wants to invite B to dinner c>» if % wants to talk to B

about something that involves interests of both parties,

to avoid losing facc, as invitation may be refused or proposed
solution may be rejected,A9ne almost always finds a ''C"
serving as the go-between. Since A and B are never in
face-to-face situations when refuaal takes place, harmony

can bé maintained and friendship between the. two can be
carried on a lot more easily.

Third, the concern with ‘"face” has also resuled in
"semantic meticulosity" in both social and political-
communication; The careful selec;ion of words in talking
to elders or.superiors_in social interactions is one

example. In political communication, this can be found
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in the many ritualistic speeches and in the unique phrases
reserved for leaders. While things have changed considerably
in Hong Kong and Taiwan, the phenomenon still prevails in
Mainland China. For inétance, "unemployed youth" is now
being referred to as "youth awaiting employment" in the
media and in social conversations.

Fourth, "face" also has to do wiﬁh the superficial
unity often found in she mass media. As discussion of
conflicts in public may be interpreted as "losing face",
dissenting views are usually suppressed or reserved for
more private occasions and the "bright" side given display.
In an important speech on the Chinese Communist press made
on February 8, 1985, Party Secretary-General Hu Yaobang
unequivocally said that eighty percent of me&ia coverage
should be given to the bright side and only twenty percent

of it is permitted for the criticism or "the dark side of society."l0

Communication and Change

The study of communication and change once dominatéd
the attention of communication fesearchers in both the West
and the East. Largely becasue of the failures and frustra-
tions in applying this model in many developing countries,
this paradigm has been mercilessiy castigated as either
theoretically myopic or culﬁurally ethnocentric. In fact,
it was declared.“passing.“ll This criticism emergihg in the
late sixties and the early seventies has been intensified

in the past decade as a result of the building-up of the

controversy over the establishment of a new international
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information order (NTIO).

As the parauigr on communication and change has been
criticized as ethnoreatric, viestern oriented, and as most
failures and frustrations occurred in countries that have
adopted this "“Western model" of development, China was
lookec upon as a model instead. Yet, the irony is that
post-Mao China is now firmly noving away from the path that
was praised as model towards that has been castigated as
“impgrialistic.“ This is certainly not to deny the many
valid eriticisus of the communication change paradigm,
but to call for a critical examination of this paradigm in
the n>w light, lesc the Third World fall into a perpetual
cycle of following *the path of the West. That is, to apply
a paracigm whe' *the Vest is promoting it and to.discard it
when the wWes* is denouncing it. Examination of the Chinese
experience with development has some insights to offer.12

Of the fo-n-':e.nost impoxtance in this reexamination is
tiie redefinition of the Chinese experience with develoément
in the light of post-Mac reforms introduced and enforced
ucder Depng Xiaoping. While many scholars of the sixties
and tne early s~veniies generally regardea the Chinese
development experience as "success" or "model," post-Mao
policies hav: indicated just the opposite. What went
wrong was that these scholars, while assigning an over-
estimated role to cormunication, were either blind to or
oblivi-us of the role played by "power."” That is, past
Chinese Commiinist communication strategies and tactics

had all been for+ified by political power ccncentrated in
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the Chinese Communist Party. The use of force or the threat
of the use of force, often violent and merciless, was largely
responsible for the effectiveness of these strategies.l3

In terms of the goals set out by the Chinese Communist
leaders, one indeed can hardly dispute with the effectiveness
in achieving these yoals. Yet, one important thing has been
nissed. That is, these communication strategies weye uti-
lized in the achieving of counter-productive economic or
social policies. Thus, the more efiective these measures,
the nore destructive they were. Consequences of these
measures, always important in the consideration of political,
social, and economic polioies,_was left out. Ironically,
hcd China's communication strategies been less effectively
executed, China would be in much better economic shape, as
many Chinese leaders and intellectuals have now reflected.

In assessing China's development experience, communica-
tion scholars have failed in still another area. While comnmu-
nication is a social and c%lﬁural process, these scholars
have_fai}ed to observe the relationship between communica-
tion and develépment in its cultural and social context.

