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“[Millennials] want constant approval- they post photos from the dressing room as they 

try on clothes. They have massive Fear Of Missing Out and have an acronym for everything 

(including FOMO). They're celebrity obsessed but don't respectfully idolize celebrities 

from a distance…They’re not into going to church, even though they believe in God, 

because they don't identify with big institutions...They are cool and reserved and not all 

that passionate. They are informed but inactive...They're financially responsible...which, 

admittedly, isn't that hard when you're living at home and using your parents' credit card. 

They love their phones but hate talking on them.” 

-Joel Stein, “The Me Me Me Generation” 

 

Those born before 1980 find it easy to judge millennials.1 At any given time, thousands 

of irritated parents are rhetorically asking each other how an entire generation could become so 

obsessed with Facebook, reality television, and selfies. These disgruntled parents tell their 

unemployed college graduate living in their basements, slouched over a computer, “When I was 

your age, I had my own house! Maybe if you get off your computer, you’ll find a job!” While the 

basement-dwelling, unemployed twenty-somethings may not own houses, they do have 

something that their parents did not have when they were young: the Internet. 

In this paper, I will analyze the behavior of millennials in both the United States and in 

China- two countries on opposite sides of Freedom House’s Internet freedom scale- to explore 

the ways in which the level of Internet freedom in one’s country affects how one partakes in 

popular culture and interacts with society. Specifically, I seek to turn two widely recognized 

tropes on their heads: (1) the argument that United States millennials are more individualistic and 

selfish than any generation before, as well as (2) the notion that Chinese millennials are content 

with being part of China’s collectivist society. Instead, I argue that living in a country with one 

                                            
1 Those born between 1980 and 2000 (Stein) 
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of the world’s freest Internet policies has made young people in the United States the most like-

minded, politically unified generation to date. Alternatively, in China, the presence of the 

Chinese Communist Party’s strict Internet censorship has inspired Chinese millennials to seek a 

personal, unique identity in order to break away from the collective mindset of both the CCP and 

China’s older generations.  

Pop Culture: Society’s Mirror 

 Comprised of current movies, television shows, music, books, fashion, sports, social 

media, and social trends, popular culture reflects the tastes and interests of a society. Since few 

things bring people together more than cheering on a sports team or enthusiastically discussing a 

favorite movie, pop culture “allows us to develop collective identities, group affiliations, and 

statuses we could not otherwise establish without it” (Waskul and Vannini 17). Due to its 

inherently non-academic nature, many scholars believe that studying pop culture is trivial; in 

academic circles, there is a “suspicion that cultural studies…scholars have made ‘work’ into 

‘play’…Popular culture is ‘leisure;’ it’s what you do outside of work” (Brooker). However, 

examining a society’s interests and pastimes is essential for understanding its people, as pop 

culture is “the site of conflict, where individuals resist, negotiate, and accommodate power 

relations around issues of race, class, gender, and sexuality” (Maudlin and Sandlin 370). 

Children grow up surrounded by pop culture. They see airbrushed, scantily clad women on 

magazine covers and in advertisements, which cause boys and girls alike to develop unrealistic 

expectations of how girls should look. Girls internalize these expectations and believe that they 

are not attractive unless they look like a model. Makeup and diet pill companies take advantage 

of these expectations, strategically placing advertisements in the same magazines, which enables 

the market to “shape gender and race norms” (Maudlin and Sandlin 377). Pop culture should not 



Kashir Aboud 

 

   3 

be academically trivialized, as it is responsible for societal norms and therefore teaches people 

how to interact with society. 

Internet Freedom: Society’s Windex  

 Due to its ability to quickly and easily spread trends, the Internet has become the main 

site of dissemination for popular culture (Castells). However, because every government allows 

its citizens varying levels of access to the Internet, people around the world are exposed to 

different types of pop culture. For example, in capitalist societies such as the United States, pop 

culture is geared towards making a profit from consumers; “the primary consideration for 

cultural production rests on how the supply and demand will determine the market and yield a 

maximum profit” (Fung 70). Alternatively, in countries with heavy Internet censorship such as 

China, profits may be important, but they are often not the main focus. Instead, the state 

disseminates popular culture that aligns with or promotes the government’s laws and ideologies 

(Fung 70-71).  

