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Organizers  
 

The Lau China Institute, Kings College London 
 

The Lau China Institute is a multi-disciplinary center for 
the study of all aspects of China and with partners across 
Greater China. It undertakes three core functions: 

 
High quality teaching through master’s and doctoral 
programmes: The Institute currently has almost 40 
students in both categories, undertaking research in areas 
from China’s globalisation to its political economy, culture, 
history and scientific traditions. 

 
Extensive outreach through working in partnership 
with organizations in the business, government, media and 
public realms. King’s sits at the heart of a global city and 
next to an internationally important financial centre. 
Through its events, publications, policy seminars and other 
activities, the Lau China Institute seeks to engage with 
these communities and their expanding interests in China, 
and actively participates in the public debates on China-
related issues within the U.K. and globally. 

 
Credible and high-impact research: The Lau Institute 
seeks to support students through visiting researchers, 
academic partnerships in China as well as publication and 
dissemination of clear, insightful and high-quality research. 
It has a particular interest in promoting innovative, 
multidisciplinary research and research that can be related 
to policy outcomes. 

 
The Lau China Institute aspires to be the strategic body at 
the heart of King’s College London’s multi-faceted links 
with institutions, individuals and issues across Greater 
China. It aims to be a global centre, at a global university, 
in a global city, on a global issue. 
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Young China Watchers 
 
Young China Watchers (YCW) is a dynamic group of China 
-focused young professionals. Through regular roundtables 
and talks with senior figures in academic, policy and 
business communities, it provides a chance for engaged 
individuals to interact and discuss the most pressing issues 
emerging from China today. Through its fast-growing 
global network, the organization seeks to foster the next 
generation of China-focused thought leaders. 
 
YCW operates on an open membership policy, actively 
attracting all China-engaged, knowledgeable and policy-
interested individuals. Its mission is to nurture a new 
community of people focused on and alert to China’s 
growing importance in international affairs. 
 
Expanding global network: YCW was first established 
in Beijing in the spring of 2010 and has steadily expanded 
its network to ten chapters, including Shanghai, Hong 
Kong, London, New York, Singapore, Brussels, San 
Francisco, Washington and Berlin, with over 4,000 
members globally. 
 
YCW carries out this ambitious agenda through both its 
Global Speaker Series and Dinner Discussions, 
which aim to bring together local communities of members 
with expert speakers in an informal setting. 
 
Engaging YCW’s local communities: In addition to 
fostering local YCW communities through its city chapters, 
YCW’s Global Editorial Team interviews experts and 
outstanding young professionals working on China across 
all topics and disciplines. 
 
YCW’s Mentorship Programs in Beijing and London 
link experienced mentors to young professionals and 
graduate students. Its annual Pulse Survey examines the 
views of the global community of young professionals 
engaged in China. YCW also runs an annual Essay 
Competition in partnership with King’s College London 
that aims to discover bright young writers, addressing 
topics related to China. 
 
 
 
 
 



   5 

Acknowledgments 
 
 
Many thanks to Professor Kerry Brown and the Lau China Institute at King’s 
College London for their support in organizing the conference. 
 
Thanks to the YCW London team for their hard work in organizing the event (Michael 
Yip, Sarah Montgomery, Frederick Ladbury, Di Fu, Ankur Shah and 
Cameron Hunter). 
 
We also thank Sam Colombie, Emily Riddell, Raffaello Pantucci and Karen 
Schuster for their editorial and operational support. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



   6 

Conference Agenda 
 
10:00 - Welcome remarks from Sue Anne Tay (YCW Global Director) 
and Professor Kerry Brown (Director of the Lau China Institute, King’s 
College London) 

 
10:15 – Opening Keynote 

 
• Cindy Yu (Broadcast Editor, The Spectator; Host, “Chinese 
Whispers” podcast) 
Moderator: Cameron Hunter (YCW London Director) 

 
11:00 - Break 
 
11:30 - Panel 1: Geopolitics and journalism — India-China: the other 
great power rivalry?  
 

