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At the Education Network here at KQED of Northern California Public Broadcasting in 
San Francisco, we work with community groups as well as various educational 
institutions. This community discussion guide is different from the curriculum 
materials we’ve developed for China from the Inside. This guide contains material 
meant for any type of community forum – be it focused on public policy, civic 
participation, faith-based, or for a book group-type setting. We hope the questions 
and prompts will foster stimulating community discussion. 
 
 
 

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE 

 
In addition to typical discussion prompts, this guide includes handouts in grid format 
designed to help viewers use what they already know about the U.S. to deepen their 
understanding of China and to consider what insights about their own experiences 
can be gained by looking at people, policies, and events in China.   
 
The grid handouts can be used for note-taking during a screening or for discussion 
after the film.  In either case, discussion leaders can suggest that participants use 
the grid to compare and contrast Chinese and American approaches to the issues 
listed.  Make it clear that the purpose of the comparison is to deepen insight, not to 
come to conclusions about whether or not one nation is superior or inferior to the 
other.  Encourage participants to consider historical as well as current practice, 
especially for the U.S.   
 
To help discussion leaders prepare, this guide 
provides sample answers.  These items are 
suggestive of possible responses, not a 
comprehensive list of all possibilities.  We do not 
recommend distributing anything but the blank grids 
to discussion participants. Learning is likely to be 
more powerful if people are allowed to draw their 
own conclusions rather than have answers provided.   
 



 

We would also suggest that discussion leaders provide additional reflection time to 
discuss issues based on the completion of handouts. Ask participants if there are 
patterns in the grid comparisons worth noting. Continue to ask participants about 
sources of their information when completing the grid handout. Also consider how 
the film informed or challenged the process. Again, it is important that the grid is 
used as a tool for reflection and insight, rather than an exercise in polarized 
comparisons.  
 
 
 
 

GENERAL QUESTSIONS (for any episode) 

 
 

o If you could ask anyone in the film a question, who 
would you ask? Discuss among yourselves – What 
do you think the person would answer? What 
would you answer? Why is that question important 
to you?   

 
 

o Using 3-6 adjectives, describe your current view of 
China.  When you think of China, what images 
come to mind?  What are the sources of your 
information, feelings, or beliefs about China?  
Which of your views did the film confirm or 
challenge? 

 
 

o Describe a moment in the film that: 
Moved you, 
Disturbed you, 
Inspired you,  
Intrigued you, and/or 
Gave you new insight. 

 
 

o If you created a documentary about the United States, what four issues would you 
focus on? What would be most challenging and presenting the “U.S. from the Inside?” 
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EPISODE 1: POWER AND THE PEOPLE 

 
o What do people mean when they describe a country as “number one”?  How 

might your life be different if China was the “number one” nation in the 
world?   

 
o What is the relationship between economic systems and political systems?  

Does adoption of a market economy necessarily move a society towards 
democracy?  What things do you see in the film that provides evidence for 
your answer?   

 
o The narrator suggests that China’s government promotes a public image as “a 

country which thinks with one mind, speaks with one voice.  But that is an 
illusion.”  What do you see in the film to support or contradict this conclusion?   

 
o One participant describes the National 

People’s Congress as an expression of 
democracy?  Do you agree?  Why or 
why not? 

 
o How does the diversity of China’s 

population challenge the Communist 
Party’s belief that it makes decisions 
that are “best for the people.”  Under 
what circumstances is it possible for a 
decision or policy to be “best” for everyone?  What policies govern your 
community that you consider to be “best for the people”?   

 
o Prof. Kang Xiaoguang says, “The success of village elections doesn’t mean 

China is going to become a democracy.  On the contrary, it means there is no 
need for China to become a democracy because the election process is 
making the Communist Party more secure…”  Others argue that elections give 
villagers a taste of democracy and that eventually they will want more.  What 
is your view?  Does voting create momentum for democracy, even if there is 
no diversity of opinion among candidates?  Is there such a thing as too much 
diversity of opinion?   

 
o There is a fine line between providing security and controlling, as in Tibet.  