Freedom House, an “independent watchdog organization dedicated to the expansion of 

freedom and democracy around the world,” (freedomhouse.org) annually ranks the Internet 

freedom of eighty-seven percent of the world’s countries, assigning them a score between zero to 

one hundred, with zero being the freest and one hundred being the most restrictive (Freedom on 

the Net 2017). The 2017 publication awarded the United States with a score of 21, making it the 

country with the fifth most free Internet. Alternatively, China received a score of eighty-seven, 

ranking it the country with the most restrictive Internet for the third year in a row (Freedom on 

the Net 2017). As one can infer from the United States’ and China’s contrasting Internet freedom 

scores, their citizens also experience pop culture and interact with society in dramatically 

different ways.  
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As previously mentioned, in the following sections, I will explore how Internet freedom 

in both the United States and China influences millennials and their intake of popular culture. 

From this exploration, I will first argue that having open Internet access has politicized pop 

culture for millennials in the United States, which has made them into an incredibly like-minded, 

politically involved generation. In the subsequent section, I contend that growing up with the 

CCP’s strict Internet censorship has inspired Chinese millennials to search for underground 

subgenres of pop culture in order to channel their individualism and break away from the 

collective mindset that the CCP imposes onto them. 

The United States’ Case 

An In-Depth Look at Internet Freedom 

 The United States considers online activity to be protected under the First Amendment. 

As Secretary of State, John Kerry stated in a 2015 speech to Korea University, “We believe 

people are entitled to the same rights of free expression online as they possess offline” (U.S. 

Department of State). Consequently, besides illegal activities such as child pornography, revenge 

porn, libel, incitement to violence or suicide, and downloading or streaming copyrighted material 

without permission, there are very few things you cannot do on the Internet in the United States 

(hg.org), a fact which the United States’ government champions. From Hillary Clinton’s 

Newseum speech to the State Department’s Global Internet Freedom Task Force, it is clear that 

spreading both democracy and Internet Freedom across the world, especially to countries with 

repressive governments has become the government’s goal. As Secretary Kerry further states, 

“We want that right Internet freedom for others even if we don’t always agree with the views 

that others express” (U.S. Department of State). In spite of these efforts, the United States’ 

Internet freedom score has decreased by three points this year, from eighteen to twenty-one 
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(Freedom on the Net 2017). Several factors have contributed to this decline: in 2017, fake news 

ran rampant, journalists who challenged Donald Trump were often harassed, several 

governmental agencies (unsuccessfully) pressured social media sites to hand over information 

about users who expressed disagreement with Trump’s policies, and net neutrality protections 

are in jeopardy (Freedom on the Net 2017). Nevertheless, despite these setbacks over the past 

year, the United States’ Internet remains the fifth freest, giving Americans the opportunity to 

express themselves online and to partake in popular culture at will.  

An Explanation of United States Pop Culture and its Effect on American Millennials 

 Due in part to its free Internet, the United States is by far the world’s biggest producer of 

popular culture (Globalization101). From McDonald’s to Star Wars to MTV, American pop 

culture reaches audiences all over the globe, to varying degrees. As the Motion Picture 

Association of America’s chief executive, Chris Dodd explains, 

“The movies and television shows we create…often serve as de facto U.S. ambassadors to the 

world. For many people, their first exposure to our nation has come through watching a film or 

television show. With themes of free expression and America as a land of opportunity, these films 

and TV shows have played at least a small role in the decision of many to seek our shores” (Dodd). 

 

Similarly, Jaap Koojiman, a professor of Media Studies at the University of Amsterdam, 

contends that since the United States’ celebrities and entertainment industry have a global 

audience, “Americanization and globalization work through pop culture…American 

superstars…function as ideological ambassadors of American values, such as freedom and 

democracy within a free market economy” (Kooijman 23).  