• Shashank Joshi (Defence Editor, The Economist)  
• Ananth Krishnan (China Correspondent, The Hindu)  
• Ruiyao Luo (Independent reporter) 
Moderator: Ankur Shah (YCW London Director) 

 
12:30 - Panel 2: Tech ventures in the 2020s — China and the shifting 
global tech, business and finance landscape 
 

• Thomas Tsao (Co-founder, Gobi Partners)  
• Chris Schroeder (tech investor and entrepreneur)  
• Bulelani Jili (Ph.D Candidate, Harvard University; Researcher, 
Oxford University) 
Moderator: Di Fu (YCW London Director) 

 
13:30 - Break 
 
14:30 - Panel 3: Global narratives in the 2020s — China's power over 
popular culture at home and abroad 
 

• Becky Davis (China Bureau Chief, Variety Magazine) 
• Runako Celina (Co-founder, Black Livity China) 
• Aladin Farré (Host, SupChina "Middle Earth" podcast) 
Moderator: Gary Izunwa (Manager, British Council) 
Panel Lead: Sarah Montgomery (YCW London Director) 

 
15:30 - Closing Keynote 
 

• Dr Yukon Huang (former Country Director for China, World Bank; 
Senior Asia Fellow, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace) 
Moderator: Michael Yip (YCW London Head) 

 
16:30 – Closing remarks from Michael Yip (YCW London Head) 
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The 2020s: China’s Decade? 
Introduction 

 
On Saturday Nov. 7, Young China Watchers (YCW) and King’s College London’s Lau 
China Institute held their fourth annual global conference, which brought together 
distinguished China experts and up-and-coming commentators to contemplate 
whether the 2020s may be China’s decade.  
 
Due to COVID-19 restrictions, the conference took place on Zoom; however, free-
flowing discussions and audience interaction remained uninhibited by the virtual 
format. Audience viewpoints were captured via polls throughout the event (see 
appenxdix). 
 
Small groups of online networking sessions after the conference enabled YCW to 
connect China-watchers in different fields.  More than 20 people from the U.K., 
Austria, China, U.S., Malaysia, Singapore, and Germany attended the sessions and 
discussed the conference, along with their experience of China and future career plans. 
 
This year’s conference coincided with the advent of the twenties and 
unprecedented, destabilising shifts around the world. These included not 
only the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting global economic downturn, but also 
tech security fallouts, rising trade barriers, environmental catastrophes, Black Lives 
Matter, and tensions over Hong Kong. Other pivotal developments which took place 
during the week of the conference included the U.S. presidential election results 
(announced shortly before the conference’s close) and the surprise suspension of 
Alibaba’s Ant Group IPO (which would have been the world’s largest). These issues 
have brought to the forefront thorny questions: how will the world recover from 
COVID-19 and what may a “new normal” entail? How may a Biden presidency alter 
the course of U.S.-China relations? Will Brexit compel the U.K. to align more closely 
with China?  
 
With a plethora of turning points and questions to discuss, YCW Global Director Sue 
Anne Tay kicked off the conference with words of welcome and set out the day’s 
agenda. 
 
Professor Kerry Brown (Director of the Lau China Institute, King's College 
London) cited the importance of the dialogue on China in the context of the 
increased politicization of Chinese Studies. He noted the contrasting 
challenges that China-focused organizations face from different parties — an 
issue which he stressed will persist. In a fitting note to kick off the conference, 
he highlighted the key role that YCW plays in encouraging communication and 
public engagement on China.  
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Opening Keynote 

YCW London Director Cameron Hunter introduced Broadcast Editor of The 
Spectator Cindy Yu, who challenged the results of the initial poll, which 
showed a large majority of the audience (76%) agreeing that the 2020s 
would (likely) be China’s decade. She expressed uncertainty about the topic, 
because the rapid rate of change over recent decades has meant that China’s future is 
extremely hard to predict.    
 
Yu outlined some of the opportunities and challenges facing China: The country moves 
away from low-value-added products with its ambitious Made in China 2025 project, 
yet many of its tech targets remain unrealized. China’s strong economic growth and 
rebound from COVID-19, which has been partially driven by an increasingly confident 
and booming middle class, is countered by a national debt crisis. The state’s ability to 
centralize policy has resulted in its effective national response to COVID-19 and its 
ability to further its border and territorial aims. However, this has also led to a more 
belligerent attitude by China at home and abroad, which has resulted in a suspicion of 
all things Chinese in the West.  
 

 
 
Whilst ballots from the remaining U.S. states were being tallied up, Yu stated 
that Biden, at the time the likely winner, would remain hawkish towards China. 
However, his approach would involve less protectionism and more multilateral 
cooperation with other countries in the region and across the world.  
 