When has government in the U.S. used force to control under the guise of 
providing security? 

 
o One National People’s Congress Deputy notes that those who vote must have 

“sufficient understanding of the issue” to vote appropriately, implying that not 
everyone would have such understanding.  Compare and contrast her attitude 
with arguments for the establishment of the Electoral College in the U.S., or 
the exclusion of all but property-owning white males from voting in the early 
years of American democracy.  This comes up in the current raging debate on 
whether to give the vote in the US to 16 year olds.  Some argue it would be 
great, make them more civic-minded.  Others fear they “don’t understand the 
issue,” as if our 30-year olds do. 
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This is a sample grid to assist discussion 
leaders in preparation. These are 
suggested possible responses, not 
answers, not a comprehensive list of all 
possibilities. We do not recommend 
distributing anything but the blank grid 
handouts to discussion participants.  
 
 
 
 
 
  EPISODE 1: POWER AND THE PEOPLE  

ISSUE CHINA U.S. 
Policies deriving from 
government’s attempt to pursue 
a prosperous society 
  

Government and Party are responsible to 
aggressively grow the economy;  Relocation 
of ethnic Chinese into other ethnic 
communities (e.g., Tibet) 

Economic growth is viewed as best 
accomplished by supporting the private 
sector 

Policies deriving from 
government’s attempt to pursue 
an harmonious society  
 

Suppression of dissent 
 

Legal channels are created for voicing 
dissent and redressing grievances, but 
there is also a history of suppressing 
dissent (e.g., use of police against striking 
workers and political protestors) 

Separation of religion and state 
 
 
 

Government tries to control religious 
institutions 

Government tries to creates separation 
between itself and religious institutions 

Politicians focused on 
preservation of power  
 
 

Done through control of structures by 
Communist Party 

Done by individuals securing their 
individual power;   
rules that benefit incumbents;  
history of gerrymandering political districts 

Attitudes about government’s 
role in protecting minority 
interests 
 

Minority interests are always secondary to 
the interests of the majority 

Constitutional protections exist to protect 
expression of minority opinions 

Attitudes towards diversity 
 
 
 

Some diversity is tolerated as long as it does 
not threaten Chinese unity.  Party 
membership is seen as a great equalizer. 
Ethnic prejudices are left unchallenged in the 
service of economic development and unity. 

Celebration of ethnic, religious, racial 
heritage has been both encouraged and 
discouraged, depending on the particular 
identity;  Active discrimination based on 
ethnic, racial, or religious difference is 
illegal, but historically, has been common 

Relationship of people in 
positions of government power 
to people with wealth 
 

Government actively partnering with wealthy 
individuals to promote economic 
development 

Lobbyists and wealthy contributors have a 
major impact on individual politicians and, 
through them, government policy. 

Attitudes towards “white collar” 
crime and/or political corruption 
 
 

Corruption is viewed as a major 
transgression and, when prosecuted, is 
punished harshly 

Corruption is treated as being less serious 
than other crimes 

The obligation of individual to 
society, government, and family 
 
 

Individuals are encouraged to sacrifice on 
behalf of “the people” (e.g., the attitude of 
the canal worker).  Primary allegiance is to 
“the people.” 

Individuals are obligated to obey the law, 
but otherwise are expected to further their 
own self-interests, i.e., “every man for 
themselves”. 
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EPISODE 2: WOMEN OF THE COUNTRY 

 
o From what you see in the film, what kinds of pressures are faced by Chinese 

women that are not also faced by Chinese men?  In what ways do women 
wield power and in what ways are they rendered powerless?   

 
o Describe the beliefs you hear or see in 

the film regarding appropriate roles for 
women.  How are those roles being 
affected by the economic changes 
occurring in China?  Which of the beliefs 
match or challenge your own beliefs 
about gender roles?  In your opinion, 
which views are most likely to provide 
women with basic human rights, dignity, 
and the opportunity to prosper?   

 
o As the film shows, migration for 

economic reasons, either to pursue 
better earning opportunities in urban 
areas or because the government 
mandates relocation, impacts hundreds 
of thousands of people in China.  What is 
the impact of migration on families? Can 
you see parallels to migration patterns 
and social impact between rural families 
in Mexico/Central America and cities in 
the US?  

 
o What impact does age have on the specific concerns of individual women? 

 
o What is the connection between education and power? 

 
o What is the impact of the “one-child policy?”  Why do many parents in China 

favor having boys?  What policies would you suggest on this issue? 
 