By promoting and spreading its cultural norms and liberal values through pop culture on 

the Internet, the United States has become an idealized, desirable place to many young people 
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around the world. Spreading these idyllic cultural visions of the United States has dramatically 

expanded the country’s “soft power,” a term coined by American political scientist, Joseph Nye. 

Soft power consists of making one’s culture interesting and attractive to citizens of other 

countries (Nye 5); the United States accomplishes this by spreading idealized images of itself, 

which influences overseas audiences to implement American fashion trends, slang, or other 

aspects of pop culture into their daily life. According to sociologist and social commentator, 

Frank Furedi, “Through the Internet…social experience is refracted and given greater 

momentum through its powerful technological dynamic. This amplification and intensification of 

social trends constitutes the immediate impact of the Internet on the everyday culture” (Furedi). 

One example of this “momentum” is the direct impact that celebrities such as movie stars, 

singers, athletes, and YouTubers have on the people who follow their social media accounts; 

their large following gives their voice a considerable amount of weight, and their opinions often 

influence those of their fans. The majority of celebrities are aware that they have a powerful 

platform- the Internet- on which to speak out, and that fans around the world are watching them 

closely. 

The Politicization of American Pop Culture 

American celebrities frequently use their social media accounts, concerts, games, or 

interviews as a platform to voice their opinions about politics or other social causes in which 

they believe. Accordingly, American pop culture has become increasingly politicized. In August 

of 2016, San Francisco 49ers’ quarterback, Colin Kaepernick, began kneeling during the United 

States’ National Anthem. In an effort to protest the unnecessary and brutal killings of black 

Americans by white police officers, he used his football fame and social media followers to draw 

attention to a massive problem in the United States. In an interview, Kaepernick explained, “I’m 
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not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for a country that oppresses black people and people 

of color” (Garber). His protest sparked outrage from football fans and general onlookers alike, 

including President Trump. Some viewed kneeling during the National Anthem to be 

disrespectful to the United States and those who have fought for it, and some claimed that a 

football game should not be the site of a political protest.  

Dissenters aside, Kaepernick’s protest slowly gained momentum with those who agreed 

with his message. More and more players began kneeling during the pre-game National Anthem, 

awaiting response or recognition from policy makers and the White House. In solidarity with 

their fellow professional athletes, after winning the 2017 NBA championship, the Golden State 

Warriors released a statement saying, “In lieu of a visit to the White House, we have decided that 

we’ll constructively use our trip to the nation’s capital in February to celebrate equality, diversity 

and inclusion—the values that we embrace as an organization” (Garber). Despite some opposing 

voices, millions of people- both football fans and those who had never seen a game in their life- 

took to the Internet to rally for Kaepernick and his protest, sharing articles about his message on 

Facebook or Tweeting in support of him. Thousands of these protestors bought his jersey in 

order to visibly show their support for him offline as well. Although Kaepernick did not see very 

much playing time, the NFL sold his jersey more than anyone else’s in the NFL during 2016 

(Heitner). What was originally an item of pop culture consumption- an NFL jersey- carried a 

new, political weight during Kaepernick’s protest.  

When President Donald Trump finally acknowledged the kneeling protestors in 

September of 2017, he merely called them “sons of bitches,” and stated that the participating 

players should be fired from the NFL (Graham). In response, hundreds of athletes from the NFL, 

NBA, and WNBA began kneeling or raising their fists in a nod to ‘Black Power’ during the pre-
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game National Anthems that week. In solidarity with the athletes, millions- particularly 

millennials- took to Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, using the hashtag #TakeAKnee and 

sharing photos of kneeling players (Garber). Simultaneously, during this viral movement, players 

all over the country on college and high school sports teams also began kneeling in protest 

during the National Anthem. While nothing concrete has resulted from this protest to date, the 

players and tweeters have made themselves and their message impossible for both the general 

public and the government to ignore. 

