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Abstract 

The Chinese social media platform, Weibo, is immensely popular and increasingly seen 

as a site for the empowerment of individuals and groups. General official statements on 

state-owned media make it clear, however, that the Chinese government is serious about 

enforcing online censorship. Chinese netizens are not expected to find ways of 

bypassing government censorship through social media. Instead of directly confronting 

state authority, however, netizens have adopted playful online strategies which skilfully 

draw on the Chinese socio-cultural context. Information can be delivered in different 

ways. Chinese online discourse can be funny, witty, playful and pleasurable, while at 

the same time making political comment. These strategies are culturally and 

discursively complex. For example, in China, social media platforms can be used both 

as a toy for entertainment and a medium for venting opinion publicly. This study 

proposes a new conceptual framework that aims to facilitate a better understanding of 

how Chinese netizens participate in online discussions. Through this framework, which 

draws on Bakhtin’s metaphor of Carnival, light is shed on the playfulness and power of 

online discourse in China. Specifically, this study shows how Chinese netizens, in 

creating online events, have been able to be simultaneously subversive and to enjoy a 

sense of empowerment in public life in China. It demonstrates how Chinese netizens 

have pushed the boundaries of what is possible for them. As a consequence, a once-

silent majority now experiences a sense of involvement and participation in public 

events, whether big or seemingly insignificant. As a result, ordinary Chinese people 

have found their voices. 

This study is based on a new theoretical framework of Carnivalesque Participatory 

Discourse, which conceptualizes and integrates Bakhtin’s Carnivalesque discourse into 

the traditional cultural-social practices of “Weiguan” and “Meizhi”, which underpin the 

playful word games used by Chinese netizens. Several case studies document and 



 
 

xii 

underscore the importance of this framework as a means of understanding important 

aspects of Chinese online discourse.  

This original research demonstrates how China’s internet users negotiate power in 

everyday life by navigating their way through a complex social media sphere. This 

research will increase understanding of the importance of social media in China as a 

point of convergence for communications and politics and as an empowering site for 

enacting subversive pleasures. Overall, the study has implications for understanding the 

social, cultural and political transformations taking place in contemporary China.   
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CHAPTER ONE  

Introduction 

Social media has more power in China than it does in any other country. 
While the controls are tight, one must realize that social media is 
revolutionizing the way people communicate with each other and can 
change China for the better—Lee Kaifu, former CEO Google China 
(Forbes 2013). 

1.1 Aims and Significance of this Project  

In 2011, a tragic high-speed train crash became the subject of a gripping social drama in 

eastern Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province in China. Forty people were killed and over 172 

injured in this accident. The government’s initial response to the train crash was to 

enlist disaster crews to bury the wreckage and state this was for saving people more 

easily. Censors strictly regulated news media reports on this accident, instructing 

journalists of all newspapers that they should not report this accident independently, but 

should follow official media releases. In the immediate aftermath of the accident, some 

government officials used official media channels to claim that this accident was caused 

by a lightning strike. However, the general public was not convinced by this explanation 

and a huge outcry emerged through the relatively new use of social media in the form of 

microblogs. One of the key players in China’s microblog environment, Weibo, has 

emerged as a new social medium and, has transformed the way people communicate 

with each other. Through its speed of operation and distribution, Weibo has challenged 

the abilities of the state to control and supervise the communication and distribution of 

information. The Chinese micro-blogging community on Weibo swiftly uploaded 

images and video of the train accident, leading to a public call for an investigation. The 

outcry was taken up by the traditional mainstream media against the order of the 
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Propaganda Department and finally it formed a tidal wave of media protest. This high-

speed train accident raised concerns about public safety and led to public outrage over 

censorship and corruption. 

