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Huang
China’s Media and
Culture Mogul
Hung Huang has spent her entire
life between two worlds.
Born in China, as a teenager Hung escaped
much of the turmoil of the Cultural Revolution
thanks to her family’s political connections.
Her stepfather served as China’s foreign minister in the 1970s, and her mother was Mao
Zedong’s English teacher and favored translator. As a result, Hung spent her school years in
an American classroom, instead of with the
communist youth’s Red Guard.
Given the circumstances, arriving in the United
States from China at age twelve would have
been enough of a cultural revolution for many.
Hung went on to attend Vasser College in New
York, majoring in political science. She eventually returned to China after Mao’s death, in the
midst of the ensuing political power struggle.
Initially she worked with a small Beijing-based
investment firm, tracking assets in gritty factories. When offered the chance to revitalize a
floundering women’s fashion magazine, she
jumped at the chance to trade pistons and assembly lines for photo shoots.
For not knowing anything about fashion or pub-

lishing at the outset, Hung’s foray into the industry was a fantastic success. That troubled
women’s magazine was iLook—a luxury goods
publication that currently has a Beijing readership upwards of 55,000. The magazine predated
Chinese versions of Cosmopolitan and Vogue
and remains competitive in a field flooded with
Western imports. Now, Hung is an undisputed
media and cultural mogul in Chinese society.
As the CEO of China Interactive Media Group,
she also oversees production of Time Out Beijing and Seventeen. Her microblog (think
China’s Twitter) has a following of nearly 6
million. She has acted in movies, hosted talk
shows, and has opened a store featuring Chinese designers.
China is sometimes referred to as the factory of
the world. A massive producer of manufactured
goods, the country lags, however, when it
comes to cultural exports and design. Because
of her cross cultural background, Hung is ideally positioned to bring China’s innovators into
the twenty-first century—and into the global
spotlight. And as she works towards this goal,
her own influence is spreading. The Wall Street
Journal has dubbed her “China’s Oprah.” In
2011, Time magazine chose Hung as one of the
“World’s 100 Most Influential People.” China
listens when Hung talks—not only fashion, but
social justice and economics too.

The Importance
of Soft Power

Purses and International Politics
Any employee caught bringing a fake Gucci purse
(or for that matter, any brand knockoff) into work at
Hung’s China Interactive Media Group will be fired.
Thanks to a booming economy and growing demand,
China is now flooded with Western luxury brands—
and their copycats. One of iLook magazine’s main
goals is to educate consumers on how to spot the real
thing, and to foster appreciation for original design.
This is more than just good fashion advice though.
Hung hopes to crack down on a pervasive culture of
imitation in China. Chinese innovation is frequently
sacrificed when weighed against guaranteed profitability. The country is the world’s largest exporter,
but most of China’s exports are manufactured goods.
The United States, on the other hand, is a major cultural exporter. American music, movies, and food, to
name a few examples, are found around the world.
1.

Can you think of examples of cultural imports in
the United States? Do you listen to music or watch
TV show from other countries? If yes, then how do
these elements of culture influence your view of
their country of origin?

2.

As discussed above, a country can spread its soft
power influence through its cultural exports. Do
you think this could backfire? Can you think of
examples of American culture that might be offensive to other countries? What about elements that
do not accurately portray American society?

China’s wariness of innovation may result from its
recent political history. During the Cultural Revolution of the 1960s and 1970s, Chairman Mao urged
the destruction of traditional, cultural, and capitalist
elements in society. Those who opposed these
purges were punished—resulting in a general “safety
in conformity” approach among many Chinese.
So why is it good to be a cultural exporter, as opposed to an importer? Being a cultural exporter gives
a country soft power. While military strength and
economic power can be used to coerce or force a
nation’s international agenda (hard power), soft
power allows a country to influence through attraction. In other words, soft power persuades other
countries that your way of life is appealing and likeable. By promoting Chinese designs and brands,
Hung believes China can compete with the western
world for soft power influence.