As a professional football player, Colin Kaepernick has a large social media following 

and a certain amount of pop cultural clout. Most young adults admire football players and often 

look to them to learn the latest trends, be them fashion, slang, or the hot new music to listen to. 

Since most fans follow their favorite football stars on social media, protests such as Kaepernick’s 

move with ease from a platform of pop culture to the Internet. Once a celebrity’s social justice or 

political message hits the Internet, millions instantly know about it, and droves of supporters- 

particularly millennials- join in. If American citizens were not allowed to express anti-

government sentiment on the Internet, protests like Colin Kaepernick’s would most likely not 

take root. 

Kaepernick’s protest demonstrates how celebrities not only influence aspects of millennials’ 

lives such as fashion trends and music, but they also influence how young people express political 

dissent. Pop culture icons who are politically and socially engaged often use “hashtag activism,”2 and 

millennials have followed suit. According to Sarah Jackson, Assistant Professor of Communications 

at Northeastern University, “Millennial activists have rejected the respectability politics that guided 

much of the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s and have turned to new technologies as 

                                            
2 A term coined by media outlets to describe the act of voicing one’s opinion about a political or social issue on  

  social media through hashtags, in the hopes of gathering supporters and inspiring change (Berlatsky) 
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tools for promulgation and solidification of messages” (375). Often following the leads of their 

favorite celebrities, young Americans use social media to express their political beliefs or voice their 

dissent about a social issue.  

Black Lives Metter is one example of how millennials expressing their views on social media 

can create a successful and widely known social movement. What started as a hashtag in 2013 after 

George Zimmerman was acquitted of murdering Trayvon Martin is now a world-wide organization 

with more than forty chapters (Blacklivesmatter.com). After hearing the results of the Trayvon Martin 

trial, co-founder Alicia Garza wrote a post expressing her feelings about the ruling on Facebook, 

concluding with, “Black people. I love you. I love us. Our lives matter” (Day). Garza’s friend and 

fellow activist living several states away, Patrisse Cullers, shared the post, and added the hashtag, 

#BlackLivesMatter. The post soon went viral. With the help of another activist, Opal Tometi, the 

three women- all millennials- began a campaign to advocate for African Americans’ rights in the 

United States. Without the ability of the United States’ Internet and its ability to connect likeminded 

individuals, the story of the Black Lives Matter movement may have been very different. 

Since Black Lives Matter’s founding, the hashtag has been used over 100 million times, and 

has become “both a technological and cultural phenomenon” (Jackson 375). According to the 

movement’s founders, their work would not be possible without social media. Twenty-one-year-old 

Baltimore-based civil rights activist and Black Lives Matter member, Kwame Rose, says, “Social 

media plays a big part in everything. I find out information, I put it on Twitter, it starts trending the 

more people talk about it, and the institutions start feeling the pressure” (Day). Given the 

omnipresence of social media today, calls for action from Internet users are now impossible for 

schools, universities, businesses, local governments, or other sites of potential oppression to ignore.  
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Just as pop culture reflects society, so does social media activism. One Black Lives Matter 

activist who grew up in the same neighborhood as Trayvon Martin, says, “We have been holding a 

mirror up to the nation. And we’ve shown what has been going on for a very long time: that we are 

being brutalized. That the state is being violent against us…The nation is now aware of the problem” 

(Day). Millennials have found that taking to social media, spreading the word about injustices, and 

demanding accountability from the perpetrators is a successful way to partake in activism, which is 

possible because of the United States’ Internet freedom. Due to American citizens’ democratic right 

to use the Internet to hold the government accountable, online counterpublic networks shape 

“national conversations about everything from police brutality to gender identity, to popular culture 

with the creation of hashtags like #BlackLivesMatter, #GirlsLikeUs, and #OscarsSoWhite” (Jackson 

377). Furthermore, as more and more millennials engage in hashtag activism, movement leaders 

increasingly argue that hashtags and other social media campaigns should be recognized as valid 

contributions to democracy (Jackson 378). Over sixty percent of millennials- the largest generation to 

date- consider themselves to be activists (Scott). With such a large, vocal population, they are hard to 

exclude from the democratic process. 

