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When people think of areas 
for “cultural exchange,” one 

would probably not expect a large 
amount of it to be found inside a 
small Chinese app called RedNote, 
also known as Xiaohongshu (“Lit-
tle Red Book”). Yet, a massive 
influx of TikTok users migrated 
to RedNote as a form of protest 
against the U.S. TikTok ban, lead-
ing to a period of friendly commu-
nications and unintended discover-
ies between American and Chinese 
people.
    TikTok is a social media app in 
which users create and share short 
videos about various topics in-
cluding food recipes, memes, and 

dance moves. In April 2022, Tik-
Tok became the most downloaded 
app in the world, surpassing even 
Instagram, the most popular app at 
the time. However, the app’s parent 
company, Bytedance, is a techno-
logical company based in China, 
which raises national security con-
cerns within the U.S. government 
due to fears that Chinese authori-
ties may have access to sensitive 
American user data.
   Relations between the U.S. and 
China have always been tense 
given their difference in political 
and economic systems: democrat-
ic capitalism versus authoritarian 
communism. After the fall of the 

Soviet Union, China was not con-
sidered a threat as they were un-
derdeveloped. The U.S. tried to 
spread their ideology in China in 
an attempt to bring down the com-
munist regime, with many Western 
media believing that communism 
in China would lose popularity af-
ter they opened their economy to 
the world in 1978. However, ten-
sions grew in 2010 when China 
became the second largest world 
economy, posing a threat to U.S. 
influence in Asia. Tensions be-
tween the two countries were made 
worse by the American mainstream 
media. The term “model minority,” 
which describes a group as having 
higher socioeconomic status com-
pared to the general population, is 
often used for Asians immigrants 
in the U.S. While seemingly posi-
tive on the surface, it actually cre-
ates a harmful stereotype by imply-
ing that other minorities fare worse 
compared to the “model” group. 
This portrayal creates resentment 
amongst many American immi-
grants, contributing to negative 
views of Asians in general.
   Racial tensions reached an all-
time high during the COVID-19 
pandemic. The widespread belief 
that the pandemic originated from 
China led to a wave of anti-Asian 
hate crimes in the U.S. A study con-
ducted by the Pew Research Center 
during this time found that 73% 
of Americans had an unfavorable 
view of China in 2020, with those 
holding very unfavorable views 
reaching 42%, compared to 23% in 
2019. At the time, U.S. President 
Donald Trump had considered the 
possibility of banning TikTok as 
retaliation against the Beijing gov-
ernment. Trump blames China’s 
alleged mishandling of the coro-
navirus, saying that “what they’ve 
done to this country and to the en-
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tire world is disgraceful” (Banjo). 
These words only serve to fuel 
the growing resentment amongst 
Americans, contributing to the 
negative portrayal of Chinese peo-
ple and justifying the hate crimes.
    All this negativity is not one-sid-
ed, however. A survey conducted 
around the same year sought to find 
out how the Chinese public viewed 
the U.S., revealing that 77% of 
them held unfavorable views, com-
pared to only 17% the previous 
year. This increase is likely due to 
the hate crimes as well as Trump’s 
consistent negative portrayal of 
China and its people by his use of 
racial slurs to describe the pandem-
ic, such as the term “China Virus.” 
However, the pandemic boosted 
the use of TikTok, contributing to 
its rising popularity. Rachel Leary, 
a 23-year-old TikTok creator, states 
that “having TikTok on your phone 
is a really easy thing to do to pass 
time. There’s nothing else to do” 
(Kale). The app’s addictive algo-
rithm, coupled with boredom from 
being forced to stay home, makes it 
the perfect tool for those who want 
to spend excess time in their day.
   TikTok’s widespread popularity 
raised alarms within the U.S. gov-
ernment, who believed the app to 
be a national security risk and sug-
gested a ban. TikTok retaliated by 
persuading their users to “speak up 
now,” resulting in mass protests and 
physical uprisings. Others chose to 
retaliate by downloading an ac-
tual Chinese app, an ironic move 
against the government’s security 
concerns. Many TikTok influencers 

amassed public support, creating a 
trend that inspired many to join the 
movement. These self-proclaimed 
“TikTok refugees” began migrat-
ing to the Chinese app RedNote, 
where they were welcomed by the 
app’s native users.
    RedNote is a so-
cial media app that 
resembles a mix 
between Instagram, 
TikTok, and Pinter-
est. While similar 
to TikTok, it has 
a stronger focus 
on visual aesthet-
ics and an integrated e-commerce 
feature. With the influx of TikTok 
users on the app, Chinese users be-
gan helping their foreign friends 
navigate the app, with many of 
them adding English subtitles to 
their contents. Both Americans 
and Chinese openly communicated 
about their daily lives, their coun-
tries’ economy, and even helped 
each other with English/Chinese 
homework. Some American users 
are also posting pictures of their 
Chinese tattoos and having Chi-
nese users translate for them (Dr. 
Candise). The only requirement 
for using the Chinese platform (as 
demanded by Chinese users) was 
for these refugees to post pictures 
of their cats, which they happily 
obliged. The ability to directly con-
tact each other also allowed both 
groups to receive unfiltered infor-
mation. A RedNote user, Stacy, 
shared her experiences on the app’s 
community. “Just walking through 
an IKEA in Beijing with a user, it’s 
fascinating how much things cost 
there versus here,” she said (“How 
RedNote”). Some Chinese users 
were also shocked by the cost of 
medical care and housing in the 
U.S., while Americans were fasci-
nated by the cheaper food prices in 

China. Preconceptions were trans-
formed as both sides began making 
discoveries not previously known 
to them. Despite these interactions, 
some people speculate that the 
U.S. may shut down RedNote for 

the same reasons 
as TikTok. But that 
doesn’t seem to be 
a huge problem for 
American users on 
RedNote, at least 
for now. “The most 
powerful execu-
tives [in America] 
want to purchase 

TikTok … to control what we see 
and hear, and perhaps to silence 
some of us,” says Joy, a TikTok ref-
ugee. “What’s the difference?”
    The TikTok ban brought about 
the most unlikely sort of cultural 
exchange, breaking down some of 
the tension that accumulated over 
the years between the U.S. and 
China. Many Americans found 
rapport with their Chinese “broth-
ers and sisters,” with both sides 
finding out more about each other 
through direct contact, rather than 
filtered information. This shows 
just how big of a role mass media 
and politics have in shaping one’s 
perspective of other countries. Per-
haps people have more in common 
with each other than what was ini-
tially thought. ♦
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