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Abstract
How do the powerful secure the obedience of those they dominate? Political compliance is often associated with adherence to behaviors mandated by those in power.
We instead introduce the concept of prescribing objectives, where those in power
explicitly delineate objectives to be pursued without specifying how subjects should
behave to fulfill those objectives. Using interviews, a global survey, and experimental methods, we show how the Chinese regime prescribes objectives to shape the
behavior of teachers of Confucius Institutes, China’s language and culture promotion program that has been accused of spreading Chinese government propaganda
and censorship. When those in power prescribe objectives, expressions of compliance differ and behaviors associated with resistance can connote obedience. Among
Confucius Institute teachers, women are more likely to express compliance by using
uncensored discussions to persuade others to the Chinese regime’s point of view, and
men more likely to parrot the party line while censoring discussion.
Keywords: Political obedience, compliance, Confucius Institutes, interviews, survey
experiment, China
Word Count: 9,735
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Introduction

Confucius Institutes (CIs) sponsored by the Chinese government are the world’s largest
government-funded culture and language promotion program. With 540 Confucius Institutes operating at the university level and 1,154 Confucius Classrooms in primary and
secondary schools in over 160 countries, Confucius Institutes are now larger in size and
reach than older, more established language and culture promotion programs such as Alliance Française and Goethe-Institut.1 Each year, over 40,000 Confucius Institute teachers
interact with students around the world, and since its founding in 2004, more than 12 million students have participated in a Confucius Institute program.2
Since their founding, Confucius Institutes have been accused of extending Chinese
government censorship and propaganda (Chan, 2019; Peterson, 2017; Senate, 2019; Wheeler,
2014). Policymakers accuse CIs of indoctrinating young people into a view of China and
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) that the Chinese regime wants to advance. CIs are
said to censor discussions of topics the CCP deems to be politically sensitive. The prevailing view is that the CCP achieves this outcome by prescribing behavior—by issuing a
set of specific instructions to Confucius Institute teachers that dictate their behavior in the
classroom and their interactions with students and colleagues. For example, in her book
on Confucius Institutes, Hubbert (2019, 132) writes that the Chinese government included
“explicit instruction on how to avoid or discourage politically charged conversations” during CI teachers’ training. Existing works on Confucius Institutes—from academic writing
to policy briefs to media reporting—largely reflect the view that the CCP tells Confucius
Institute teachers what to say, what to censor, and rewards or sanctions teachers based on
their political behavior (Brady, 2008; Epstein, 2018; Hartig, 2013; Ngamsang and Walsh,
2013; Rawnsley, 2012; Redden, 2018; Sahlins, 2015; Wood, 2018).
1

Alliance Française, founded in 1883, ran 830 institutes in 130 countries in 2020
(https://bit.ly/384ZGK9); British Council, founded in 1934, ran 218 teaching centers in 111 countries in 2020 (https://bit.ly/2MJSzQ2); Goethe-Institut, founded in 1951, ran 157 institutes in 98 countries
in 2020 (https://bit.ly/3sJAAsd). Other such programs, which are also smaller in scale, include Portugal’s
Instituto Camões, Italy’s Dante Alighieri Society, and Spain’s Instituto Cervantes.
2
Numbers as of July 2020 (see https://bit.ly/2YC1Nju). We refer to teachers of both Confucius Institute
and Confucius Classroom teachers as Confucius Institute teachers. See Green-Riley (2020) for study of the
effects of CI on students.
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We challenge this prevailing understanding of how the CCP shapes the behavior of
Confucius Institute teachers, and in doing so, introduce a new concept to describe how
those in power can obtain compliance from those they dominate. Through a series of
interviews, a global survey of Confucius Institute teachers, and experimental methods,
we show that the Chinese regime does not secure the compliance of Confucius Institute
teachers by prescribing behavior. The regime does not mandate that discussions of certain
political topics must be censored, nor does it require teachers to parrot the party line.
Teachers are not closely monitored while abroad, and most of their day-to-day actions are
not subject to sanctions or rewards.
Instead, we find that the Chinese regime obtains political obedience from Confucius
Institute teachers by prescribing objectives—by explicitly announcing objectives for CI
teachers to pursue without specifying how these goals should be achieved behaviorally.
Many existing theories equate compliance with taking action within the behavioral bounds
dictated by the powerholder (Dahl, 1961; Schumpeter, 1962; Svolik, 2012; Wintrobe,
1998). However, when powerholders prescribe objectives rather than behavior, compliance is not attached to any specific set of actions. Subjects must decide what behavior is
and is not acceptable. In this way, political obedience obtained through prescribing objectives cannot be assessed through a narrow set of behaviors, and importantly, what looks
like resistance to authority can instead represent conformity.
Our experimental methods show that over 30 per cent of CI teachers opt to act in ways
typically associated with resistance to express obedience with the objectives of the CCP
regime—examples include presenting views that the CCP opposes and allowing for open
discussion of topics censored in China. Respondents say they chose such actions because
transparency and openness are effective ways of persuading others to the position of the
CCP, and we find that women CI teachers are more likely to use this persuasion strategy
to advance the goals of the CCP than men teachers. While previous scholars have observed how subjects can embed resistance in seemingly compliant actions (Wedeen, 2015;
Yurchak, 2003), one implication of our results is that subjects can embed compliance in
behaviors that look like resistance. This, in turn, reinforces the notion that differentiating
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between compliance and resistance cannot rely solely on a subject’s actions but should
delve into the intent and meaning behind those actions.
This paper proceeds in five sections. Section 2 explains the concept of prescribing objectives and ties it to existing theory. Section 3 provides background on Confucius Institutes and discusses our qualitative and quantitative methods. Section 4 presents our main
results, showing how the regime obtains compliance of CI teachers through prescription
of objectives. Section 5 shows how prescribing objectives results in diverse behaviors of
obedience, and Section 6 concludes by discussing the policy implications of this research.