For instance, Confucianism had oftentimes been criticized
as being conservative, thus standing in the way of China's
modernization. Instead, Communism has been hailed as
change-oriented, contributing to modernization and change.14
This thesis has again been refuted by the better economic
performance in Taiwan, Hong Kong; éingapore, and South
Korea, where Confucianisu has pre?ailgd and Communism

outlawed.l5 Perhaps, a most telling case can be made of
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David McClleland's comparative analysis of need for achieve-
ment in school textbooks used in Taiwan and Mainland China.
Once can hardly question thé linkage between need for
achievement and development. Yet, one must also clearly
define this "need for achievement" in cultural and social
context. McClleland, however, failed to observe this tene%.
what he coded as "achievement" in the Mainland China textbooks
was in fact obstacles to economic development as they were
then narrowly defined as "political fulfillment" rather
than "economic fulfillment" found in the Taiwan textbooks.
The latter was not defined and was not coded for analysis.16

The recent controversy over the establishment of a new
international information order and the critical examination
of development éxperiénce in Third Hor}d‘countries_have
called for a close, and often hostile, look at the impact
of "external factors upon development. These critical
theorists assert that underdevelopment in these countries
is a diréct-result of gxplbitation by Western powers,
which have worked hard to ngpetuate their pre-colonial
influence through the export of media and'commanication. M
These'schélars also cited China's Cultural Revolution poli-
cies 'as a modal. Yet, as time has demonstrated once again
China is really the anti-thesis. The Cultural Revolution
policies, which were indeed self-reliant, resulted in
economic and cultural sterility. It was only when these
policies were replaced by open-door policies in the early
1980s did China begin to enliven up culturally and econo-

mically. The lesson is obvious. While external factors

\

it
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do affect the speed of development, internal factors, the
organization and administration of national resources, for
the achievement of this goal, matter as well. Further-
more, this lesson also points to the necessity to critically
examine theories developed in the West before application

in either teaching or research.

Persuasive Communication

Persuasion has long been the core of communication
research interest as it is not only the early focus of
communication research efforts but also the key to the
success of diffusion and adqption of new ideas or techno-
logical innovations. As the social process, communication
is as old as mankind itself. The Chineaa history is
rich in its documentation of such persuasive activities
and has many insights for thought.
The Spring-Autumn and Warring States Periods (770 to
221 B.C.) of the Zhou Dynasty, because of the weakening of
: - s 1“@
the central Zhou emperor's power, were characterized by wars 3
among the lords and a flouriqhing_qf ideas and philcsophies
which claimed ability to strengthen the lords' military
and political power. The half millenium saw the énergence
of professional lobbists who travelled from state to state
to proselytize their secrets of national strategies in
“achieving mi;itary hegemony. Among these lobbists, the
~most noted were Su Qin and Zhang Yi. Su ¢in masterminded

the "vertical alliance" to check the powerful Qin warlord's

mil}tary aggression against the veaker states, while Zhang
y .
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Yi impregnated the‘weaker states with the "horizontal link"
(detente) to pay homage to the powerful Qin warlord.
Examination of the historical documents and rceords indicate
that th? principles of persuasion utilized by these loYbists
coincide will with those discovered and synthesized Wy
Carl I. Hovland, Irving L. Janis and Harold H. Kelley
through experimental studies.18 |
Westerners have often construed the Chinese as a-humorous.
This is indeed 2 gross mistake. The Chinese Historical
Records,ﬁShi Ji) by Sima Qian has had a volume-on "Humorous
Ministers" who were eloquent orators skilled in the use of
"ambivalent speeches" to persuade thgir 1qrds‘%rom imple~
menting policles detrimental to natjonal .security or welfare.
For instance, Lord Zhuang of Cu state ordered his courtiers
to mourn the death of his beloved horse with the same honor
to be bestowed upon a deceased Dalfu (a high rauking miunister).
Although opposed to this absurd4dty, the courtiers dared ﬁot
speak out. JInstead of sgeﬁping out to oppose éhe arrange-—
ment, You Meng, one Q: the courtiers, proposed that an
emperor's honor be bestowed upon the deceased horse. Not
only was a direct cqnfrontation avoided, You Meng was
successful in bringing to light the absurdity of Lord
Zhuang's decision.19 _
Avoiding glrect confrqnfation with existing weliefs has

long bheen the advice givep by communication schblars{
They have suggested "channelling" instead. This theorem

