
Letter from Guangzhou

Dear Tom:
I am quite comfortable in Guangzhou after five years of teaching here. I visited Fudan University in Shanghai recently

and spoke to a class there as well as to a group of graduate students at Shanghai’s East China Normal University. Good,
lively kids, as good as the ones we’ve been teaching in Guangdong University of Foreign Studies (Guangwai). But I did not
see evidence of much vision or innovation at Fudan, despite its good reputation in China.

In China generally I don’t see journalism programs run by people really able to come to terms with the vast changes in
news media.The programs are so highly academic, as are the faculty, that I wonder if they serve any purpose.

My concern has deepened with the experiences of some of my students after they became the first graduates last July of
the English-language program that started here in the fall of 2001. I’m beginning to feel that under the restrictive condi-
tions that exist in China, it might be more realistic to send aspiring journalists to Party schools for training in what they are
supposed to write and how to write it, and in that way avoid raising expectations that will not be met. Otherwise, the sys-
tem here will crush some of these good students.

I’ve written about my concerns in a brief article the students in Guangzhou asked me to write for a campus publication.
I’m not sure, but I feel they won’t use the article:

What concerns me more than ever in the five years I’ve
taught journalism at Guangwai is what happens to our stu-
dents when they enter the real world of journalism in China.
I am already uneasy when I learn of the experiences of
some of our most recent graduates.

For example: a student at a daily newspaper in
Guangzhou wanted to write an article about Americans com-
ing to Guangzhou to adopt Chinese babies. The story is
timely; more Americans than ever are coming to Guangzhou
to adopt children, and the subject is full of human interest of
the sort that readers enjoy. The student asked if I knew fami-
lies in the United States with Chinese adopted sons or daugh-
ters. I gave the student the names of two families, and I sent
her stories from The New York Times and The Washington Post

about the subject. 
She never wrote the story. The editor said the authorities

did not want stories in the newspaper about American adop-
tions of Chinese.

A recent graduate surfing the Net came across the Web
site of a gay bar in Guangzhou. The graduate called the bar
owner and interviewed him on the telephone. She spoke to
a leader of a gay and lesbian organization in Guangzhou.
She called Beijing and spoke to a professor who has stud-
ied the gay community in China. The graduate wrote a story
and presented it to her editor. 

The editor was wary. First, he said, he would not publish
the story during the National People’s Congress—the timing
was not right. He also struck out a comment from the profes-
sor in Beijing claiming that 7 percent of the Chinese popula-
tion was homosexual. The editor explained that the
government’s official estimate was that 3 to 4 percent of the
population was gay, and he did not want to print an opposing
view.

Another recent graduate wrote a travel story for her pub-
lication about the island of Bali. She mentioned the rituals

of the largely Hindu population there. Her reference was
censored. No religion, she was told.

What do such situations do to a young reporter? There
are the experiences of even more experienced journalists.
At an English-language newspaper near Guangdong, one edi-
tor spent eight months at a top journalism school in the
United States, planning to make improvements to his news-
paper. When he returned home, he discovered half of the
newspaper staff had been fired, and in fact, he himself no
longer had a job as editor.

The same situation faced a friend in Shanghai, who
spent a year on a fellowship with other foreign and U.S. jour-
nalists at a prestigious university. He and his colleagues
had private, off-the record meetings and frank discussions
with a senior U.S. government official formerly associated
with the university, and met many other notables while
attending classes by well known professors. He, too, had
big plans for his publications, but after he returned to China
he discovered that the authority to make decisions for the
paper had been centralized in Beijing. He could achieve
nothing.

These are stories that make me wonder about teaching
journalism at universities in China. Why do I continue? The
students I meet are keen, motivated, hoping to make an
impact on their society, worthy of being taught. 

The news is not all grim. Some are having a great time,
like the July ’05 graduate taking photos for the Nanfang
Group in Guangzhou, the sports-minded writer in his first job
reporting on soccer for a sports newspaper in Shenzhen, a
woman who found and wrote a story about a psychiatrist
treating concubines depressed because their lovers won’t
marry them.

For them I have only my experience in the business of
news reporting and writing and the hope that some day, they
may enjoy working in the news media as I have done.

Arnold Zeitlin
Visiting Professor, School of Journalism
Guangdong University of Foreign Studies Guangzhou, China 

Postscript:The campus publication did not publish Zeitlin’s article.

 