This episode demonstrated typical Chinese government behaviour and raised important 

questions about the media landscape, state power and citizenship in China. Social media 

was able to cut through the state’s usual control of information flows, raising questions 

about whether networked social media could generate larger social change through the 

Chinese media landscape. How does such social media use affect the relationship 

between state-run and commercial media? How does it affect the relationship between 

the state and its citizens? What are the possibilities for change generated by the new 

modes of communication? Is it possible for this medium to weaken the control of the 

authoritarian state in any meaningful way? All of these questions are about shifts in 

power between citizen, commercial media and state media. They are about how citizens 

generate power in a political and personal context in this new media environment. This 

thesis argues that social media is shifting the power relationships between citizen, 

commercial and state media and thereby empowering people through civic participation. 

New media, that is, multi-directional digital networked communication, especially 

social media, transforms human life at the global level, because it brings 

“communication capacities” (Van Dijk 2012, p. 16), and according to Castells, makes 

networks the basic unit of contemporary society (Castells 2011b). Social media, with its 

high interaction among people in creating and sharing information, has become one of 

the most important activities in global communication. China has increasingly become a 

global superpower in the world economically, politically and militarily. Today, some 

scholars wonder what kind of paradigm China will bring to the world, since it has a 

different history and culture from the West (Jacques 2009). What happens to China is of 
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global importance and can redefine the future of the 21st Century. It is not possible to 

understand most social and political issues in Chinese society today without 

understanding how the media influences insight into and discussion of these issues. 

Social media is a platform for understanding Chinese society, from how media operates 

and functions and which channels people get their information from, to how it affects 

their lives and how they communicate with each other.  

The ‘real’ Chinese voices are said to be in Chinese social media, since it provides a key 

space for ordinary Chinese people to get information and to voice their social and 

political concerns. In the new information era, there is no way to block or censor all the 

Chinese letters. There is power and counter power in the new media public sphere in 

China. Some sensitive issues such as ‘sudden’ incidents, like the high-speed train crash, 

or urban protests are no longer just reported according to ‘the official framework’. 

Consequently, interpretations of truth surrounding particular issues can be contested and 

subjected to negotiation with the state’s authorities through social media.  

The incident described at the beginning of this chapter captures this transformation 

vividly. It raises questions about the control of the flow of information and challenges 

the structural inter-relationship between personal media connections, and commercial 

and state media.  

In the literature to date published on Chinese new media, two main themes are evident: 

one is that social media promotes liberal democracy and the other argues against such 

revolutionary change. Optimistically, some commentators have suggested that the 

Internet offers tools of resistance to relatively powerless individuals to challenge the 

hegemonic rule of the Communist Party in China (Herold 2011b; Lei 2011; MacKinnon 

2012; Yang 2009). However, when subversive expression confronts “real coercive state 
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power”, changes seem more distant (Tang & Yang 2011, p. 688). Moreover, whether a 

given challenge can succeed depends on where the state and society interact and the 

strategies these actors adopt in engaging with each other (Zheng 2007, p. 13). Because 

of a strong presence of government regulation in the media environment, there is 

limited discussion on micro-level or individual online political participation within the 

specific Chinese context (Mou, Atkin & Fu 2011, p. 341). That is to say, there have 

been a limited number of research studies on fundamental questions about 

contemporary life in China, such as what kinds of social and cultural transformations 

can be observed in everyday life and how ordinary people participate in everyday life 

discourses in China. 

The objective of this research is not merely to identify the main characteristics of 

Chinese civic participation, but to also show how Chinese citizens are influenced and 

constructed by culture, the media and social changes in contemporary China. Its central 

aim is to interpret those aspects of social media’s potential that could transform society 

using an analytical multidisciplinary framework that focuses on online civic 

participation. The theory I propose is that China’s social media works through a type of 

participatory discourse that fits within Bakhtin’s concept of the Carnivalesque. Overall, 

this thesis sheds light on the ways Chinese people exercise power through a 

Carnivalesque participatory discourse in the social media sphere and how in this process 

the majority of ordinary Chinese enjoy subversive pleasures, promote information 

transparency and cultivate a new sense of entitlement. This thesis therefore draws upon 

several contemporary media events to show how this Carnivalesque participatory 

discourse operates in China to allow an important sector of its community to air their 

views on significant events, views that may challenge traditional state media reporting 

in some significant ways.  
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1.2 Research Questions  

This thesis is animated by a number of research questions: 

1. Can ‘Weibo Weiguan’ (a term explained in detail below) be said to be 
changing Chinese society?  
a) Is there a feedback loop between traditional mainstream media and social 
media which opens up media reportage to more diverse voices?  
b) Will people gradually gain a sense of entitlement through participating in 
online discussion? 