T zan éﬁaiﬁ‘ﬁe"fcundnin Chinese records. The great Chinese

confucian philosopher Mencius advocated on the one hand
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that wﬁrmongers be dealt with by capital punishment and

Fravelled from state to state to persuade the lords to

devot% more efforts to the welfare of the people on the

other hand. One strategy he used most often was to use
‘the same logic of the lords so as to trap them into

following his reasoning. Psychologically, he w%s prepared

as well. He concluded thaé when trying to convince a lord,

one ought to disregard_&he lord's pomp and airs so as not to

be awed and distracted by them.20 One again recalls the
findings of communica%ion researchers about the relative -
status or position or esteem of co;municatéxs in influencing
others.

Mo Zi, founder of the MOhist school of thought during

the Warring States Period (475 to 221 B.C.) and.a great

peace movement activist, was also a powerful persuader. Mo

Zi and his disciples would travel long distaﬁces to see

the lords or their qgnerals to stop them from attacking

other states. In addition to basing his arguments on

sound logic, Mo Zi waS'iacke& up by;defenée é?ployﬁents of
_the weapons he and his discipies had inven#ed. 1In other
words, Mo Zi's str5£egy_?as pgrsuasion.or:negotiation for
ﬁeace on the basis of.st;ength. As the lords found that
there was no chance of winning the war,‘tﬁé only logical
alterntive left was to rescind th;ir decisioﬁs.z1 Mo Zi's

deterrment strategies through strength stand out against

those advocated by today's peace movement activists.

b

The Chinese Ideograph as a Communication Medium_

T ‘ : e
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The Chinese ideographic system of writing is perhaps
the most misunderstood asﬁect of Chines; communication, by
both Westerners and Chinese. To these people, the Chinese
ideographic scripts or characters are a-scientific or
even counter-scientific since they do not use the phonetic
symbols. They are regarded as hard to learm, to master,
to be computerized, and as the number one obstacle in China's
industrial and technological advan0¢menf. In short, the
Chinese ideoéraphs hinder modernization, fhey ought to be
replaced by the more advanced! phonetic system of writing.22

while Chinesc themseives alsc hold such views, they
are largely influenced by Western thinking which is based
on the assumption that the attfihutes associnted wiht the
phonetic glripts a;e better and mé;e advanced. By way of
loéic, the Chinese ideogréphs are thus backward. Nothing
can be more ﬁrong than this and-it can be }egn;ded as a
classic éxample of the idgological domiﬁation of w§stern
thinking ove} indigenousréultures.

One frééuent crifi;ism of the Chinese ideographs is
that they aré so difficult to learn because there are so
many of thém and each contains so many strokes which are
hard t;.memorize. In comparisoﬁ, the Engliéh'alphabet has
only‘26 letters. .This.isfa grossly mistaken assumptionj
one only hag to consider thﬁt learning of the English language.
ﬁ Chinese dictionary contains tens of thousands of words

and idioms, so does an English dictionary. The difficulty

is matched in their respective differences in the nuances
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of meaning created_ig spelling changes and in the variations
of the number of strokes. |
Being ideographic, the Chinese writing system indeed

has some advantages ov;r the phonetic counterparts. For
one thing, they are easy to comprehend. As English words
have suffixes or prefixes to help communicate meanings, the
Chinese characters are made of components or radical roots
that also help with the communicaticn of meanings. If
Romanized, the Chinese writing system will lose this
advantage altogether. The Romanized Chinese writing system
can only convey the scunds, but not the méanings any more.
Furthermore, the Chinese ideographic system, ns are other
alphabetic languages, is selt--gouoctating. th- Row wim-3

.
Chiuese system is not. It will kecome a dead language.

fhe Chiuvare Jdeapgraphie wr1£iug syglem has one more
advantage. That is, it is f%r richer in meaning. Any
English book, when translated into Chinese, takes up only
about 2/3 to 4/5 of the original volume. The Chinese
ideograpnic writiﬁg sypyé; also saves about an equal amount
of space than if Romanizations are used. This saving has
tremendous implications.for cémmunication. One only has
to imagine the paper,.fhe ink, the printing time and labor
saved in the production process an& the cost saved in the
transportation of the finished prodhéts.