o What is the connection between financial independence and women’s status? 
 

o Supply and demand theory would suggest that if there are fewer women in 
China, their value would rise.  However, one journalist in the film suggests 
that the opposite will occur: “Abduction and trafficking women will increase.  
So will prostitution, as well as sexual violence against women and rape.”  
What do you think accounts for these very different views of the prospect that 
China will soon have 40 million fewer women than men? 

 
o How might you offer support to the women that you see in the film?  How do 

their varying circumstances influence what they need?     
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This is a sample grid to assist discussion leaders in preparation. These are suggested 
possible responses, not answers, not a comprehensive list of all possibilities. We do 
not recommend distributing anything but the blank grid handouts to discussion 
participants.  
 

EPISODE 2: WOMEN OF THE COUNTRY 
ISSUE CHINA U.S. 

Government’s role in family 
planning policy / boundaries 
between public & private 
 

Government sees population control as an 
essential government function to combat 
poverty;  choices around childbirth are 
viewed as related public responsibility, not a 
matter of personal choice or morality 

Choices around childbirth and sexual 
activity seen as primarily moral decisions, 
not in terms of community responsibility; 
Family matters generally defined as 
“private,” though there have been 
consistent attempts to legislate morality  

Marriage laws and customs 
 
 

Dowry still common in rural communities; 
woman often expected to move in with 
husband’s family 

Marriage for love; couples expected to set 
up independent household 

Definitions of “proper” gender 
roles, including how they have 
changed over time 
 

The Communist Party promotes full equality 
for women, but ancient traditions of women 
as subservient and home-bound continue to 
be influential   

Historically women have not had rights 
equal to men, but currently are afforded all 
Constitutional protections and rights;  
cultural attitudes promoting traditional 
gender roles persist 

Value placed on education / 
Access to education 
 
 

Education is widely viewed as a way out of 
poverty, but access to education is often 
limited, especially for girls and the poor 

Education is viewed as critical to economic 
success.  All children have access to 
universal public education, though the 
quality of education varies widely.  School 
attendance through age 15 is mandatory. 

Expectations for women to 
balance work, health, and 
family 
 
 

Women are pressured to work, even at the 
cost of their health, in service of general 
economic growth and also by families in 
need of income.  At the same time they are 
expected to fulfill roles as wives and 
mothers.  

Though most women work outside the 
home, women are often still expected to 
take primary responsibility for the home 
and childrearing. 
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EPISODE 3: SHIFTING NATURE 

 
o Who benefits from factories that pollute?  Who is harmed?  Consider the 

impact on people both inside and outside of China.  
 

o The film’s narrator summarizes, 
“The prosperity touches some, 
the pollution touches all.”  In 
what ways does pollution serve 
to amplify economic disparities? 

 
o In your view, who should be 

responsible to ensure that 
economic progress is 
environmentally sustainable?  
What should they do?   

 
 

o What kinds of environmental costs (to forests, to air quality, to water quality, 
etc.) were incurred during the period of industrialization in the west (Europe 
and the US particularly)?  How can the western countries demand that China 
refrain from environmental damage during their period of development?  

 
 

o Consider the trade-offs involved in 
economic development, especially in a 
country trying to alleviate widespread 
poverty.  If you were a local official, what 
factors would be most important to you as 
you considered whether or not to approve 
a new road, factory, or energy generation 
project?   

 
 

o As the film points out, the impact of 
pollution by China extends beyond 
national borders.  In your view, should an 
international body (e.g., the United 
Nations) have the power to set and 
enforce environmental standards?  If you 
could write an international environmental 
policy, what would it include?  How would 
China and the U.S. fair under your policy? 

 
o How do our habits as consumers of products (shoes, electronics, household 

items, etc.) made with cheap labor in China directly impact the pollution in 
China? 
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This is a sample grid to assist discussion leaders in preparation. These are suggested 
possible responses, not answers, not a comprehensive list of all possibilities. We do 
not recommend distributing anything but the blank grid handouts to discussion 
participants.  
 
 

 

EPISODE 3: SHIFTING NATURE 
ISSUE CHINA U.S. 