The United States’ open Internet and democratic process allows for pop culture icons to use 

their popular social media platforms to critique the government, voice their political opinions, and 

encourage their followers to do the same. As a result, the United States has seen an increasing fluidity 

between pop culture and political activism in the past decade of social media development. The 

merging of American pop culture and social media is also a reflection of millennials and their 

priorities. While many members of the older generations believe them to be lazy, selfish, politically 

uninvolved, and judgmental, millennials are statistically the most educated, liberal, tolerant, and 

diverse generation to date (Thompson), and thanks to the Internet, rallying for causes in which they 
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believe has brought them together than any generation before it. Yes, millennials may seem 

individualistic because many are glued to their phones, but these phones also allow them to be fully 

invested participants in a social movement without even leaving their couches. The right to an open 

Internet afforded to United States citizens have brought American millennials together and 

transformed them into a likeminded, politically knowledgeable generation that sees opportunities for 

improving their country in every aspect of their life, even in pop culture. 

China’s Case 

An In-Depth Look at Internet Censorship 

 As previously mentioned, China’s Internet was ranked “least free” by Freedom House’s 2017 

ranking, due to the Chinese Communist Party’s strict Internet censorship (Freedom on the Net 2017). 

According to technology writer and researcher Evgeny Morozov, the Chinese Communist Party 

censors the Chinese Internet not only because “they fear that their citizens may discover the real state 

of affairs…but also because they believe that the Internet is America’s favorite tool of starting 

antigovernment rebellions” (253). The CCP is savvy about how the United States spreads soft power 

and Western ideals through outlets such as pop culture and American social media, so the 

government is extra cautious about what content their citizens are allowed to see on the Internet. 

China’s complicated system of censorship, coined “The Great Firewall” in 1997 by Wired magazine, 

filters and blocks content the government deems lewd, dangerous, or anti-governmental (Morozov 

45). When a person in China uses a local server to access an overseas server, the Chinese Internet’s 

filters determine whether or not the target site is blacklisted, or if it contains content the government 

deems inappropriate. If the IP server is not allowed in China, then the person is denied access to the 

site (Reuters). Due to this system’s complexity and nuance, Internet scholar Lokman Tsui suggests 

that the “Great Firewall” metaphor actually inhibits understanding of the Chinese Internet, since it 
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does not account for phenomena such as Chinese citizens self-policing their Internet usage and the 

government’s Internet propaganda tools (qtd. in Morozov 45). While this metaphor may be clever, it 

is, in essence, an oversimplification of the CCP’s extremely sophisticated censorship efforts, used to 

maintain governmental stability and limit Western influence. 

While China’s Internet censorship is incredibly complex, there is one popular way to access 

blocked websites and content: Virtual Private Networks. Roughly 93 million Internet users in China 

use a VPN, which connects them to blocked sites (Global Web Index). If someone in Beijing wants to 

access Twitter using a VPN, “after connecting to the modem, the home network creates an encrypted 

tunnel to a remote server outside of China, which in turn connects to Twitter. The encrypted data that 

returns is disguised and does not trigger the firewall” (Reuters). In 2017, the CCP made an effort to 

require Chinese citizens to use approved VPNs that are compliant with the government. In order to do 

so, they forced Apple to remove all unapproved VPNs from its online App Store and blocked the use 

of other popular VPN sites from the Chinese people (Freedom on the Net 2017).  

 In addition to Internet censorship, the CCP has recently employed a number of accountability 

tactics, which also factor into China’s poor Freedom House rating. One such tactic is a cybersecurity 

law that forces Internet companies to make users to register under their real names, further limiting 

Internet anonymity and users’ privacy. The idea behind the law is to stop anonymous commenting on 

message boards, which gives Chinese citizens courage to speak derogatorily about the CCP. 