As for computerization, the Chipese écientists, most
‘of them trained in the West, have in the past decade begun

to turn away from the logic used in computerizing the

alphabetic languages to that used in constructing the
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Chinese ideographic characters. This shift has proven to be
Bcientificélly prudent and practically rewarding. Chincse
computer scientists have élready been predicting that
inputting the Chinese characters may one day involve about
the cqual time, if not less, used in inputting alphabetic
languages.23 In fact, such inputting system has already
been developed and used in both Taiwan and "Mainland China
and is also being popularized for =2doption.

The above discussion of the advantapges of the Chinese
ideographic writing  'system is by no means a negation of
the advantages associated with alphabetic languzges. What
it does intend to say is that onc must not use the iattributes
of foreipn inventions to negate the vilues of indigenous
innovations unless the latter have been thoroughly examined.
Certainly, discussion.of the advantages of indigenous inno-
vations should also be accompained with discussion of their
dis%dvantages so that imnrovement can be made. The Chinese
ideographic éystem itaelf has undergone many changes through
the tw6 millenia. They havelbecomelsimpler and more standard-
ized., ‘While simplificatioh of the Chinese ideogréﬁﬂs seems
to be tﬂé.naturéi cause of de%elopﬁent,.Such ﬁrocess has
been.efﬁlufionary rather thaﬁ:revolutionary. The latter
approaéﬁ has Been adébted E} tﬁe Cﬁinése Communists and
is exémﬁli%ied in thé natidﬂ—éide efforts to éimnlify the
characters and £o Romanize the characters evehtuaily. The
post—Héo Cﬁinese-leaderéhip has also called fof.a halt to
further simpiific%tion, which ﬁés.in tﬁe past Svsaten.

inconveniences 2s well as conveniences,. 2nd to an indefinite
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postponement of the implemeptation of Romanizing the Chinese
characters. The Chinese experience in language referm can
also be regarded as a classic example in which political
power is used to interfere with cultural processes. The
attempts are not only wasteful, but can be-dgsastrous as
well. Were further simplification and Romanization of the
Chinese ideographs implemented successfully, the Chinese
generations.to come would be cut off from their ancestral
roots, and the transmission of cultural heritages from
qenerétion to generation would be impaired greatly, and thé
ideological domination by, the Chinese Communists would be
complete. Unless cne favors such a state, one cannot but
oppose to the enforced simplification ahd Romanization of
‘the Chinese ideographs in favor of a continuous objective
and scientific examination of the existing system for
improvément.

Conclusions and Discussion

The American apprcach to communication research,

chargcterize? by thg emphasis on empi;icai qethods; has
made contributions to routine media éperationlon both éhe
_ organizat.;i.ona_l and _the _inst;ltutional lev;els. The European
approach to communication research, distinctive in its
Marxist orientations, has alertgd societal attéﬁtion-to
the consequences of communication. The Chinese approach
to communication, gnd the Asian.as well, because of itsl
traditional humanistic concerns, may i?:the long run

contribute to the neutralization of media's impacts on

modern societies and cultures.

-
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On an epistemological level, examination of indigenous
concepts of communication may contribute to the refreshed
understanding of current social and cultural phenomena as
their deep roots are .being unearthed for scrutiny and
thought. Efforts for the Sinicization of social and
hehavioral research in China has only been organized until
very J:'ecernl;ly.zl+ Such a call; however, by no means suggests
that one ought to assume an eﬁhnécentric sfand in conducting
research. Nor does it advocate a disregard for the contri-
butions of Western theories. What it does advocate is a

refocus of present research conceptualization to give more

consideration of the Chineseness of social phenomena and

human behaviors. In fact, only those well versed in Western
communication theories and methodol;éical-metﬁods are
academically qualified to explore in this:wilderness and
are able to differentiate intelligently and intellectually
what ought to be Sinigized and what ought'not to -be.
Exploration fqr communication theories and concepts
uniqué of the Chinese so;;ety and culture has just begun.
Its achivévments are yet to be assesseé as only a handful
researchers are engaged in the endeavor. The-Cﬂinése
civilization and the Asian-civilizatioﬁ are both.characterized
py their long histories. &n expioration into the past will
find rich insights for theory construction and development.

It is in this sense such exploration will pwove rewarding

and will eontribute to thesretiesl and methodologieal

bilingual and bicultural, they occupy a unique position to

make such contributions.

-
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