2. To what extent does Bakhtin’s theory of “Carnivalesque” explain Chinese 
online discourse? 

3. How do ordinary Chinese people derive pleasure from participating in online 
media events in new ways? 
a) What role do online word games play in online participation?  
b) Can their online participation be considered subversive, and if so, how? 

1.3 Power Shifts and Negotiations in Chinese Social Media 

Digital networked media and the emergent practices associated with it raise a number of 

questions. Following on those questions above, I would explore who sets the agenda for 

what can be spoken about, and who can comment and in what way and to what end. 

This thesis will explore does it matter for the majority of ordinary Chinese that they can 

comment. I also investigate whether this online communication influences the 

government, how do mechanisms of control work and who tries to exert power and how. 

Each of the three stakeholders, namely, mainstream government media, commercial 

media and media users, has their strategies to exert power and create their own voices.  

The government has been adjusting its policies in order to maintain their control of the 

internet and society “by enhancing its claims to legitimacy, circumscribing dissent, 

identifying malfeasance in its agents and using online public opinion to adapt policy and 

direct propaganda efforts” (Sullivan 2013, p. 1). The state employs social media 

technology for its own ends. It finds ways to maintain its control through new forms of 
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censorship and encouraging people to self-censor. State-run media and official 

institutions sign up for Weibo accounts and conduct Weibo e-government. Thus they 

are not merely acting from outside the online social media environment, but are active 

participants themselves. 

The commercial media (both traditional print and broadcast, and online providers) are 

stuck in the middle. On the one hand, the commercial media complies with the demands 

of government, so they can keep running their business. On the other hand, they follow 

the Weibo trend and employ Internet discourses, such as Internet memes to engage in 

the ongoing discussion on popular media events and to sustain their popularity and 

commercial profits. The commercial media perform in line with corporate regulation 

and set the required ‘sensitive words’ filters for terms they do not want their users to 

search. However, commercial media outlets engage in a process of implicit negotiation 

with the government, pushing the boundaries of what can be reported (Huang, 2007; 

Zhao 1998, 2008, 2012). For example, on 4 June, 1989, the Tiananmen protest 

happened. Thus, Tiananmen Shijian or Tiananmen Square are listed as sensitive words 

on 4 June each year on social media, but the day after, they are no longer viewed as 

sensitive words.  

Chinese citizens try to talk to each other, spread information, and achieve empowerment 

to build up different understandings about the world. Various techniques of playing 

word games help netizens to avoid censorship and Internet memes play an active role in 

extending civic participation in the Chinese context. Consequently, they form a new 

mode of communication, here coined as “Carnivalesque Participatory Discourse”. This 

is civic participation as played out in Carnivalesque discourses in Chinese social media 

which are characterized by playful subversiveness, where power is exercised through 
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discourse at the micro-level. In this way, power and knowledge are being continually 

contested, subverted and redistributed via social media, in ways that bring pleasure and 

glimpses of power to ordinary Chinese people. In turn, they develop a new sense of 

entitlement and push for information transparency and move towards nurturing a new 

citizen culture.  

1.4 Key Terms in Use in this Thesis 

In this thesis, I got to use several particular theories to investigate the interaction 

between discourse, power and cultural practices, therefore, four initial terms are 

deployed that are important to clarify. They are “Carnival and Carnivalesque”, 

“subversive pleasures”, “discourse power” and “public sphere”. Each of these terms has 

meaning specific to the Chinese context, so it is important to explain these before 

moving on to a more thorough detail of the framework of this thesis. 