2

Prescribing Objectives

The prescription of objectives is an approach to obtaining political obedience where those
in power take intentional, public actions to explicitly delineate the objectives to be pursued
and rejected without specifying how subjects should pursue those objectives behaviorally.
Prescribing objectives, like prescribing behavior, represents an effort to obtain political
obedience through extrinsic means, and both approaches can be coupled with intrinsic
means of obtaining compliance such as indoctrination. However, unlike prescribing behavior, prescribing objectives separates obedience from any specific set of actions. Subjects must decide on their own what behavior is and is not acceptable, which brings about
varied expressions of obedience that can blur the lines between compliant behavior and
resistant behavior.
A comparison of Soviet censorship with Maoist-era censorship reveals the distinction
between prescribing behavior and prescribing objectives. The Soviets published periodic handbooks that listed specific phrases that were out of bounds and employed a large
bureaucracy to enforce these explicit rules of censorship. In contrast, the Chinese Communist Party under Mao never published such handbooks or employed a bureaucracy to
censor certain phrases in people’s day-to-day life, even though the party had the capacity to do so. Instead, the Chinese Communist Party rejected these mechanical methods
of censorship in favor of a system that emphasized the need to pursue certain objectives
(e.g., class struggle) and reject others (e.g., bourgeoisie thought) in people’s talking, writ-
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ing, and other behaviors.
Existing studies on political behavior and compliance largely focus on the prescription
of behavior. Repression and co-optation, the most frequently studied strategies of how
autocrats control the public, often imply the prescription of behavior, where punishment
or rewards are applied depending on subjects’ deviance from or obedience to the rules of
behaviors specified by those in power (Haber, 2007; Svolik, 2012; Wintrobe, 1998). For
example, the repressive apparatus imprisons someone for organizing a protest by using
or threatening the use of physical sanctions because collective action is deemed to be out
of bounds (Davenport, 2007; Pan and Siegel, 2020), or the party in power persuades an
opposition member to publicly defect by promising material benefits and rewards (Mares
and Carnes, 2009).
To successfully prescribe objectives, powerholders also need to have credible authority
and coercive capacity. Subjects obey because powerholders are able to apply coercion and
the threat of coercion is credible. That said, unlike the prescription of behavior, day-today enforcement of objectives is unlikely to occur through top-down monitoring, rewards,
and punishments. With the prescription of behavior, conformists and nonconformists can
be easily identified by their behaviors. Compliant actions are rewarded while deviant
actions are punished. By design, however, the prescription of objectives does not specify
behavior, making it infeasible to attach material rewards and punishments to behaviors.
Instead, the powerholder may punish the same behavior in one context but not in another.
This discretion relies on coercive capacity and generates uncertainty over the possibility
of punishment, reinforcing subjects’ perception of the threat of coercion.
In practice, day-to-day enforcement of objectives may instead rely on social pressures
and sanctions (Pan and Zhang, 2020; Walder, 1988). This means that people remind
each other of objectives set out by powerholders. When individuals cannot satisfactorily
explain how their behaviors advance the objectives of powerholders, they may be subject
to social sanctions. In The Power of the Powerless, Václav Havel describes this process,
detailing how people make sure their fellows obey the regime, producing social pressures
for obedience (Havel, 1978). Enforcement through social pressures differs from intrinsic
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means of gaining compliance, as individuals are acting not because they believe their
actions are justified but because they want to act in ways that they think are “normal” and
“expected” by their external social environment.
Although the concept of prescribing objectives is not captured by existing concepts
and theories, existing research on power and compliance has introduced a number of related concepts and theories. The concept of prescribing behavior is encapsulated by the
idea of decision-making power, where power is exercised when subjects adhere to the
explicit rules of behavior set out by powerholders (Dahl, 1961; Schumpeter, 1962). The
concept of prescribing objectives bears some similarity to non-decision-making power—
the idea that powerholders can constrain the actions of subjects without explicitly dictating their behavior or changing their internal beliefs (Bachrach and Baratz, 1962, 1970). In
both concepts, behavior is not dictated by those in power; however, non-decision-making
power precludes prescriptions and instead relies on unspoken norms that set the public
agenda and move certain behaviors off the table. The concepts of control parables (Stern
and Hassid, 2012) and rule ambiguity (Link, 2002) are also related to the prescription of
objectives in that in all three cases, subjects must decide by themselves what behaviors
are acceptable and unacceptable. However, unlike control parables and rule ambiguity,
which are characterized by the lack of specific instructions, desired outcomes are explicitly delineated in the prescription of objectives. Finally, the prescription of objectives may
entail performative rituals and symbolic displays; however, symbolic politics and personalistic rule can go beyond the prescription of objectives to dictating subjects’ behavioral
patterns (Repnikova, 2017; Sorace, 2019; Stern and O’Brien, 2012; Wedeen, 1998; Yurchak, 2003). For example, Wedeen (1998) describes how in Syria under Hafez al-Asad,
people were forced to exhibit certain behaviors in public or be punished. Such behavioral
dictates are not part of the prescription of objectives.
As a concept, the prescription of objectives is an extrinsic means of motivating compliance, and as such, it is distinct from intrinsic means such as indoctrination (Adena et al.,
2015; Bleck and Michelitch, 2017; Enikolopov, Petrova and Zhuravskaya, 2011; Friedrich
and Brzezinski, 1965; Linz, 2000; Yanagizawa-Drott, 2014). With indoctrination, com-
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pliance is willful and reflects subjects’ internalization of the objectives of powerholders
(Lukes, 1974). Subjects behave in ways that align with the interest of those in power
because subjects believe those actions reflect their own will. The prescription of objectives, instead, does not require any change in subjects’ internal beliefs or desires, only
obedience to objectives. While the prescription of objectives stands in contrast to the
prescription of behaviors, the prescription of objectives can be used in combination with
indoctrination, and compliance can be motivated by a combination of internal beliefs and
external motives. In other words, a given behavior can reflect a subject’s own belief and
also the subject’s conformity to prescriptions imposed by powerholders.
When powerholders prescribe objectives, there are no explicit limits on the behavior
of subjects. Subjects can engage in a range of differing actions to pursue objectives set out
by those in power. Importantly, with the prescription of objectives, the boundary between
resistant behavior and compliant behavior is not clear-cut. Instead, the same behavior may
represent resistance in one context and represent compliance in another. Previous studies
have shown how subjects living under authoritarian rule can embed their resistance to the
regime in seemingly compliant behaviors (Scott, 1990, 2008; Wedeen, 2015; Yurchak,
2003). This focus on resistance behind actions that follow the official doctrine implies that
actions opposing a regime’s doctrine are generally regarded as credible signals of genuine
resistance to the regime. For example, openly discussing topics that are censored by the
dictator in a public setting is often viewed as an act of real resistance. However, when
powerholders use the prescription of objectives to motivate obedience, such behaviors
may not imply resistance but rather represent the behavior a subject believes most likely
to achieve the objectives and outcomes desired by those in power.
Why would powerholders choose to prescribe objectives instead of behaviors? The
benefit of prescribing behavior is that those in power know immediately who is noncompliant. However, this strength can become a weakness if certain behaviors have not
been designated as off-limits but still threaten the powerholder. While those in power
can correct the rules, such loopholes and contingencies are likely endless. Prescribing
objectives avoids the risks (failing to identify a threatening behavior) and costs (heavy
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monitoring and constant vigilance) of the cat and mouse game. Crucially, the lack of
specified behaviors and resulting ambiguity over what is and is not allowed may lead riskadverse subjects to act in highly conservative ways (Link, 2002; Stern and Hassid, 2012).
In addition, prescribing objectives gives powerholders discretion on a case-by-case basis
of who should be rewarded and punished. At times, however, the behavioral ambiguity
associated with prescribing objectives can backfire—certain subjects may engage in behaviors those in power would rather avoid or subjects may use the prescribed objectives
to pursue their own interests (O’Brien and Li, 2006).

3

Methods and Data

Confucius Institutes, at the time of this study, was run and primarily funded by Hanban,3
an agency of China’s Ministry of Education. CIs around the world are established through
agreements between a host-country university and a Chinese university. Each CI is led by
a host-country director (e.g., a faculty member from the host-country university) selected
by the host university and a Chinese director selected by Hanban.4
We use a diverse range of methods to examine how the Chinese government shapes
the political behavior of Confucius Institute teachers. We secured approval from our university IRB for all aspects of this research. We obtained consent from all participants, and
no personally identifying information was collected. For a more in-depth discussion of
ethical considerations, see Appendix 1.

