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HOW YOUNG CHINESE SEE THE WORLD 

For seven years and counting, Qing Wang has been speaking with them to find out 

 

Understanding China has never been more crucial – for Switzerland’s economy, diplomacy, and 

society alike. Yet, much of the debate in Switzerland remains dominated by geopolitics and security 

concerns, often overlooking how Chinese people themselves view their country and the world 

around them. 

The China and the World Fellowship aims to close this gap. By offering regular, in-depth insights 

exploring how Chinese citizens perceive the defining issues of our time: the international 

(dis)order, the ongoing trade and technology competition, the rise of consumerism, and much 

more. The Fellowship also sheds light on how young Chinese think about and discuss global 

challenges. 

Qing Wang, a multi-award winning journalist, podcaster, 

and social media influencer, shares her insights as the 

inaugural China and the World Fellow at Asia Society 

Switzerland, made possible through the generous support 

of MoneyMuseum Zurich. 

 

 

Below is her first contribution as a Fellow. Hear more in the conversation Qing had with Remko 
Tanis, Managing Editor at Asia Society Switzerland, on our State of Asia podcast. 

 

Text and photos: Qing Wang 
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PART I: A Question I Could Not Answer 

In early March 2022, days after Russia launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine, I traveled to the 

Polish–Ukrainian border on a reporting trip. Refugees were arriving day and night. 

One of the people I met was a British volunteer who had driven his own car across Europe to help. 

For days he had been shuttling back and forth, picking up families at the border and bringing them 

to nearby shelters. 

 

 

At first, he agreed to do an interview with me. But the moment he realized I was a Chinese 

journalist he removed the microphone and handed it back. "Sorry, I don't give interviews to 

Chinese media," he said. "I hear there's a lot of information warfare online in China right now." 
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I paused, then tried to explain I understood where he was coming from, and I decided to come here 

precisely to address that question. I had traveled thousands of miles to the Ukrainian border to 

witness what was happening here and bring those reports back to Chinese readers. Him refusing to 

speak with me would only serve those who initiated the information warfare from behind their 

keyboards, far away.  

The Brit softened. After thinking about it for a moment, he agreed to the interview. He spoke about 

the exhaustion of the past few days: driving through the night, carrying children across muddy 

fields, listening to refugees recount what they had left behind. 

At the end, he asked me a question: "Can you tell me, what do people in China actually think about 
this war?" I realized I could not answer him. I didn’t have a clear view of what people in China 

thought of this war. 

 

 

PART II: Public opinions in China – a black box of mystery 

Figuring out how ordinary Chinese people view the world is structurally difficult. China lacks a 

culture of credible public opinion polling — the infrastructure, the trust, and the methodology have 

never fully taken root. What Chinese people actually think, as a collective, has long been something 
of a mystery: rich in anecdote, thin on data. 

Also: China is simply vast. The population is large enough that evidence can be found for almost any 

argument. And for any argument, you can find supporters. 

Taking the war in Ukraine as an example, one small fact captures this complexity better than any 

survey:  Chinese nationals allegedly have been fighting on both sides of this war. Some joined the 

Russian military. Others enlisted in the Ukrainian Armed Forces. 

When differences in action can be this stark, divergences in opinion are almost beyond measure. 

 



SWITZERLAND

 

 
 

 MUEHLEBACHSTRASSE 20 ,  P.  O. BOX, 
CH-8032  ZURICH, SWITZERLAND AsiaSociety.org/Switzerland

 

 

To understand why these differences exist, one number is worth dwelling on: 160 million. That is 

roughly how many Chinese citizens currently hold passports. It’s not a negligible figure, but it’s also 

just 12 percent of the entire population. For the vast majority of Chinese people, the world beyond 

their own country is encountered not in person, but through screens. 

 

In the digital age, worldviews are no longer formed primarily through direct experience. 

Globalization is mediated rather than lived. The world arrives through your phone. People 

construct their understanding of distant events not through travel, but through narratives in news 

feeds and other social media. 

My own window onto Chinese public opinion is inevitably imperfect, but it offers a unique and 

valuable vantage point: The Weirdo, my podcast. 

 

(Live recording of The Weirdo in Beijing, 2021) 
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Since its founding seven years ago, we have produced more than 300 episodes, hosting over 200 

Chinese guests from across the intellectual and cultural landscape: scholars, journalists, artists, 

filmmakers, entrepreneurs, and policymakers. 

Taken together, these conversations trace an evolving picture of how China’s contemporary 

intellectual community makes sense of the world. 

At the same time, the show has built an audience of more than one million followers, most of them 

between the ages of 18 and 35. They are well-educated, urban, outward-looking people, deeply 

curious about the world. They gather in the comment section, responding, debating, and often 

arguing with one another. 