In answer to Hunter’s question on whether Chinese technology will become more 
polarized, Yu replied that - by “hugging them” ever tighter – Xi is making it harder for 
Chinese tech companies to claim independence from the state, as demonstrated by the 
state’s role in the suspension of Ant Group’s IPO.  
 
Replying to questions about how China can repair its global image, which has been 
damaged by so-called “wolf warrior diplomacy,” Yu pointed to climate change. She 
noted that China has huge potential and capacity in this field and can play a positive 
role multilaterally. Progress, though, remains to be seen until next year’s COP26 
conference takes place and further ahead as to whether China meets its 2060 
commitment to carbon neutrality. By the end of Yu’s remarks, the audience were less 
certain that 2020 would be China’s decade and had an increasingly gloomy outlook 
about the future of U.K.-China relations, with just 15% thinking they would 
improve in the next decade. 
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Panel 1: Geopolitics and journalism — India-China: the other 
great power rivalry? 

 
YCW London Director Ankur Shah introduced the key points of tension within 
India-China relations, which were later elaborated on by the panel, notably the 
border dispute, the ban of Chinese apps in India, and the narratives about India 
in Chinese media circles. 
 
Shashank Joshi, Defence Editor of The Economist, outlined the historical and 
cartographical background to the border disputes in what he said is one of the 
tensest times for India-China relations in decades. Joshi stated that relations have 
become dominated by strategic competition on multiple fronts, in particular the Belt 
and Road Initiative, which India regards as a vehicle for China’s strategic ambitions to 
expand its economic and technological influence. 
 

 
 
Ananth Krishnan, China Correspondent of The Hindu, explained how 
growing grievances surrounding the huge reliance on Chinese imports have 
resulted in a reassessment of China-India tech and investment relations. Krishnan 
asserted that the model of compartmentalization which had dominated India-China 
relations since the 1980s has come to an end.  
 
In response to Shah’s question about the crisis management roles that President Xi 
and Prime Minister Modi play in relation to the border clashes, Krishnan stated that 
both leaders have allowed the dispute largely to take its own course on the ground. 
Their strong nationalistic support bases have also prevented them from demonstrating 
a conciliatory leadership stance. As such, he argued that the boundary issue will 
remain front and centre, with every other issue taking a back seat in the coming years. 
 
Independent reporter Ruiyao Luo explained how the lack of understanding and 
diverse narratives about India in China caused her to shift her focus to on-the-
ground reporting in India. She stated that China’s huge interest in India (it is 
the fourth most talked about country on Chinese news aggregator app Toutiao) 
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has not been proportionately reflected in China’s mainstream media when 
compared to other foreign nations. Luo also cited the impact of discriminatory 
perspectives on Indian people on Chinese social media as encouraging a rift between 
the people-to-people relations of the two countries. 
 

 
 
As the panel drew to a close, the speakers shifted tack to reflect upon the practice of 
journalism within the India-China space. Joshi stated that the problems of accessing 
Chinese sources as a non-Chinese speaker makes balanced reporting in the region 
much more difficult, while Krishnan argued that there are insufficient reporters on 
the ground on both sides, a problem which has been worsened by the pandemic. Luo 
cited language barriers, racism and tense relations as aggravating factors that have 
made working as a Chinese journalist in India difficult. The audience agreed, with 
97% voting that journalism in India and China will become more 
complex in the coming years, an increase of 14% from the start of the 
panel discussion. 
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Panel 2: Tech ventures in the 2020s — China and the shifting 
global tech, business and finance landscape 

 
YCW London Director Di Fu introduced the discussion by highlighting the 
tension between progress and challenges that China’s tech sphere faces. While 
there has been significant progress in R&D and an expansion in Chinese tech 
companies’ user base domestically and globally (Chinese tech investment abroad 
rose from $208m in 2011 to $21.6bn in 2019), these advances are hindered by 
governance and geopolitical challenges, as in the case of Huawei, TikTok and 
Ant Group.  With these remarks, she left the audience to reflect on whether the 
2020s will be China’s decade from a tech perspective: At the beginning of the 
panel, 76% of audience members answered that it would or would 
likely be so. 
 