3.1

Qualitative Methods

Over five months in 2018, we interviewed 25 current and former CI teachers who worked
in North America, South America, Europe, Africa, and Southeast Asia, teaching students
from kindergarten to college. The interviewees’ tenure with Confucius Institutes ranged
from 10 months to three years (the maximum allowed is three years). The interviewed
3

Hanban was the Office of Chinese Language Council International (国家汉语国际推广领导小组
办公室). On July 5, 2020, China’s Ministry of Education announced that Confucius Institutes would be
managed under the China International Chinese Language Education Foundation (中国国际中文教育基
金会), a charitable civil organization sponsored by the Ministry of Education. See https://bit.ly/3f4ZA6P.
4
Similar to CIs, each Confucius Classrooms also has a host-country director appointed by the hostcountry school and a Chinese director appointed by Hanban.
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teachers came from different regions of China, and ranged in age from 23 to nearly 50.
Before joining CI, some were college students, others elementary school teachers, and still
others university professors. We also interviewed two host-country directors, one Chinese
director, and two CI administrators. We spent several meetings building rapport with each
interviewee before conducting the actual interview. All interviews were conducted in
Chinese and in private, one-on-one settings.
We observed two training sessions held by Confucius Institutes in the US—one aimed
at US and Chinese directors, and another aimed at training non-CI Chinese language
teachers. We collected Hanban training and evaluation materials including curriculum,
handouts, slides, and evaluation forms from 14 CI teachers working in Asia, Africa, and
North America. Finally, we went through Hanban policy regulations and the initial CI
teacher application, which are publicly available online.5

3.2

Survey

We conducted a survey with an embedded survey experiment in 2019. A total of 284 respondents, including current and former CI teachers from more than 70 countries in Asia,
Africa, Europe, Oceania, North America, and South America, completed our survey.6 We
recruited respondents by asking CI directors and teachers to distribute the survey in the
US. Outside of the US, we recruited respondents through snowball sampling, starting with
local CI teachers. All survey questions were presented in Chinese only.
The largest share of respondents come from the US (50 teachers), followed by Australia (22 teachers) and Brazil (21 teachers). Among the 284 respondents, 165 identify as
women and 119 identify as men.7 The mean age is 34, and ranges from 23 to 69. The
majority (79 per cent) of respondents are younger than 40 (see Figure 1).
Roughly half of respondents (48 per cent) are CCP members, and most respondents
are highly educated: 61 per cent have a master’s or doctoral degree and another 34 per
cent have a bachelor’s degree. Finally, 48 per cent of respondents had full-time teaching
5

See http://www.hanban.org/
As we pre-registered, survey participants who finished the survey in less than 5 minutes were screened
out. In addition, we do not include respondents who are not CI teachers (e.g. host-country CI directors) and
those who are not Chinese nationals.
7
No respondent selected any other gender identity.
6
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Figure 1: Age Distribution of Survey Respondents

experience, ranging from a few months to over 10 years, prior to joining CI. As of July
2020, the Chinese government announced that over 40,000 CI teachers were working
globally each year.8 Given the current institutional constraints in China, a representative
survey of this population would inevitably involve collaboration with the Chinese government, which we avoid to protect the anonymity of our respondents. To guard against
political factors in sample selection, we inform all participants at the beginning that their
responses are confidential and will only be used for academic research. While we do
not know how representative our sample is of the population of CI teachers,9 our sample
exhibits characteristics—highly educated, relatively young, more women than men—that
we expect of CI teachers based on our interviews. For full descriptive statistics of our
sample, see Appendix 2.
8

See https://bit.ly/2YC1Nju.
After conducting a comprehensive search and review of publicly accessible data and documents published by Hanban as well as existing studies of Confucius Institutes, we did not find any demographic
characteristics (e.g. gender, age) of the population of CI teachers.
9

9

3.3

Experimental Design

A survey experiment was embedded at the end of the survey. Figure 2 outlines the design
of the experiment.
Figure 2: Flow of Survey Experiment

Treatment: Respondents are randomized into one of three treatment conditions. The
first treatment condition (T1) primes respondents to think about the objectives prescribed
by the CCP without providing any detailed guidelines of behavior (Objectives Prime) by
stating:
People conducting official business overseas should adhere to the disciplinary
principles of the government of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) when
interacting with foreigners (因公出国人员在对外交往中应遵守中国国家
纪律).
In our pre-testing, we found that this prime made CI teachers think of the political principles and goals to be pursued or avoided in their training, such as “avoid doing anything
that will hurt the national dignity” (不做有损国格的事), without eliciting any behavioral
instructions from the CCP, or rewards and sanctions for behavior.10 To ensure respondents
10

We pre-tested this prime by asking eight CI teachers—four in the US and the remaining four in Asia,
Europe, Africa, and South America, respectively—what they thought of when they read the prime.
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receive this treatment, they are immediately asked to write down one or two reasons why
they think it would be important to adhere to the disciplinary principles of the CCP.
The second treatment condition (T2) primes respondents to think about avoiding social
friction without any mention of the CCP or Chinese government (Social Prime) in order
to test the relevance of social factors in enforcing obedience. This condition states:
In daily work and social interactions, people should avoid friction and conflict
with others who have different points of view (在工作和生活中，人们应避
免和自己观点不同的人发生摩擦或冲突).
Here, we prime respondents to think about the need to avoid social conflicts without any
mention of the CCP or Chinese government. Because our respondents are CI teachers
who live and work abroad, this Social Prime may remind them of the social impetus for
conforming to the desires of the CCP, or of the social need to conform to the norms of the
host country. We can differentiate between these different interpretations of the prime by
examining the outcomes they produce and the rationale respondents give for their answers.
If this Social Prime reminds CI teachers of conformity to the CCP, we expect their actions
and rationale to fall in line with the objectives of the CCP. If this prime reminds CI teachers
of conformity to the social norms of their host country, we expect teachers to increase selfcensorship or to increase adherence to the local viewpoints, which is an effort to avoid
friction with their host-country colleagues and students who may hold different opinions
than Chinese nationals. Again, we ask respondents in this treatment condition to write
down one or two reasons why they think it would be important to avoid conflicts in their
daily social and work interactions.
The last condition, which serves as the control, shows respondents a neutral statement
that reads:
People may encounter different scenarios in life and at work (在工作和生活
中，人们会遇到各种情景).
We do not ask respondents in the control condition to write any reflections on this statement.
11

Vignettes: As shown in Figure 2, after respondents read and reflect on the priming
statement, they are shown vignettes that describe a hypothetical CI teacher encountering
a political question about Taiwan sovereignty. The issue of whether Taiwan is part of
the People’s Republic of China or an independent country is a topic that CIs reportedly
censor (Peterson, 2017; Sahlins, 2015). The issue of Taiwan independence is also one that
our interviewees reported encountering most frequently relative to other political topics
from students and colleagues in the host country.11 Moreover, the Taiwan issue is one
where the claim of the CCP is most likely to conflict with social norms outside of China.
Within China, state propaganda makes clear that Taiwan is part of the PRC and the society
generally expects that people adhere to this position. Outside of China, however, Taiwan
is often presented on par with the PRC, and many people see Taiwan as an independent
country because the CCP is not the ruling party in Taiwan.
Our interviews suggest that questions about Taiwan come up when CI teachers teach
Chinese geography and talk about traditional vs. simplified Chinese character fonts.12
Therefore, the three vignettes are:
V1 “In-class student” vignette: “Suppose there is a CI teacher, called Teacher Liu, in
your Confucius Institute who teaches classes independently in the local high school.
One day, Teacher Liu is teaching Chinese geography in class. When Teacher Liu
mentions Taiwan, a student asks: ‘Teacher Liu, aren’t Taiwan and China two independent countries?’”
V2a “Private student conversation” vignette: “Suppose there is a CI teacher, called
Teacher Liu, in your Confucius Institute who teaches classes in the local high
school. One day, Teacher Liu is chatting with a local student in his/her class after
school about Chinese characters. When it is mentioned in passing that Taiwanese
people use traditional Chinese characters, the student asks, ‘Teacher Liu, aren’t Taiwan and China two independent countries?’”
11
Taiwan came up more frequently than the issues of religious and political freedom in Tibet, Xinjiang,
Hong Kong, and the human rights issues in China.
12
After respondents read a vignette and answer how they would respond if they were the hypothetical CI
teacher, we ask whether they think the vignette is realistic. 85 per cent of respondents report V1 is realistic
in an actual classroom setting, 81 per cent report V2a is realistic, and 82 per cent of report V2b is realistic.
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V2b “Private colleague conversation” vignette: “Suppose there is a CI teacher, called
Teacher Wang, in your Confucius Institute. One day, Teacher Wang is chatting with
a local teacher that he/she works with after school about Chinese characters. When
it is mentioned in passing that Taiwanese people use traditional Chinese characters,
the local teacher says, ‘Aren’t Taiwan and China two independent countries?’”
We include vignettes in a private setting because CI teachers may stop classroom discussion of politics not because it is controversial but simply because it is not part of their
lesson plan, and this concern might have a greater effect in the Objectives Prime condition, which could make respondents more attuned to their role as a teacher. We include
a vignette where the conversation counterpart is an adult colleague rather than a student
because the teacher-student relationship is one of unequal power and influence, and CI
teachers may avoid discussing politics simply because they do not think a student is mature enough to handle the conversation or fully understand the issue. For each treatment
group, 50 per cent of respondents are randomly assigned to V1, and the remaining 50 per
cent of respondents in the same treatment group read V2a and V2b in randomized order.
Outcome measures:

After respondents read a vignette, they are asked to assume the

role of the hypothetical CI teacher in the vignette and choose one from a set of randomly
ordered, multiple-choice responses (see Appendix 3). If teachers choose a response where
they do not express any view on the Taiwan issue and prevent students and/or colleagues
from further expressing their views, we code this as “self-censor.” If teachers choose a
response where they state that Taiwan is part of the PRC but prevent students and/or
colleagues from further expressing their views, we code this as “one-sided.” If teachers
choose a response where they introduce the PRC’s position and Taiwan’s position on the
issue but do not let students and/or colleagues respond or further express their views,
we code this as “two-sided.” If teachers choose a response where they allow an open
exchange of views on the Taiwan issue with students and/or colleague, we code this as
“open discussion.” All these outcome measures are dummy variables that take on the value
of 1 if true, and 0 otherwise. To investigate the rationale behind respondents’ choices,
after respondents select a multiple-choice response, we show them the vignette and their
13

response and ask them to tell us in one or two sentences why they chose that response.
Preference falsification and demand effects: Because we are measuring responses to
sensitive political questions, respondents might engage in preference falsification and lie
in response to the vignette. It might also be the case that respondents are aware of the
results we expect and answer to fulfill those expectations (experimenter demand effects).
We use several approaches to assess the potential impact of preference falsification.
First, we randomly insert a message reminding 50 per cent of respondents in each treatment group that their answers are anonymous and confidential before they read the treatment or control statement (“Anonymity reminder” in Figure 2). If all respondents report
truthful preferences, we would expect no difference, on average, in the responses between
CI teachers who get the anonymity reminder and those who do not. Second, we compare
the responses between CI teachers in the US, whom we recruited through CI directors and
hence are more likely to falsify preferences, versus teachers outside of the US. If preference falsification is not at work, we would expect no significant difference in responses
between these two groups in the control condition. Third, if any treatment condition may
generate fear or preference falsification, it would be the Objectives Prime by reminding
CI teachers of the CCP authority. An observable implication of such fear is dropping out
of the survey after countering the treatment. Therefore, if there is no such fear, we should
see no difference in attrition rates between treatment and control groups after respondents
read the primes.
To account for the possibility that respondents respond because they think the experimenter wants a particular response (Berinsky, Huber and Lenz, 2012; Mutz, 2011), we
show respondents a placebo vignette at the end of the survey experiment. The placebo vignette describes a hypothetical CI teacher encountering a non-political question (“whether
high school students in China are allowed to date freely”) from a host-country student or
colleague. These vignettes use the same three settings as those described in Section 3.3.13
After reading each vignette, respondents are asked how they would respond if they were
13
The placebo topic also includes an “in-class student” vignette, a “private student conversation” vignette,
and a “private colleague conversation” vignette.
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the CI teacher in the vignette, and provided with the same multiple-choice outcomes described above. The CCP has no laws or regulations regarding dating in high school; thus,
if experimenter demand effects are not at work, we should see no effect of the priming
treatments on teachers’ responses to this placebo topic.

4

Obedience to Regime Objectives

Acting on behalf of the Chinese government, Hanban is responsible for recruiting, training, and evaluating CI teachers as well as the Chinese directors of overseas CIs. The relative power between Chinese director versus host-country director varies by host country.
Across countries, however, CI teachers interact more frequently with Chinese directors,
and Chinese directors are responsible for reporting teachers’ performance to Hanban.14

4.1

Not Prescribing Behavior

Selection: There is little evidence that CI teachers are selected for their political beliefs. Hanban has a pool of CI teachers that individual Confucius Institutes can choose
from. Chinese nationals who are current teachers or university students can apply to join
this pool. After going through the initial CI teacher application online, we find no questions related to political preferences or management of political topics. Most questions
are related to the applicant’s experience teaching Chinese and their Mandarin and foreign language capabilities. The only political question is whether the applicant is a CCP
member, but CCP membership is not a requirement for becoming a CI teacher.15
After the online application, some candidates are selected to participate in a written
test followed by a face-to-face interview. None of the 25 CI teachers we interviewed recall any questions pertaining to their political orientation in either the written test or the
in-person interview. Instead, they recall questions related to their teaching credentials,
14

While Chinese directors may influence the behavior of CI teachers, it is unlikely that the guidance these
directors give to teachers would deviate from the guidance of Hanban because Chinese directors are also
trained and evaluated by Hanban.
15
The rate of CCP membership among our respondents, 48 per cent, is much higher than in the general
population. However, it is likely heavily influenced by the rate of CCP membership among college graduates
and among teachers. For example, according to the 2015 China Urban Governance Survey, 34 per cent of
public institution employees, a broader category that includes teachers and hospital staff, are CCP members.
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foreign language skills, and psychological traits such as positivity and emotional stability.
Face-to-face interviews consist of 10 minutes of conversation in English or in the language of the host country and 20 minutes of general questions related to teaching, such as
simulating a lesson on teaching Chinese grammar.
Rather than a political assignment, interviewees describe the CI experience as a type
of “gap year” between college and work in China. This view is borne out in our survey,
where the most frequently reported reason for joining CI (reported by 60 per cent of CI
teachers) is to “broaden their horizons” (see Appendix 2). Altogether, we find no evidence
that Hanban is selecting teachers on the basis of political characteristics.
Training: Based on interviews, analysis of CI training materials, and observation of
CI training sessions, we find no evidence that CI teachers are issued specific instructions
to guide their political behavior. All CI teachers complete a training program organized
by Hanban in China before they start their overseas assignment.16 Among our survey
respondents, nearly 75 per cent of CI teachers were trained for one month or more. The
least experienced teachers had longer training, and more experienced teachers had shorter
training (see Appendix 2). The training focuses on Chinese cultural practices (e.g., how
to write calligraphy, how to perform traditional Chinese dance) and strategies for effective
teaching (e.g., using hands-on activities instead of lectures, how to prepare students for
the HSK Chinese Proficiency Test). Teachers are also instructed on the basics of living
outside of China—for example, what to do if you are robbed overseas, how to administer
first aid, and how to deal with loneliness and homesickness.
Very little of this training relates to politics. According to our examination of training schedules shared by interviewees, there is one two-hour-long lecture that deals with
political topics during the 30-day training. Several interviewees said that this lecture was
not designed specifically for CI teachers but given to all Chinese nationals conducting
official business abroad (因公出国人员). Photos of the slides of this lecture show that it
emphasizes the need to avoid being recruited by foreign intelligence agencies such as the
16