Government’s ability to force 
citizens to relocate to serve 
the greater good 
 

Government has relocated hundreds of 
thousands in social engineering and 
economic development efforts;  
Compensation is offered, but sometimes 
lands in the hands of corrupt politicians 
rather than the individuals required to move 
 

Governments are required to use eminent 
domain procedures to acquire land owned by 
private individuals.  Historically, economic 
powerhouses like the owners of the early 
railroads, removed people by force and 
without compensation.  Native Americans 
were also forcibly removed. 

Attitudes towards 
environmental activists 
 
 

On a federal level, environmental activists 
are often applauded.  On the local level, 
they are often seen as interlopers who 
threaten economic development. 

In some circles, environmentalists are 
heroes.  In other circles they are derided 
and seen as interfering with unimpeded use 
of private property and/or economic 
development. 

Government responsibility for 
ensuring clean air and water 
 
 

The government emphasizes economic 
growth over pollution control, and though 
there are laws and an agency responsible to 
fight pollution, polluters are rarely 
prosecuted. 

Both state and federal governments have 
enacted legislation requiring clean air and 
water, though the agency tasked with 
ensuring compliance (EPA) has not always 
been given the necessary tools or funding. 

Attitude towards stewardship 
of the land 
 
 

Environmentalists attempt to persuade 
people of their responsibility to preserve the 
land of their ancestors.   

Historically, land has been viewed as a 
resource to be exploited for capital gain.  
Glorification of concern for land as the 
province of Native Americans further defines 
stewardship as not being a part of the 
majority culture. 
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EPISODE 4: FREEDOM AND JUSTICE 

 
o The film asks, “How free are the Chinese people?”  How do you measure 

freedom? 
 

o The film observes, “It’s no longer a question of how much freedom the people 
are being granted, but how much they want for themselves.”  What factors 
might mitigate a desire for freedom?  

 
o Describe the changes in China that you have seen in the film.  In your view, 

what are the major sparks for the changes?   Which of the changes would you 
describe as positive?  Negative?  Neither positive nor negative? 

 
o Why does the Chinese government view Buddhism differently than 

Christianity?  Why would one religion seem more threatening than another?  
When might a religious movement harm national security?  What actions can 
nations take to protect themselves and also protect religious expression? 

 
o Party officials describe police and military action in places like Tibet as a 

necessary to preserve law and order.  Others see it as suppression of dissent.  
Can both points of view be accurate?  What kinds of laws and structures are 
needed to ensure security and the opportunity for dissent? 

 
o Much of Chinese media is controlled by 

the government, which allows some 
investigative journalism.  How does it 
serve the Party to permit media 
coverage of corruption, environmental 
issues, conditions for workers, and 
AIDS?  What do you think a completely 
independent journalist should write 
about in China?  In the US? 

 
o What do you notice about the kinds of 

people who have become heroes in 
China?  What kinds of acts are 
considered heroic?  Do you also view 
these kinds of acts as heroic?  Why or 
why not? 

 
o Prof. Kang Xiaoguang says, “The key 

problem is injustice.  An unjust society 
lacks both a moral foundation and 
political legitimacy, so there’s nothing to 
hold it together…So, for China’s political stability, justice is extremely 
important.”  What would a “just” China look like?   
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This is a sample grid to assist discussion leaders in preparation. These are suggested 
possible responses, not answers, not a comprehensive list of all possibilities. We do 
not recommend distributing anything but the blank grid handouts to discussion 
participants.  
 

EPISODE 4: FREEDOM AND JUSTICE 
ISSUE CHINA U.S. 

Opportunities for citizens to air 
grievances 
 

There are few effective channels for citizens 
to legally air grievances.   

Free speech is guaranteed by the 
Constitution, though public protestors have 
sometimes been arrested.   

Structures for redress of 
grievances 
 

Legal channels exist, but they are very 
difficult for individuals to access. 

The civil court system is specifically designed 
for individuals to pursue grievances. 

The role of the judiciary  
 
 

Judges are appointed by the Party.  The 
judiciary is not an independent branch of 
government. 

Depending on the level, judges are either 
appointed or elected.  The judiciary is a 
separate branch of government from the 
executive and legislative branches. 

The notion of equality under law 
 
 

According to the Chinese Constitution, “no 
person or organization is above the law,” but 
Party membership or economic clout can 
lead to preferential treatment.   
 