Up first was Co-Founder of Gobi Partners Thomas Tsao, who discussed the 
development of China’s entrepreneurial environment, which has become 
increasingly confident in its ability to compete with key international players. 
Tsao cited that — in his experience as a venture capitalist in China — he has seen 
a shift in C2C (“Copy to China”) to a CFC (“Copy from China”) model among 
entrepreneurs. However, he argued that better image management from the Chinese 
state is needed in order for Chinese entrepreneurs and tech firms to be more widely 
accepted internationally. He also argued that China’s communication strategy needs 
to improve, especially in reference to their goals and actions in the BRI. 
 
With regard to tech tensions between the U.S. and China, tech investor and 
entrepreneur Chris Schroeder focused on the need for the U.S. to cooperate 
with China rather than to “sleepwalk” or pursue a path towards another Cold 
War. He stressed the need to identify shared interests and develop a strategic 
plan that focuses on constructive engagement and the sharing of science.  
 

 
 
 
Bulelani Jili (Ph.D candidate at Harvard University) stressed the central role 
that China plays in determining infrastructure and encouraging an entrepreneurial 
environment across the African continent. Most African entrepreneurs and thought 
leaders see the BRI as a net positive, because they are eager for its technological spill-
over effects and to develop global innovation centers. However, he highlighted the 
importance of establishing checks and balances on China’s infrastructure 
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developments in Africa and argued for a more innovative regulatory approach. The 
discussion convinced audience members of the advantageous role of China in 
developing Africa’s access to technology as the percentage voting for Africa as 
the emerging market region which will benefit the most from Chinese tech 
firms jumped from 48% to 63% after the panel. 
 
In response to a question about the advantages and obstacles of China taking a 
leading role in tech in the next decade, all panelists highlighted the importance of 
co-authorship going forward. Schroeder stated that it should not be a question 
of “who leads,” but rather how countries can work together. In a similar vein, Tsao 
asserted that the challenges of COVID-19 have shown the world that tech and scientific 
developments are not a zero-sum game. Jili argued that the future will be defined by 
two distinct trends: further integration and a reliance on digital infrastructure. 
 

Panel 3: Global narratives in the 2020s — China's power over 
popular culture at home and abroad 

 
YCW London Director Sarah Montgomery opened the floor to Gary Izunwa 
(Outward Mobility Manager at the British Council), who led the discussion on 
China’s role in popular culture, its global influence, and public attitudes around 
the world. Early-stage voting indicated that over half of audience members 
(65%) did not view China’s popular culture as having a global appeal. 
 
Aladin Farré (Host of SupChina’s "Middle Earth" podcast) argued that there 
is little overt Chinese presence in popular culture: Few Chinese films or TV 
shows have enjoyed outstanding commercial success or critical acclaim overseas; 
Many Chinese-owned video games and tech companies brand their content as 
“international” products; and few people know that major blockbusters are co-
produced by Chinese companies. Farré asserted that the lack of willingness to 
engage with Chinese content globally is unlikely to change in the near future.  
 
Runako Celina (Co-Founder of Black Livity China) explained that the key to 
the success of Chinese tech companies in Africa, such as Transsion in Nigeria, 
has been their engagement with young people. However, she argued that the 
draw of Chinese culture has yet to be seen in Africa. Celina nonetheless 
expressed optimism in relation to African cultural exchanges (particularly when 
compared to the Africa-West exchanges): Recent co-production developments 
between Nigerian and Chinese film companies are showing potential but have 
been hindered by COVID-19. 
 
Celina also voiced concern about racial stereotypes in Chinese media and on social 
media, the most notable example being the blackface sketch in the 2018 Spring 
Festival Gala. She argued that a more diverse representation in Chinese media is 
needed to combat this. Celina turned to the important role of African students and 
professionals in China in engaging locals and educating them about their African 
cultures. This has resulted in an uptake of African languages and dance among 
young Chinese. 
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China Bureau Chief of Variety Magazine Becky Davis introduced the 
complicated relationship between Hollywood and China. She asserted that the 
era of optimism about co-production and collaboration between the two is over. 
She pointed to the increasing interventions of the Chinese state in relation to 
cinema. This has led filmmakers, such as the mastermind of the Beijing 
Olympics Opening Ceremony Zhang Yimou, to move from directing artistic 
works to patriotic films in order to operate in China’s film industry. Meanwhile, 
Hollywood has acquiesced to Chinese censorship requirements, due to the 
financial scale and importance of the Chinese market.  
 