In those exchanges, a revealing picture emerges, showing how ordinary Chinese, especially 

younger generations, interpret global events in real time. 

 

I have, over the years, found myself in continuous and direct conversation with this large, highly 

engaged community in China. This allowed me to develop a sustained, real-time sense of what 

people are thinking, arguing about, and quietly reconsidering. 

To shine a light on how China’s intellectual community talks about the world, and on how young 

Chinese people see it, let me turn to a selection of recent episodes from The Weirdo. 

This is not an academic study or a policy report, but a personal record, built from fragments 

gathered through the podcast, and shaped by my own perspective and limits. It aims to contribute 

to a broader picture, not through data or survey, but through lived experience and individual 

stories. 

 

Part III: Young Chinese Discuss World Events 

 

1. Trying to make sense of the Ukraine war, four years on 
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On February 28, 2026, The Weirdo released a special episode marking the fourth anniversary of the 

Russia–Ukraine war, featuring two Chinese journalists who have long followed Russia. Since the 

war began, we have produced eight Ukraine-themed episodes, each sparking heated debate in the 

comments. 

In China, three positions tend to dominate when discussing this war. One supports Russia, often 

driven by anti-American and anti-Western sentiment. It frames NATO’s eastward expansion as the 

root cause and Russia’s actions as “legitimate self-defense.” 

Another opposes the war on humanitarian grounds and in defense of sovereignty, viewing it as 

aggression and supporting Ukraine’s resistance. 

A third takes a more pragmatic stance, focusing less on the outcome and more on how the war 

affects China’s development, U.S.–China rivalry, and the Taiwan question. 

 

At the start of the February 28 episode, both the guests and the hosts acknowledged that, four years 

in, none of these positions capture what they primarily feel. One guest noted that 2025 was, after 

the first two months of the full-scale invasion in 2022, the deadliest year for civilians. This has 

received almost no international attention. 

People are still dying every day, yet fewer and fewer are talking about it. It is no longer anger, but a 
sense of absurdity and emptiness. 

After four years, we have all felt the shift. The rage, grief, and moral clarity of 2022 have given way 

to exhaustion and emotional numbness. This media fatigue is not just personal. It is structural. 

The news cycle has been consumed by Gaza, Trump, Iran, and an endless succession of crises, while 

coverage of Ukraine has steadily receded. We found ourselves asking: when an anniversary episode 

for a war becomes routine, is it still an act of resistance against forgetting or simply a comfortable 

form of self-absolution? 

This sentiment resonated with listeners. The most-liked comment read: “Make refusing to forget 

the battlefield itself a form of resistance.” 
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One guest pointed to the most important shift in year four: fractures in the political will sustaining 

the war. The United States is pulling back; Europe lacks capacity; and Russia is exploiting these 

gaps to expand its strategic room. 

Meanwhile, information warfare has become central. The narrative has shifted away from 

territorial control toward highly personalized, performative media politics centered on leaders: 

Zelensky, Putin, Trump. At times, the war feels almost like spectacle. 

 

The Weirdo has been advocating that the most meaningful way to understand a war is not through 

geopolitics, but through its impact on ordinary lives, keeping people at the center of the focus. A 

significant part of the fourth anniversary episode focused on questions such as: How do young 

Ukrainian men cope with conscription? Why do working-class Russian youth enlist? 

Then there was an uncanny coincidence. Near the end of the recording, one guest remarked: 

“Maybe by the time this airs, the U.S. will be bombing Iran and we’ll have a whole new war.” 

As it happened, on February 28, the day the episode was released, the United States and Israel 

indeed began striking Iran. The comments flooded in: “He predicted it,” “Oh my God.” 

This shared recognition of absurdity captured a broader mood among our Chinese listeners: the 
world is changing faster than our ability to make sense of it. 

 

2. Merz’s China Visit: Anxiety Paradox in a Changing World Order 

In February 2026, German Chancellor Friedrich Merz visited China with a large business 

delegation. He toured the Forbidden City and watched robots dance at Unitree. In a widely 

circulated video, he expressed admiration for China’s pace of development, suggesting that 

Germany’s work-life balance culture might be undermining its competitiveness. 

The visit triggered a wave of reactions on Chinese social media. Many joked that even the German 

Chancellor had come to China to “learn the secret.” 



SWITZERLAND

 

 
 

 MUEHLEBACHSTRASSE 20 ,  P.  O. BOX, 
CH-8032  ZURICH, SWITZERLAND AsiaSociety.org/Switzerland

 

 

The response itself was revealing. It echoed a narrative that has gained traction in recent years: 

dongsheng xijiang (东升西降) — the East is rising, the West is falling. 

 

The Weirdo devoted an episode to the visit, featuring three guests who regularly move between 

China and Germany. They began by examining Merz’s itinerary. Compared with earlier German 

visits, often framed around values and political messaging, this one appeared notably pragmatic 

and less ideological. The composition of the delegation sent a clear signal: business first. 