In the ideal, justice is blind, but the law has 
often been applied differently depending on 
socioeconomic class, race, relation to people 
in power, etc. 

The purpose and methods of the 
penal system  
 

Incarceration is seen as an opportunity for 
re-education. 

Incarceration is viewed primarily as 
punishment. 

The role of media in society 
 
 

Media is seen as being a mouthpiece for the 
Party, doing its part to help government do 
its job. 

Historically media has taken the role of 
watchdog, the so-called “fourth estate”, 
essential to keeping the three branches of 
government in check. 

The relationship between 
religion and government 
 

Government permits some individual 
religious expression, but controls all religious 
institutions.     

Government may not establish any religion 
and the Constitution guarantees freedom of 
religious expression. 

Policies governing public protest 
 
 

Protest is allowed only with permission from 
the government, and permission is granted 
selectively. 

The Constitution guarantees free speech, 
though mass protests require permits. 

Attitude towards social justice 
 
 

Pursuit of social justice is done on behalf of 
the people.   

Pursuit of social justice is focused on 
preserving the rights and dignity of 
individuals. 

Federalism vs. local control 
 
 
 

Everything is controlled centrally, by the 
Communist Party.  The Party relies on local 
officials to carry out its mandates. 

There have been ongoing debates about 
“states rights”, with a strong sentiment that 
as much as possible should be left to local 
control. 
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HANDOUT FOR COMMUNITY DISCUSSION GUIDE 

 
 
 

EPISODE 1: POWER & THE PEOPLE 
ISSUE CHINA U.S. 

Policies deriving from 
government’s attempt to pursue 
a prosperous society 
  

  

Policies deriving from 
government’s attempt to pursue 
an harmonious society  
 

  

Separation of religion and state 
 
 
 

  

Politicians focused on 
preservation of power  
 
 

  

Attitudes about government’s 
role in protecting minority 
interests 
 

  

Attitudes towards diversity 
 
 
 

  

Relationship of people in 
positions of government power 
to people with wealth 
 

  

Attitudes towards “white collar” 
crime and/or political corruption 
 
 

  

The obligation of individual to 
society, government, and family 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 

(Add additional issues relevant to you and/or your community in the blank rows above.)

CHINA FROM THE INSIDE  COMMUNITY DISCUSSION GUIDE 
www.pbs.org/chinainside  Page 12 of 15 



 

 
 
 
 

HANDOUT FOR COMMUNITY DISCUSSION GUIDE 

 
EPISODE 2: WOMEN OF THE COUNTRY 

ISSUE CHINA U.S. 
Government’s role in family 
planning policy / boundaries 
between public & private 
 

  

Marriage laws and customs 
 
 
 

  

Definitions of “proper” gender 
roles, including how they have 
changed over time 
 

  

Value placed on education / 
Access to education 
 
 

  

Structure of factories that 
employ female laborers 
 
 

  

Expectations for women to 
balance work, health, and 
family 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 

(Add additional issues relevant to you and/or your community in the blank rows above.) 
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HANDOUT FOR COMMUNITY DISCUSSION GUIDE 

 
 
 

EPISODE 3: SHIFTING NATURE 
ISSUE CHINA U.S. 

Government’s ability to force 
citizens to relocate to serve the 
greater good 
 

  

Attitudes towards 
environmental activists 
 
 

  

Government responsibility for 
ensuring clean air and water 
 
 

  

Attitude towards stewardship of 
the land 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 

(Add additional issues relevant to you and/or your community in the blank rows above.) 
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HANDOUT FOR COMMUNITY DISCUSSION GUIDE 

 
 
 
 

EPISODE 4: FREEDOM & JUSTICE 
ISSUE CHINA U.S. 

Opportunities for citizens to air 
grievances 
 
 

  

Structures for redress of 
grievances 
 
 

  

The role of the judiciary  
 
 
 

  

The notion of equality under law 
 
 
 

  

The purpose and methods of the 
penal system  
 
 

  

The role of media in society 
 
 
 

  

The relationship between 
religion and government 
 
 

  

Policies governing public protest 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Attitude towards social justice 
 
 
 

  

Federalism vs. local control 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 

(Add additional issue relevant to you and/or your community in the blank rows above.) 
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