Davis stated that another barrier to effective co-production is the differing tastes 
between U.S. and Chinese audiences and the difficulty of creating characters 
which appeal to both. Addressing issues regarded as being “difficult” by the 
Chinese state are also a challenge: Scenes containing LGBTQ+ characters or 
storylines are a hazy area within China’s censorship apparatus. As such, Davis 
concluded that as long as ideology is the Chinese state’s priority, films will continue to 
tell the “Chinese story” exclusively for a Chinese audience. She hoped that Chinese 
platforms might offer more potential in the expansion of Chinese popular culture 
overseas. The audience agreed, with 80% of poll voters selecting social 
media as the aspect of Chinese popular culture most likely to go global. 
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Closing Keynote 

 
YCW London Head Michael Yip invited Dr. Yukon Huang (former Country 
Director for China at the World Bank and Senior Fellow of the Carnegie Asia 
Program) to deliver the closing keynote address. Dr. Huang started by explaining 
the background to the current rivalry between the U.S. and China and 
highlighted the importance of economic factors in driving foreign policy and global 
relations. China’s rapid rise has resulted in tensions between the great powers, 
which has been exacerbated by misconceptions in the West. China’s strategy to 
develop its economy and to build strategic relations and global partnerships has 
alarmed Western governments. 
 
He argued that Western governments are threatened by China’s large trade 
surpluses with them, but they do not take account of the fact that China has large 
trade deficits with East Asia, which has largely offset China’s surpluses. Dr 
Huang then moved onto the “threat” of foreign direct investment (FDI), which is 
regarded as suspicious because of China’s expanding presence outside East Asia, 
particularly through BRI due to its proximity to Europe. China’s rapid progress in 
high-tech manufacturing raises concerns that China will dominate the world. Yet 
China ranked 28th in global competitiveness, compared to the U.S. at number two, 
suggesting that the innovative capability of China is overemphasized. The U.S. 
government has also overstated the issue of technology transfer to China, the majority 
of which occurred through legal means via deals, open source tracking, investment, 
professional associations and co-sponsored research. In addition, there is a 
misunderstanding about the role that SOEs play in Chinese society: They do not 
receive subsidies, but rather have easier access to loans than private companies 
because of their risk-free status. 
 

 
 
Dr. Huang asserted that the clash between two systems has been demonstrated by the 
contrast between the U.S.’ focus on sanctions versus China’s emphasis on coercive 
diplomacy as methods of protecting their interests. He also referred to China’s soft 
power initiatives worldwide, associated in the West with a perception that China is 
becoming more assertive, even though these initiatives have largely been regarded as 
a failure. Finally, China has presented a contrasting political model to democracy that 
rewards officials based on economic success and their ability to contain social unrest. 
A lack of consensus within Western policy and business circles about the cause and 
way out of these tensions has exacerbated the situation. He argued that the erosion of 
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trust is resulting in losses of growth on both sides, along with a major decoupling of 
trade, investment, people flows and research collaboration in progress. 
 
While Dr. Huang seemed to doubt whether the 2020s would be China’s decade, he 
asserted that the West will have to accept Xi’s “new type of great power relations” and 
Beijing will need to become a “responsible global stakeholder” to improve relations. 
He argued that Europe will also play a key part in the easing of tensions. As the nature 
and structure of Europe’s economy is much more complementary to China than that 
of the U.S., Europe will help to define a new relationship between the U.S. and China. 
Dr. Huang’s speech persuaded the audience that, over the next decade, China 
will seek to work within the existing Western-led, rules-based international 
order. The percentage of poll respondents who agreed (somewhat) with Dr. 
Huang increased from 23% to 63%. 
 
In his final remarks, Dr. Huang stated that a lot of conventional wisdom which shapes 
policy about China is wrong, so he encouraged Young China Watchers to keep an open 
mind about China-related issues and — most importantly — engage with China.  
 
Michael Yip then closed proceedings with a vote of thanks to speakers, attendees 
and organizers. 
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Appendix: Polls 
 

The following polls were conducted before and after the three panels and two keynotes 
to gauge: (1) the audience attitudes towards certain issues and (2) whether opinions 
had been affected by the discussions. 
 

Opening Keynote 
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Panel 1: Geopolitics and journalism 
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Panel 2: Tech ventures in the 2020s 
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Panel 3: Global narratives in the 2020s 
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Closing Keynote 
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