1.4.1 Carnival and Carnivalesque 

For Bakhtin, ‘Carnival’ and ‘Carnivalesque’ describes “the people’s second life, 

organized on the basis of laughter” a function that temporarily suspends all hierarchical 

rank and rebuilds for new human relations (Bakhtin 1984, p. 8 & 10). Carnival is a 

practice and a literary mode that potentially subverts and liberates people from the 

assumptions of the dominant style or atmosphere through humour and satire. 

The liberating force of ‘Carnival laughter’ and the ‘grotesque body’ has a positive and 

constructive light.  Carnival laughter is an unusual point of view in relation to the world; 

“the world is seen anew, no less (and perhaps more) profoundly than when seen from 

the serious standpoint” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 66). The grotesque body is an unsatisfactory 
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body in the act of changing. The grotesque image of Carnival portrays the conflicting 

and dishonest fullness of life through degradation and distortion (p. 62).  

Carnival becomes the play of a large audience’s remote and sentimental gaze, and “it 

does not acknowledge any distinction between actors and spectators” (p.7). Chinese 

netizens represent a crowd temporarily freed from social pressure and engaged in the 

pursuit of pleasure through online social and culture practices. This study focuses on the 

relationship between Carnivalesque discourse and communication events, suggesting 

the genuinely carnivalesque nature of the comments and the sarcastic humour that 

permeates them give Chinese netizens subversive pleasures.  

1.4.2 Subversive Pleasures   

“Subversive pleasures” are woven into the majority of ordinary citizens’ engagement 

with the social media in China. This engagement drives civic participation and brings 

the potential for social change in terms of developing a new sense of entitlement. To 

illustrate this, I begin with my own personal experience of being censored in order to 

make empirical and analytical sense of the trend observed in this research. On 15 March, 

2011, I posted a message that referred to the statement “Jasmine Revolution will not 

happen in China, said Zhao Qizheng” (BBCChinese 2011). Two minutes later, this post 

was deleted and the Sina Weibo Service account sent me this message: “This post is not 

appropriate to appear on this platform. We do apologize for any inconvenience”. 

I was confused as to why my posting had been deleted. The post had meant that I was 

interested in the opinion of Zhao Qizheng, the former Minister of the Government’s 

Information Office (1998 to 2005), on the “Jasmine Revolution” as a possibility in 

China. The Jasmine Revolution happened in Tunisia in December 2010, as part of the 
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series of Arab uprisings in which “internet networks provided a space of autonomy” 

(Castells 2012, p. 103). I did not intend to call for people to take collective action. At 

that moment of being censored, I was filled with both delight and anger. In Chinese, this 

complicated feeling of “kū xiào bù dé (哭笑不得)” is equivalent to not knowing 

whether to laugh or cry, and is readily understood. The reason for feeling anger is 

obvious. The reason for delight requires contextual understanding. I was born and grew 

up in Mainland China. I had definitely heard about censorship. However, I had thought 

until then that to be censored I would have to be a media professional or at least a 

cynical intellectual. So finding myself censored made me feel that I was participating in 

a community of experts and what I was saying was important and valuable. I shared my 

experience with my colleagues. One of my Australian colleagues said, “Should you not 

feel angry about that?” I replied, “No, it is more than that, it is quite complex”.  

Through researching, I found that the search for the word “jasmine” had become taboo 

in the Chinese micro-blogging sphere (Canaves 2011, p. 77). Certainly there are no 

pleasures or positive outcomes in being censored for it, but if it is possible to critique or 

discuss sensitive topics through playing word games, people will find it rewarding to 

take that indirect route. Since, traditionally, Chinese people use humour to express their 

feelings and deliver veiled criticisms every day, the playing of word games within an 

authoritative regime has real potential to achieve social change, however small on each 

occasion. To this extent, in China being able to “influence associates and officials is a 

more useful strategy than political lobbying which may lead to one's group being 

identified as troublesome” (Keane 2001, p. 9).  