See “Administrative Regulation on Confucius Institute Chinese Teachers [孔子学院总部/国家汉办
国家公派出国教师管理办法]” (http://bit.ly/2Lyq7vk), and “Program description of Confucius Institute
Chinese Volunteer Teachers [汉语教师志愿者项目介绍]” (http://bit.ly/2CyaqBu).
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FBI and CIA and the importance of adhering to the laws, regulations, and customs of the
host country. This lecture does not include any explicit or specific instructions on how to
manage political discussions inside or outside the classroom in the host country. One of
our interviewed teachers said:
Hanban didn’t teach how to respond to questions like Taiwan and Tibet specifically. It just gave us big principles like ”Don’t hurt the image of China.”
When working abroad, we have to explore by ourselves how to handle political topics specifically.
Another teacher echoed this viewpoint:
I don’t recall any specific instruction from the training on how to handle political topics like Taiwan and human rights. Some teachers did ask during
the break, and the lecturer just said we should be careful when responding to
these questions.
Based on the training handouts and slides we collected from CI teachers, the content
of the lecture on political topics does not vary substantively by host country or the location
of training in China. However, CI teachers we interviewed reveal a high degree of uncertainty and disagreement of the Chinese government’s expectations in managing classroom
discussion of contentious political topics, which we expect if there was no explicit instruction on behavior. Some interviewees recall being told during the training that they were
only responsible for teaching Chinese language and traditional culture so they should shut
down conversations on political topics and not express any opinions. Others recall being
told that their responses could not represent the PRC government’s position. Still others
believe that the Hanban told them to state the CCP’s position on political topics, while
the remaining interviewees say they recall Hanban telling them to “respect freedom of
speech” in the host country and communicate their own positions on the topic. Numerous
psychological theories show that how individuals process, retain, and recall information
is strongly influenced by their prior attitudes and beliefs.17 These disagreements, which
17

Prior attitude effect, disconfirmation bias, selective attention, and confirmation bias can all play a role;
see Taber and Lodge (2006).
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came about after CI teachers took the same training from Hanban, suggest the absence of
clear and explicit instruction on behavior during the training.
Monitoring, evaluation, and rewards:

When abroad, the Chinese government exerts

little direct control over the actions of CI teachers and is, for the most part, unable to
closely monitor, and hence reward or punish, what teachers do inside or outside the classroom. Although teacher evaluations can influence the short-term and long-term material
benefits teachers receive, these evaluations do not touch on political attitudes or behaviors.
Teaching materials or textbooks used by CI teachers are not mandated by the Chinese
government. The Hanban introduces its textbooks to CI teachers during the training in
China, but it does not require teachers to use Hanban-provided textbooks. Among our
survey respondents, roughly half (52 per cent) used textbooks provided by Hanban. The
remainder used books provided by host-country schools (21 per cent), prepared by themselves and other CI teachers (16 per cent),18 or other sources (see Appendix 2). Example
textbooks used by teachers that do not come from Hanban include Better Immersion (中
文游) published by the US-based Better Chinese, LLC and Chinese Wonderland (华语
小学堂) jointly published by the Taiwan-based Knowledge Bank Co., Ltd. and the San
Jose-based Mandarin Language and Cultural Center. As to why they used certain types
of textbooks, 22 per cent of survey respondents said it was requested by Hanban, 33 per
cent said it was requested by their host-country school, 32 per cent said they simply used
the textbooks the previous teacher used, and 32 per cent said they chose the textbook
themselves (see Appendix 2).
Among our survey respondents, 49 per cent said they believed the CI experience would
help their career after returning to China and 22 per cent said joining CIs was arranged
by their work unit or school in China (see Appendix 2). However, none of the former
CI teachers we interviewed worked for the Chinese government after their overseas assignment. Instead, they mostly chose to work for private firms, pursue graduate study
abroad, or resume their teaching jobs in elementary and middle schools in China. Similarly, among the current CI teachers we interviewed, no one reported plans to pursue a
18

“孔院教师自编教材”.
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career in government after returning to China.
When abroad, oversight of CI teachers is infrequent, and CI teachers appear not to
be evaluated for their political attitudes or political behavior. Usually once a semester,
the Chinese director of the CI will sit in on a CI teacher’s class, occasionally along with
visiting groups from China or other CIs. Formal evaluations occur at least once a year,
as determined by the Chinese director and the host country director at the CI. Most evaluations include the submission of a work summary by the teacher and sample teaching
materials the teacher thinks best represent their work. Some CIs also require evaluations
from the host-country school. Based on these materials, the Chinese director of each CI
submits reports about each teacher’s performance to Hanban via an online system. When
teachers leave CIs, they receive a final evaluation from Hanban, which has three tiers:
“excellent,” “qualified,” and “unqualified.” The final evaluation is based on a work summary written by the teacher and standardized forms completed by their CI directors and
head of host-country schools. Negative evaluations can affect teacher income, but in a
limited way. Hanban pays teachers a fixed salary based on their teaching experience prior
to joining the CIs. If teachers are evaluated as “unqualified,” they forfeit the bonus at the
end of their term, which amounts to one month of their salary. For teachers who wish to
apply for a graduate degree after returning to China, they can get 10 bonus points during
the graduate school entrance examination but an “unqualified” rating takes away that benefit. Finally, “unqualified” teachers have little chance continuing to work for CI and may
have fewer chances teaching Chinese as a second language after they return to China.
We obtained copies of teacher work summaries and Hanban teacher evaluation form.
These materials show that the primary focus of the evaluations is on CI teachers’ effectiveness in teaching language and culture, their research on teaching Chinese as a second
language, and their contributions to cultural events organized by their CI (e.g., a Chinese
New Year Gala). Three questions in the Hanban evaluation form pertain to adherence to
rules and regulations, but primarily to rules of the host school and country:
• Has the teacher seriously violated the rules and guidelines in the CI regulatory documents?
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• Has the teacher seriously violated the rules and disciplinary requirements of the
host-country school he/she works for?
• Has the teacher seriously violated the laws of his/her host country?
The host-country director or the Chinese director of the CI is responsible for answering these three questions with yes/no answers. We reviewed CI regulatory documents
mentioned in the first question, including “Hanban regulatory measures of teachers sent
abroad” (孔子学院总部/国家汉办国家公派出国教师管理办法) and “Matters that
need attention for overseas volunteers” (志愿者出国注意事项). Rules and guidelines
in these documents focus on administrative matters of CI teachers’ work, such as their
weekly teaching load, leave of absence, and travel between China and the host country.
No rules or guidelines in these documents are about teachers’ political behavior or political expressions while abroad.
Overall, our results suggest that the Chinese government does not prescribe the political behavior of CI teachers and most of teachers’ day-to-day actions while abroad are
not subject to monitoring or evaluation by the government. Because the topic of Confucius Institutes is highly contentious in countries like the United States and Australia, a
potential concern is that CI teachers in our study report no prescription of behavior out
of social desirability considerations or preference falsification. A second potential concern is that CI teachers who have been sanctioned for their political behavior are excluded
from our study. Two factors help alleviate these concerns. First, when we compare the
survey responses between CI teachers in the US, who were recruited through CI directors
and thus are more likely to be influenced by social desirability pressures, versus teachers
outside of the US, who were recruited anonymously through snowball sampling, we find
no statistically significant differences in responses regarding incentives for joining CI,
mission while abroad, and considerations in choosing textbooks (see Appendix 2, Table
1). Second, we check and corroborate interviewee and survey responses with evidence
from internal CI documents (e.g., Hanban’s training slides and evaluation forms), public
documents (e.g., Hanban’s policy documents and initial application form of CI teachers),
as well as our own in-person observation of CI training sessions. While we cannot com20

pletely rule out social desirability effects in our study, a variety of different pieces of evidence all suggest that the CCP regime is not enforcing political compliance by prescribing
behaviors or enforcing specific political behaviors through rewards and sanctions.