According to an unnamed government official, “Online comments…give rise to false rumors, filthy 

language, and illegal messages, which damage the online environment” (Yang). This law holds 

Chinese citizens accountable for what they say online, since everything they post is under their real 

name. Furthermore, under this new law, overseas companies such as Apple and Uber are forced to 

store Chinese user data on servers within China so that the data can be easily accessed and used in 
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investigations of Chinese citizens (Freedom on the Net 2017). This cybersecurity law is a step 

towards achieving a “unified social credit system” in China, in which each citizen will receive 

“numerical scores based on their Internet usage patterns, much like a financial credit score- that could 

ultimately make access to government and financial services dependent on one’s online behavior” 

(Freedom on the Net 2017). The recent implementation of these cybersecurity laws has made the 

already strict environment surrounding the Chinese Internet even more invasive of its citizens’ 

privacy.   

An Explanation of Chinese Pop Culture and its Effect on Chinese Millennials 

 The Chinese government’s Internet censorship efforts attempt to ensure that Western, 

democratic ideals do not take root in their country. So, naturally, China’s pop culture is inherently 

different from that of the United States. Whereas American popular culture is often used as a platform 

for citizens to vocalize their political and social justice views, in China, it is mainly used as a tool of 

the CCP. Like their restrictions on the Internet, the government has several regulations for pop culture 

that it deems appropriate: it must be purely harmless entertainment that offers no threat to the stability 

of the Chinese government, it cannot become worrisomely popular, it cannot contain Western values 

such as freedom and democracy, and there may not be “organized initiatives…no creation of media 

fads or buzz can take place without party approval,” (Marquand).  

By allowing its citizens access to only certain types of pop culture, the Chinese government 

achieves three goals. First, the CCP encourages pop culture trends that align with their communist 

ideals. For example, most of the magazines targeted at millennial audiences feature interviews of 

Chinese pop stars that laud the government or express gratefulness for the CCP (Beng-Huat, 115). 

Second, pop culture serves to distract the masses from potentially becoming dissatisfied with the 

government; “Pop culture…has eroded the political commitment of even the most dissatisfied 
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citizens” (Morozov 86). While the general public is focused on the latest state-allowed celebrity 

gossip, the government has the opportunity to do as it pleases with little scrutiny, even more so than it 

already does. The final useful aspect of pop culture for the CCP is that allowing certain harmless 

American pop culture content into the country “offers an impression that China is opening up, and is 

creating an atmosphere congenial to foreign investment” (Marquand). By not censoring certain 

aspects of Western pop culture, China opens itself up to foreign trading and business with countries 

whose ideologies do not align with the CCP while not actually exposing their citizens to foreign 

ideals.  

 China’s governmental and ideological differences from the United States have led many 

Americans to believe that Chinese millennials are satisfied with partaking in China’s collectivist 

society and absorbing the state sanctioned pop culture (Ying). However, I argue the opposite- as a 

result of China’s strict censorship, millions of youth, particularly in urban China, yearn to develop a 

personal identity, and seek out underground or otherwise non-mainstream communities in order to 

foster their individualism. In the United States, youth forge their own personal identity based on their 

interest in pop culture- be it by practicing Lebron James’ signature move after school every day or 

writing fanfiction and posting it for fellow ‘shippers to read. However, Chinese youth are largely not 

encouraged to express themselves through individual interests and outlets (Lee); instead, many of 

their parents hand-pick activities that will make their college application stand out.  

Furthermore, thanks to the recent blocking of popular VPNs, Chinese young people have very 

few opportunities to explore less mainstream creative outlets online. As a result, many of them search 

for alternative ways to express themselves and their unique, suppressed identities offline. Urban 

millennials who are discouraged by the trajectory of the lives their parents want for them, or who 

simply dislike mainstream Chinese pop culture, will often come together and form their own small 
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communities with those who encourage them to be unique and express themselves. Two of the most 

common niche communities that Chinese millennials have formed are those of skateboarding and 

underground hip-hop. Most of the Chinese millennials involved in these groups are interested in 

forging their own distinct, personal identity. They are not necessarily rebellious; they simply want to 

distinguish themselves from the stereotypically complacent and collective Chinese society. 