The visit can be read as a test of Europe’s strategic autonomy. Under the shadow of Trump 2.0 and 

renewed trade tensions, Europe is recalibrating its relationship with China. But it remains unclear 

whether this reflects a genuine strategic shift or simply short-term pragmatism. 

The episode also addressed key issues in China–Germany relations, particularly concerning the 

auto industry: China’s rise in electric vehicles is reshaping supply chains, while German brands are 

losing market share in China and debates over industrial policy and fair competition are 

intensifying. 

One guest pointed out that Chinese people often look at Germany through their own experience. 

 

The episode was titled: “After Merz’s Visit, Is Germany About to Enter ‘Involution’?” The term 

neijuan, or “involution,” describes a state of relentless, high-intensity competition that produces 

diminishing returns. It captures both the lived reality of many young Chinese and one of their 

primary ways of making sense of the world. 

Their relationship to it is ambivalent: they are exhausted by it, yet when they see China’s rapid 

development praised, many also feel a surge of national pride. 

One of the most striking moments came in the guests’ comparison of two kinds of anxiety. German 
anxiety, they argued, is collective and identity-based: a resistance to change that nonetheless feels 

inevitable, producing a sense of helplessness. 
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As one guest put it, “Germany is the land of the automobile.” This makes the crisis of the auto 

industry not merely economic; it touches employment, unions, local government finances, and 

national identity. Its decline signals the unraveling of an entire industrial model. 

Meanwhile, Chinese anxiety, by contrast, is individual and existential: the fear of being left behind 

in a rapidly changing society, pushing people to run ever faster. This contrast resonated strongly in 

the comments and was widely seen as the episode’s sharpest insight. 

 

Young Chinese people often operate on two parallel tracks when they look at the world. This is 

something that’s easy to miss for the uninitiated. 

At the national level, they express confidence: Merz’s visit, China’s technological rise, folded into a 

broader narrative of catch-up and eventual surpassing. 

At the personal level, they remain caught in intense competition for jobs, housing, and their 

children’s future: anxious and exhausted. The two emotions coexist without contradiction. 

National confidence and personal strain are neatly compartmentalized, each sealed off from the 
other. 

 

3. Venezuela: Chinese Views on Human Rights versus Sovereignty 

On January 5, The Weirdo released an episode on Venezuela following the removal of Nicolás 

Maduro from the presidential palace by U.S. forces. Our guest was Coral, a Chinese journalist long 

based in Latin America. 

The episode began with a central question: how did a country with the world’s largest proven oil 

reserves and one of Latin America’s highest per-capita GDPs reach a point where more than a 

quarter of its population had fled? 

The episode also surveyed international reactions. One of the most revealing segments focused on 

divisions within Latin American intellectual circles. 
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Drawing on her experience, Coral described how leftist intellectuals grapple with their ambivalent 

relationship with the United States. Anti-Americanism and left-wing populism have long served as 

sources of moral authority and identity. But once that discourse becomes entangled with a corrupt 

and authoritarian regime, like Venezuela’s had become, it becomes difficult to sustain. 

In the comments on the podcast, a sharp debate emerged over sovereignty versus human rights. 

Supporters of the U.S. action argued that Maduro was a dictator who has driven millions into exile. 

With no prospect of internal change, intervention was justified. Opponents countered that forcibly 

removing another country’s leader violates international law and procedural legitimacy. Even when 

the target is a repressive regime, due process still matters. To defend procedure, they argued, is not 

to defend wrongdoing, but to uphold the basis of a civilized order. 

This split reflects a broader pattern in how young Chinese people think about global affairs. Two 
moral intuitions often coexist: skepticism toward great-power hegemony, and hostility toward 
authoritarian rule. Neither side can easily persuade the other. It reveals a deeper tension between 

consequentialist reasoning and rule-based thinking. 

 

The episode also pointed to a subtler shift: the limits of the traditional anti-imperialist narrative. 

When a quarter of a country’s population has fled, as in Venezuela, anti-imperialism alone no 

longer provides sufficient moral grounding. Increasingly, young Chinese are asking whether such 

crises can be explained solely as the result of American intervention. 

There was also discussion of China’s role. Coral argued that in an era of intensifying U.S.–China 

competition, resource-rich mid-sized countries like Venezuela are easily used as instruments by 

great powers. China extended large loans in exchange for oil, while the United States relied on 

sanctions and military pressure to maintain influence. 

In the comments, some listeners brought in data on China–Venezuela debt, suggesting these 

discussions are not purely ideological. Many are asking more pragmatic questions: what is China’s 

role here, and have its interests been affected? Global events, it seems, draw closer attention once 
filtered through the question of what they mean for China. 