4.2

Prescribing Objectives

The CI teacher training does contain discussion of the objectives important to the CCP.
During the two-hour session dealing with political topics, teachers were told to comply
with a series of “disciplinary principles for foreign affairs” (外事纪律). These principles
include avoid being influenced by pornographic and “counter-revolutionary” publications
in the host country, abide by the principles of CCP, abide by both the laws of China and
the laws of host country, “avoid doing anything that will hurt the national dignity or your
personal integrity” (不做有损国格人格的事), and “avoid saying anything that will hurt
the motherland” (不 说 不 利 于 祖 国 的 话). These disciplinary principles delineate the
outcomes the Chinese government desires—CI teachers can strengthen the influence and
create a positive image of China and the CCP regime in their host countries—but do not
specify how CI teachers should pursue these outcomes behaviorally.
Hanban does not issue rules about what specific behaviors violate these “disciplinary
principles” or what sanctions would accompany any specific behaviors. Instead, Hanban does threaten punishment for deviating from these objectives (i.e.“disciplinary principles”). Although CI teachers are rarely punished for political reasons,19 a training handout
for CI teachers explicitly says that teachers who “violate disciplinary principles for foreign affairs and are a bad influence” (违反外事纪律并造成恶劣影响者) may have their
contracts terminated, called back to China, and in cases of serious violations, be punished
by relevant regulations of the Chinese government. This statement does not specify what
behavior is “a bad influence,” but it implies that the CCP regime has the discretion on a
case-by-case basis to punish deviations from the regime’s “disciplinary principles” and,
more importantly, that this threat of punishment is credible.
19

No interviewee mentioned knowing of a case where a CI teacher was punished for his/her political
behavior. We checked newspapers and social media posts about CI teachers in Chinese and English, within
and outside of mainland China, between January 2010 and February 2020. We found only one related case
in Canada, where a CI teacher who was a Falun Gong adherent quit her CI position and claimed refugee
status (see https://tgam.ca/37Jo6ru).
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4.3

The Effect of Objectives and Social Enforcement

Our survey experiment provides experimental evidence for how regime objectives generate compliant behaviors. A total of 429 vignettes focused on the issue of Taiwan
sovereignty received responses.20 Respondent characteristics—e.g., gender, age, CCP
membership and education level—are balanced across treatment groups (see Appendix
4). Respondents’ open-ended reflection of the treatment primes confirms that respondents
did interpret the primes as we intended. CI teachers receiving the Objectives Prime were
thinking of the goals and objectives of the CCP regime. Teachers receiving the Social
Prime were thinking of avoiding disagreement with others in their social relations.
We have several reasons to believe that our experimental results are valid. We find
no statistically significant difference in the probability that CI teachers censor the placebo
topic (high school dating) across treatment groups, such that experimenter demand effects are unlikely.21 There is also no evidence of preference falsification. First, there is
no statistically significant difference in responses between CI teachers who received the
anonymity reminder and teachers who did not, no matter which outcome measure is used
(self-censor, one-sided, two-sided, or open discussion). Second, when we compare the
responses between CI teachers in the US, who were recruited through CI directors and
thus were more likely to falsify preferences, versus teachers outside of the US, there is
no significant difference in responses in the control condition, regardless which outcome
measure is used (self-censor, one-sided, two-sided, or open discussion). Third, we see no
significant difference in attrition rates between treatment and control conditions after respondents read the primes, suggesting that no treatment prime generates fear or preference
falsification compared to the control. For additional details, see Appendix 5.
Table 1 presents the overall effects of the Objectives Prime and Social Prime on the reported behavior of CI teachers, including self-censorship, one-sided position-taking, twosided position introduction, and open discussion. In columns (1), (3), (5), and (7), the only
variables are dummy variables for the Objectives Prime and Social Prime. Columns (2),
20

50 per cent of respondents within each treatment group answered two private vignettes. See Section 3.3.
Recent research also shows that in general, demands effects are minimal in survey experiments. See
Mummolo and Peterson (2019).
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Table 1: Effects of Objectives Prime and Social Prime
Self-censor
(1)

(2)

Objectives

−0.135∗∗
(0.053)

−0.125∗∗
(0.059)

Social

−0.119∗∗
(0.054)

Baseline rate
Observations
Controls

One-sided
(3)

(4)

Two-sided

Open discussion

(5)

(6)

(7)

(8)

0.096∗ 0.139∗∗
(0.058) (0.068)

0.032
(0.044)

0.006
(0.050)

0.007 −0.003
(0.041) (0.050)

−0.121∗∗
(0.058)

0.032
(0.058)

0.029
(0.069)

0.067
(0.046)

0.073
(0.054)

0.019
(0.042)

0.009
(0.049)

0.348

0.348

0.370

0.370

0.148

0.148

0.13

0.13

429

429

429

429

429

429

429

429

N

Y

N

Y

N

Y

N

Y

Notes: All regressions use OLS. Robust standard errors are in parentheses.
∗
p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01.
(4), (6), and (8) control for pre-treatment covariates, including respondent’s age, gender,
CCP membership, educational level, years of work experience, years of service at CIs,
current status and seniority in CI, motivations for joining CI, length of Hanban training,
and consumption of PRC and host-country media, along with their frequency of interactions with host-country colleagues and perceived host-country antagonism toward China.
Results are based on linear regression, but remain substantively unchanged if other parametric models are used (see Appendix 6.1).
Reminding CI teacher of the objectives of the CCP regime makes respondents, on average, less likely to self-censor and more likely to engage in one-sided position-taking.
Compared to the control group where self-censorship is 35 per cent, CI teachers exposed
to the Objectives Prime are 13.5 percentage points (39 per cent) less likely to self-censor.
In contrast, in the control group 37 per cent of respondents chose to proclaim the CCP position that Taiwan is an inalienable part of PRC (one-sided position-taking), and exposure
to the Objectives Prime increases this behavior by 9.6 percentage points (26 per cent).
This result remains qualitatively unchanged across the in-class student vignette, the
private student conversation vignette, and the private colleague conversation vignette.22
In other words, the reminder of adhering to government objectives moves CI teachers, on
22