 While skateboarding is still considered a “fringe activity” in China (Lee), it has become 

increasingly popular in Asia over the past decade. China’s skateboarder demographic largely consists 

of young men aged eighteen to thirty (Vice Video), for whom CCP approved pop culture does not 

resonate. Feeling like outcasts, they search for other athletic youths with the same feeling. As 

professional skateboarder, Johnny Tang says, “A lot of kids in China…what they’re looking for is 

just a community” and skateboarding has become this community for many Chinese millennials 

(Tang). The culture within the skateboarding community encourages creation and self-expression, 

which are the opposite goals that the CCP has for its state-sanctioned pop culture; “A lot of the 

skateboarders here are breaking out of their shell, finding their own unique style, expressing 

themselves a lot more through their skateboarding” (Tang). Whereas young people in countries like 

the United States that have the use of an open Internet3 and are also allowed to develop their own 

personal identities, millennials in China are unreasonably expected to have similar interests.  

 The other most popular subgenre of pop culture in China is underground hip-hop, where 

millennials have the chance to become MCs, DJs, or just listeners. The opportunity to find an outlet 

through writing lyrics and making beats has made hip-hop one of the most popular communities for 

those who do not subscribe to mainstream Chinese pop culture. Hip-Hop is particularly appealing 

because underground MCs and DJs “have inspired the young, mostly students and working-class 

                                            
3 In relation to China’s censored Internet 
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Chinese to write their own rhymes in a form of free self-expression that has not been sanctioned by 

the state” (Wang). College students are often attracted to hip-hop culture, as they find freestyling to 

be an artistic way of expressing their true thoughts in clever rhymes. One hip-hop DJ, Wang Liang, 

explains, “As a student in China, there are few opportunities to express yourself. You are not 

encouraged to say who you really are or develop your own way of thinking. Difference is looked 

down upon” (Wang).  Hip-hop provides a space for young Chinese people to be themselves and 

embrace their uniqueness, in contrast with the education system, which forces them to complete 

strenuous coursework alongside thousands of peers. In a country where almost every aspect of 

citizens’ lives must be approved by the state, recording a rap video for others to enjoy can be 

particularly freeing.  

Concluding Thoughts  

 The differences between how millennials in the United States and those in China interact with 

society demonstrate the profound effect that Internet freedom has on a country’s pop culture. In the 

United States, there is a fluidity between pop culture, social media, and activism, so many popular 

youth activities involve critiquing the government online. These activities have brought millennials 

together to form a collective, politicized identity, unlike no generation has been before. In China, 

however, citizens cannot openly criticize the CCP without repercussions, so they search for an 

alternative or underground sub-genre of pop culture to break away from the CCP’s collectivist 

mindset and forge their own identity. To Westerners who engage in exciting, trend-setting activities 

such as hashtag activism, skateboarding and performing hip-hop most likely seem mundane and 

unremarkable. However, for Chinese millennials, these activities may potentially carry risk. In the 

case of the Falun Gong, a religious group founded in 1992, forming a community resulted in the 

murder and arrest of thousands of members; due to their large and increasingly powerful presence, the 
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CCP deemed the Falun Gong dangerous and outlawed the community. The government detained 

many members, and sent them to labor camps for “reeducation,” (Griffiths). From a Chinese 

millennial’s perspective, taking part in underground activities such as skateboarding or hip-hop is a 

compromise. While they do not want to distinguish themselves to an extend that they draw 

government scrutiny like the Falun Gong did, they also do not want to merely blend in with the 

millions of other youth in their country. For Chinese millennials, walking this line takes a 

considerable amount of courage.  
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