“Before 1949, we were reciting
Confucius. After 1949, we were
reciting Mao. What do you expect when we’re taught that all
we need to do to get ahead is regurgitate a dead guy’s quotes?”
—Hung Huang

The Great
Firewall of China
In China, Twitter, YouTube, and
Facebook are all forbidden sites.
The New York Times website is
off-limits too. In 2010, after protesting pervasive censorship,
Google pulled out of the country. In 2013, hundreds of Chinese bloggers were arrested for
supposedly spreading rumors
online.
The Chinese government is worried about the power of the
online community to sway public opinion—and they may have
good reason. In a country without popular elections, online
social media is allowing Chinese
citizens to voice their opinions
like never before. Even with
censors watching (the Chinese
call them “nannies”) it’s hard to
catch everything. And information can spread rapidly across
the country. In 2009, for example, a young woman assaulted
by government officials was
charged with first-degree mur-

der after defending
herself and killing
one of her attackers.
As news of her
story
spread
through online chat rooms, protests erupted demanding a fair
trial. The woman was spared the
death sentence and charged instead with excessive selfdefense.
As one of China’s social media
powerhouses, Hung Huang is
familiar with the power of the
internet, but she also knows its
limitations. Public opinion, she
says, is no substitute for a legitimate justice system. While it
can pressure a corrupt system, it
can also spawn mob violence. In
addition, several of the government censors are Hung’s friends
or acquaintances. By deliberately provoking the censors,
Hung also jeopardizes the little
victories the Chinese people
have achieved in the realm of

free speech. If she angers the
authorities, they may decide to
shut down not only her blog, but
the entire site.
1. Does the US government
ever use censorship? What
about your school?
2. Is censorship ever useful, or
is unrestricted freedom of
information always better?
3. Can you think of celebrities
in the US who use their position in popular culture to
influence public opinion?
Think about celebrity influence on social as well as
political issues. Do you
think this is an effective way
to spread awareness?

Google fans light candles and
leave flowers on the Google logo
at its China headquarters in
Beijing on March 23, 2010.
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Hung
Huang
Resource
Guide
“Chinese Women’s Wakeup Call”
Deng Yujiao was just a receptionist at a massage parlor, but when she
defended herself from rapists who worked for the government, she became famous all over China. In this article, Hung Huang discusses how
social media spread the story, and how public opinion pressured the
local government to give Deng a fair trial.

Hung Huang is a regular contributor to The Daily Beast. Read
more of her work here.

“We’ve Been Brainwashed by Luxury”
Hung Huang wants to help her country transition from
“made in China” to “made and designed in China.” Her
fashion magazine iLook promotes local Chinese designers. In this interview with Jing Daily, Hung explains her
decision to encourage China’s designers and how she’s
fostering growth in the industry.

Why I Won’t Miss Google
In this article for The Daily Beast, Hung discusses censorship in
China, and the struggle to find the right balance between activism
and patience for change.

Fear is the Reason the Chinese
Save so Much
In her blog for the New York Times,
Hung Huang explains why the Chinese
government is having trouble stimulating
domestic consumption—the trouble lies
in a dysfunctional social welfare system.
Most Chinese are saving up for the hidden costs of health care, education, and
retirement.

China’s Fashionably Outspoken Media
Mogul
In this short video interview, Hung Huang talks with
CNN about what it’s like to be a businesswoman in
China today.

“Put it this way, let’s look at
the great ‘soft power
armies’ of other countries:
France’s definitely wear Dior
army uniforms, carry Louis
Vuitton satchels, the army
marches out with glittering
Cartier emblems”

China’s Softpower Army
In this translated version of
Hung Huang’s Weibo blog, she
discusses the advantage Western
nations such as France and the
United States have over China in
their wealth of cultural exports.

For more info on censorship in China:

Can Google Beat China?
In this New York Times Room for Debate
topic, eight specialists from diverse backgrounds discuss the future and consequences of government censorship. Each
opinion article is short and concise, facilitating easy comparisons between writers’
perspectives.

Internet Censorship in China
Here the New York Times has compiled all
of its articles on internet censorship in
China. Look here for a perspective on the
historic progression of censorship. Includes
articles as well as multimedia, such as the
controversial cartoons of Pi San.

For more info on China’s soft power:

China’s Soft Power Deficit
This article by Joseph Nye, founder of the concept of “soft power,” confronts
what he terms the hypocrisy of China’s soft power. While effective in parts of
Africa and Latin America, China’s soft power falls flat in much of the Western
world because China’s domestic actions undermine their messages abroad.