For details, see Appendix 6.2.
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average, from avoiding discussing Taiwan to asserting the CCP’s position on this issue
no matter whether the CI teacher is in a classroom setting or in a private setting, and no
matter whether the counterpart is a student or an adult co-worker.
Alternative explanations: One alternative explanation for the effect of the Objectives
Prime is that rather than obedience to regime goals, the prime increases one-sided positiontaking among CI teachers due to indoctrination. In this explanation, the reminder of disciplinary principles increases the salience of respondents’ belief that Taiwan belongs to the
PRC. A second alternative explanation is that the Objectives Prime changes respondents’
behavior because it increases respondents’ feelings of nationalism on the issue of Taiwan.
Both of these explanations argue that the Objectives Prime affects CI teachers’ behavior
by altering their internal beliefs. Therefore, if either indoctrination or nationalism leads
to an increase in one-sided position-taking, we should also see the treatment increasing
the proportion of respondents who report believing that Taiwan belongs to the PRC. However, that is not what we observe. At the end of the survey, we ask respondents whether
they believe that Taiwan is part of the PRC. To elicit truthful answers and get individuallevel responses to this question, we use an indirect questioning technique that is adapted
from the crosswise model (Gingerich et al., 2016). There is no statistically significant difference in the proportion of respondents reporting that Taiwan is part of the PRC across
treatment conditions (see Appendix 6.3). While the behavior of CI teachers is no doubt in
part a reflection of their internal beliefs, the fact that a reminder of the CCP’s objectives
changes teachers’ reported actions but not reported beliefs suggests that the behaviors of
CI teachers are unlikely to be solely motivated by their internal beliefs.
A third alternative explanation for the effect of the Objectives Prime may be that the
prime increases one-sided position-taking among CI teachers by reminding them to obey
the authority of the Chinese regime, not the objectives set out by the regime.23 To assess
the impact of this explanation, we asked two native Chinese speakers to code all openended responses after the vignette based on whether respondents linked their responses to
23
While obedience to the powerholders’ objectives implies obedience to their authority, the opposite is not
true. Namely, subjects may behave solely out of conformity to authority, not thinking about the objectives
set out by the powerholders.

24

conforming with the authority of government, achieving 87 per cent intercoder agreement
(for detailed coding rules, see Appendix 6.4). We find that no respondents in the control
condition explicitly link their response on the Taiwan issue to authority of government
and less than 1 per cent of respondents in the Objectives Prime make this explicit link.
This suggests that adherence to government authority without thinking of its objectives is
not why the Objectives Prime increases one-sided position-taking among CI teachers.
Social enforcement: We see from Table 1 that the Social Prime also moves respondents
to decrease self-censorship. In addition, the Social Prime is associated with an increase
in one-sided position-taking and two-sided position introduction, although these effects
are not statistically significant. Compared to the control group, CI teachers exposed to
the Social Prime are 11.9 percentage points (34 per cent) less likely to self-censor, and
3.2 percentage points (9 per cent) more likely to engage in one-sided position-taking.
No teacher exposed to the Social Prime chose to support the view of the host-country
student/colleague in the vignette (i.e., support that Taiwan is independent of the PRC).24
If this prime of avoiding social friction had prompted CI teachers to adhere to the
social norms of the host country or to only decrease interpersonal conflict, we should see
an increase in self-censorship or an increase in compliance with the views of the hostcountry students and colleagues. However, the open-ended responses after the vignette
show that the Social Prime leads CI teachers to defend China’s political claims while
trying to minimize conflicts with host-country colleagues and students. For example, one
teacher who chose one-sided position-taking after reading the Social Prime said:
Proclaiming that Taiwan belongs to China is what we should do. We could
briefly state that position, but too much explanation and discussion of this
issue might cause other friction or problems with the local people.
One limitation of these results is that they do not show direct evidence that teachers’
obedience is generated by social enforcement. Instead, we take these results as suggestive
evidence that social factors are at play in increasing obedience among CI teachers. Future
24

We allow teachers to report open-ended responses after the vignettes. See Appendix 3.
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research is needed to test this relationship more directly.

5

Diverse Manifestations of Obedience

An important implication of prescribing objectives is that obedience cannot be measured
by a narrow set of behaviors. On average, the Objectives Prime moves CI teachers to decrease self-censorship and increase one-sided position-taking. However, when we examine the open-ended responses after the vignettes, we find that teachers, despite choosing a
range of different behaviors, are consistently motivated by the same desire to uphold the
outcomes the CCP desires. After receiving the Objectives Prime, 47 per cent of teachers
choose to take one-sided position—only stating the CCP’s position and then rejecting further discussion. Another 21 per cent of CI teachers choose to self-censor, not expressing
any opinion and hence suppressing open discussion. However, among this 21 per cent, the
majority (88 per cent) choose directed self-censorship, which means they provide some
reference resources from the CCP and suggest that the host-country students or colleagues
use those resources to do their own research (see Appendix 3). For these teachers, the best
way to promote the CCP’s position is to let students and colleagues learn from the CCP’s
documents on their own. One teacher who chose directed self-censorship said:
Instead of bluntly indoctrinating students with our position, I think students
can get a deeper understanding of the Taiwan issue by investigating these
materials on their own.
Another 18 per cent of CI teachers censor open discussion of Taiwan independence
by stating two-sided positions—the position of the CCP and the opposing position—
before shutting down further discussion. While this appears at first glance to deviate from
what the CCP might want, teachers who selected this option did so because they believed
an openness on contentious political issues would be an effective way of promoting the
CCP’s position. For example, one teacher said:
We should let students know the position of our country. However, we can
make people more willing to accept our position only if we present this complicated historical issue [Taiwan’s sovereignty] in an open and objective way.
26

Strikingly, when power is not associated with a specific action X, behaviors that look
like resistance to authority can instead be conformity. The remaining 14 per cent of CI
teachers who are primed to think about the CCP’s objectives choose to openly exchange
views with host-country students and colleagues on Taiwan’s independence. These CI
teachers may look like they are exhibiting noncompliance with the CCP by allowing free
speech on a political topic that is censored by the CCP within China. However, the rationales provided by these teachers suggest that they are using open discussion to achieve an
outcome they believe those in power want. These CI teachers perceive open discussion to
be an effective way to persuade their host-country students and colleagues to the position
that Taiwan is part of the PRC. For instance, one teacher said:
Taiwan has always been part of China. Open discussion can help students be
clear and convinced about this.
Another teacher who chose open discussion shared this view and also explained how she
planned to promote the CCP’s position, saying:
First, I hope to know why the student asked this question [about Taiwan and
China]. Then, I will show students the map of China on Google and explain
China’s regulatory policies on Taiwan.
Compared with CI teachers who self-censor or only state the CCP doctrine, CI teachers who engage in two-sided position introduction and who strive to promote the CCP’s
position on Taiwan through open discussion may be engaging in “riskier” behavior since
information about Taiwan’s position on its independence is suppressed under CCP rule.
Such behaviors are possible because the Chinese government prescribes objectives, not
behaviors. With prescription of objectives, subjects have to decide on their own what
action is and is not acceptable. Therefore, for the same person, the same behavior (e.g.,
open discussion) can represent resistance in one context and compliance in another. Similarly, in the same context, the same behavior may indicate resistance to one person and
compliance to another.
An alternative explanation for why teachers may choose to openly discuss Taiwan
sovereignty is that they want to adapt to norms of free speech in the host country. Based
27