Reflecting on my complicated emotions, I recognized that the term “subversive pleasure” 

described what I felt. Fiske has commented that “play may not itself be resistive or 
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subversive, but the control or empowerment that it entails produces a self-esteem in the 

subordinate that at least makes resistance or subversion possible” (1987/2011, p. 232). 

Within the parameters of the current Chinese media environment, netizens may not be 

attempting to be subversive, but they derive pleasure by talking about something and 

knowing that they might push those boundaries, which might then improve life for other 

Chinese citizens. Recently, the communicative power of social media has enabled 

ordinary Chinese people to greatly enjoy talking back to people in authority or to 

institutions. Social media offers a highly interactive public forum for individuals to be 

subversive and to offer criticism in amusing ways, reminiscent of Bakhtin’s Carnival, 

by contributing to online thematic threads.  

The experience of being censored gave me a taste of subversive pleasure. Actually, this 

is the first time I understood that censorship needs to be evaded and that the system can 

be undermined by playing word games. In fact, there are two kinds of Chinese bloggers: 

those who live permanently abroad and who can be overtly critical (the government 

often tries to block these bloggers), and the vast majority of bloggers who live in 

mainland China and who, because they can be heavily persecuted by the Security 

Bureau, are forced to use irony, sarcasm and other covert undermining skills, in order to 

pursue more indirectly their desire for a better life or social change. Although such 

subversive techniques may be commonplace in other societies, in China they are 

pushing the nation towards reform and have the potential to be much more successful 

than overt resistance. This may be different from the radical subversive content and 

expression evident in Western societies, but this is just the way most Chinese in the 

contemporary China pursue change. Subversion in China does not necessarily involve 

people talking about subversive content; it may also involve stimulating the desire for 

free speech.  
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This research, therefore, focuses on the possible outcomes of expressing subversive 

pleasures in the online media forum. So far, subversive pleasure has been defined as 

having three key components: the satisfaction of being able to access information; the 

excitement of engaging in mainstream dialogue; and the release of personal grievances 

and frustrations. These three entitlements are “firsts” for the ordinary Chinese public. 

1.4.3 Discourse Power 

In order to investigate the discursive construction of power in Chinese online society, 

this thesis draws upon diverse discourse theories including critical discourse analysis, 

negotiated meaning and the pleasures in discourse. 

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) can reveal cultural practices and their interaction with 

power. Critical discourse analysis primarily studies discursive practices and their major 

ideological effects in producing or reproducing unequal power relations and a “system 

of knowledge and belief” (Fairclough 1992, p. 12) in the social and political context. 

van Dijk (2001) confirms this perspective and adds that CDA is particularly effective in 

the analysis of “social problems, and especially on the role of discourse in the 

production and reproduction of power abuse or domination” (p. 96) because, as Wodak 

(2001, p. 10) argues, “language can be used to challenge power, to subvert it, to alter 

distributions of power” in the short and the long term. This provides “a finely 

articulated vehicle for establishing differences in power in social hierarchical structures” 

(ibid). These constructive effects are normally not apparent to discourse participants 

(Fairclough 1992, p. 12). 

Stuart Hall has made great contributions to communication theory in terms of how 

media messages are produced, circulated and consumed. His model of encoding and 
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decoding in textual analysis focuses on the scope of negotiation and opposition (Hall 

1980), arguing that meaning is not fixed but in a continuing process of negotiation 

between the sender and the audience in the communicative exchange. Negotiating 

meaning itself is one way of discursively constructing power. That is how netizens win 

discourse power. 