on this explanation, instead of prompting teachers to obey the CCP, the Objectives Prime
reminds CI teachers to do their job through localization. If this is true, we would expect
to see differences in the effect of the Objectives Prime between CI teachers working in
democracies and CI teachers working in autocracies, but we do not. Our respondents work
in 28 authoritarian countries and 44 democratic countries,25 and there is no statistically
significant difference in the effects of the Objectives Prime between teachers working in
democracies and those working in autocracies on any outcome measure (See Appendix
7.2). Also, when we examine the open-ended responses after the vignettes, we do not find
any CI teachers saying that they engage in open discussion because they want to assimilate
to the host-country academic or political culture. This is not to say that CI teachers do not
consider localization in their interactions with host-country students and colleagues, but
simply that localization is not why the Objectives Prime leads to open discussion.
Gendered heterogeneity: The main source of heterogeneity in political obedience among
CI teachers is by gender. In our pre-analysis plan, we specified 14 covariates, including
gender, that we would explore for heterogeneity.26 All 14 covariates are measured pretreatment. For each, we estimate the difference in effects between subgroups and conduct
a significance test on the difference. To address multiple comparisons, we use three methods: Benjamini-Hochberg correction, Holm correction, and Bonferroni correction. We
find that for the Objectives Prime, gender is the only covariate where difference between
subgroups (women vs. men) withstands any method of correction and gender withstands
all three methods of correction. For the Social Prime, the difference in effect is not significant for any covariate after addressing multiple comparisons, but the size of difference by
gender is substantially larger than the difference by all other covariates we pre-registered.
For details, see Appendix 7.1.
Table 2 presents the effects by women and men CI teachers. Results are based on
25

The coding of regime type is based on a dataset introduced by Geddes, Wright and Frantz (2014)
(https://bit.ly/2Sr55TF).
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The 14 covariates are gender, age group, CCP membership, education level, seniority in CI, teaching
experience before CI, frequency of consuming PRC media, frequency of consuming local media, frequency
of interacting with host-country teachers, agreeableness, whether perceive the host-country media is friendly
to China, whether perceive the host-country community has antagonism toward China, whether perceive CI
teachers have a political mission, and the US vs. other host countries.
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Table 2: Effects of Objectives Prime and Social Prime by Gender
Self-censor

One-sided

Two-sided

Open Discussion

0.018
(0.104)

0.216∗∗
(0.108)

−0.034
(0.085)

−0.200∗∗
(0.087)

Social Prime

0.069
(0.100)

0.110
(0.114)

−0.038
(0.088)

−0.141
(0.089)

Baseline rate

0.299

0.299

0.179

0.224

Observations

180

180

180

180

−0.203∗∗∗
(0.076)

0.055
(0.095)

0.086
(0.061)

0.126∗∗
(0.054)

Social Prime

−0.161∗∗
(0.077)

−0.070
(0.095)

0.124∗∗
(0.062)

0.123∗∗
(0.047)

Baseline rate

0.397

0.423

0.118

0.062

Observations

249

249

249

249

Men
Objectives Prime

Women
Objectives Prime

Notes: All regressions use OLS. Robust standard errors are used.
∗
p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01.
a linear model, but remain substantively unchanged when other parametric models are
used (see Appendix 7.3). In the overall sample, the Objectives Prime, on average, decreases self-censorship and increases one-sided position-taking. Table 2 shows that the
decrease in self-censorship is driven by women CI teachers, while the increase of onesided position-taking is driven by men CI teachers. In response to the Objectives Prime,
women CI teachers decrease self-censorship by 20.3 percentage points and instead increase open discussion of Taiwan’s sovereignty by 12.6 percentage points. In contrast to
women, men CI teachers decrease open discussion by 20 percentage points and increase
one-sided position-taking by 21.6 percentage points.27
The Social Prime decreases self-censorship among CI teachers overall. Table 2 shows
that this effect is entirely driven by women. Women CI teachers decrease self-censorship
by 16.1 percentage points and instead, increase two-sided position introduction by 12.4
27

The baseline rate of open discussion is higher among men CI teachers than women teachers. This
is driven by respondents aged 30 or below in the control group. In this subgroup of respondents and the
remaining group who are above 30, the heterogeneous effects by gender hold. See Appendix 7.4.
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percentage points and increase open discussion by 12.3 percentage points.
These results hold across the three vignettes in our experiment: in-class student setting, private student conversation setting, and private colleague conversation setting. Within
subgroups of men and women, pre-treatment covariates are balanced across treatments
(see Appendix 7.5). We also find no evidence that this heterogeneous effect by gender results from imbalance between men and women on any other covariate, such as education
or CCP membership, measured in the survey (see Appendix 7.6).
When we examine the open-ended responses after the vignettes, we find that women
and men CI teachers have divergent understandings of what behavior is obedience to the
objectives of CCP regime. For women CI teachers, obedience to the CCP means trying
to persuade people through dialogue and open discussion. For men teachers, however,
obedience means asserting the CCP’s political claim by dominating the conversation.
Scholars in political science, economics, and psychology have found that in general,
men and women react differently when facing the same authority figure or social environment (Collins, Burrus and Meyer, 2014; Djupe, Mcclurg and Sokhey, 2018; Gneezy,
Leonard and List, 2009; Hays, 2013; Ho and Li, 2014; Tong, 2003). Studies of gender
and politics show that when fulfilling the same political objective, women are more likely
to use a communicative strategy than men are in democratic countries (Kathlene, 1995;
Lawless, 2015; Weikart et al., 2007). There are few studies of gender and politics in authoritarian countries. Existing studies of gender and political compliance in China focus
on the Maoist era. These early works find that among worker rebels and student Red
Guards, women tend to question their superiors less and to be more radical in carrying out
Mao’s slogans like “attacking class enemy” compared to their male counterparts (Honig,
2002; Ling, 1972; Perry and Dillon, 2002; Young, 1989). The gendered behavior in compliance among CI teachers suggests that in contemporary China, women and men may
also express obedience to the CCP regime in different ways.
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6

Conclusion

This paper develops the concept of prescribing objectives and shows its behavioral consequences. We find that the Chinese regime enforces the obedience of Confucius Institute teachers not by selecting loyalists, dictating explicit rules of behaviors, or rewarding/sanctioning their political actions, but through prescribing objectives that may be socially enforced. An important theoretical implication of our study is that obedience gained
by prescribing objectives cannot be measured by a narrow set of behaviors. The same behavior can represent dissent in one context and compliance in another, and what looks like
resistance to the regime can instead be motivated by conformity to the regime.
Many authoritarian countries have established cultural and economic institutions that
aim to increase the country’s international presence.28 Like Confucius Institute teachers,
individuals who are sent abroad through these government-run organizations are an inbetween population. They are less embedded in and tied to governments of their home
country compared to diplomats and embassy attachées, but they are more closely tied to
the regime than those who are abroad for private reasons (e.g., studying at a foreign university, working for a private foreign firm). It is important for future research to examine
whether other autocracies prescribe objectives to obtain political obedience and whether
other populations, specifically those with fewer ties to the government, are also influenced
by the prescription of objectives.
Our study shows that Confucius Institute teachers are advancing the objectives of the
Chinese regime, but we also find that the influence of the Chinese regime on CI teachers is
much less direct or coercive than what is commonly portrayed in the media, by policymakers, and by advocacy groups (Department of State, 2020; Peterson, 2017; Wood, 2018).
This finding may have implications for policymaking toward Confucius Institutes. Given
the political salience and contentiousness of Confucius Institutes in countries such as the
United States, it is difficult yet important to gather systematic empirical data about these
organizations in order for policymaking to be based on facts rather than assumptions.
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Examples include Russia’s Russian Centers, the United Arab Emirates’ Mohammed bin Rashid Al
Maktoum Foundation, and Turkey’s Yunus Emre Turkish Cultural Centers.
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