Pleasures arise in social and discourse practices; events offer opportunities to make new 

meanings (Fiske 1989, p. 49), and to be subversive through resistant readings 

(McQueen 1998, pp. 169-170). Powerless groups decode dominant discourses through 

alternative perspectives which depend on their own “collective life and historical 

memory” (Shohat & Stam 1996, p. 164), possibly leading to “authorial knowledge and 

authorial power” (Fiske 1987/2011, p. 237) shared with a dominant group. Hence, a 

dominant group and its discourse may be pleasurably subverted. Subversive pleasures 

also require that the resisted as well as the resisters attach the same importance to what 

is being contested (Livingstone 1993, p. 7). Above and beyond such theorizing of what 

is occurring, texting and posting are simple ways that Chinese people can assert 

themselves and gain enjoyment (Wang 2007). Chinese micro-bloggers find it 

pleasurable to be able to talk and spread news that is normally excluded from traditional 

state-controlled media. Texting and posting allow them to vent their real-life 

frustrations and respond to their desires for discourse power and social reforms in China. 

In order to frame my analysis of discourse power in digital network media, I am using 

Manuel Castells’ work such as network society, mass self-communication, and 

communication power. The Internet provides the material support for networked 

individualism as the important social pattern, incorporating into the daily life and 

redefining the boundaries of traditional institutions of sociability (Castells 2002, p. 132). 
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For Castells, networks, shaped by technology, culture, economics and politics in many 

ways, have become the basic units of modern society.  Mass self-communication, a new 

form of societal communication, arises with a potential to reach global audience via 

wireless networks. Within it, many people communicating with many people, forms an 

effective, novel medium—a platform, a sphere for rebellious individuals to “build their 

autonomy and confront the institutions of society in their own terms and around their 

own projects” (Castells 2007, p. 249) which are difficult for governments or institutions 

to control of communication (Castells 2012, p. 7). Hence, the more individuals 

empower themselves through building their own networks of mass self-communication, 

the more possibility for them to change power relationships in the communication 

sphere.  That is to say, networked individuals act as the basis for constructing 

communicative power and social change. 

1.4.4 Public Sphere 

The idealistic vision of the public sphere described by Habermas is a place where 

everybody can contribute to critical public discussions rationally through shared 

concern and democratic governments use the public sphere to promote civic 

participation (Habermas 1991). 

However, Habermas’ definition has been subject to a wide array of critiques in terms of 

its exclusions, assumptions of common concern and the blindness to status. For example, 

Fraser argues that repressed groups form “subaltern counterpublics” that are “parallel 

discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulated 

counterdiscourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, 

and needs” (Fraser 1990, p.67). The rise of the mass self-communication, networked 

public sphere fosters civic engagement and social interactivity, and blurs the distinction 
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between public and private. In non-democratic countries, such as China, the concept of 

the networked public sphere used in conjunction with Bakhtin’s model is very useful for 

understanding Chinese netizens’ mode of participation in online discusssions and its 

role in empowering them to challenge and influence government policies and practices. 

Overall, the three central concepts in this thesis, namely, Carnival, discourse power and 

the public sphere, together aid the interpretation of conscious and unconscious micro-

level strategies for exercising power and producing knowledge through social media in 

contemporary China.  

1.5 Explanatory Framework and its Chinese Cultural Inflections  

In order to investigate the research questions, a number of theoretical concepts are 

especially relevant. One clear starting point, as explored above, is the concept of the 

public sphere, a place where the public can communicate, discuss and comment 

rationally (Habermas 1992). In order to understand the power and counter-power in 

Chinese social media, it is useful to apply the concept of a networked public sphere, that 

is, connected public discussion mediated by the mass self-communication of the internet 

which allows many people to communicate with each other very quickly (Castells 2007, 

2011a).  

However, Weibo is so much more than rational debate. Topics of discussion range from 

the very banal to the very serious. Hence, the concept of Carnival (Bakhtin 1984) is also 

relevant both for the chaos and the playfulness of interactions and for the idea of 

subversive pleasures which are crucial to the Chinese context with its authoritarian 

regime of media regulation. In short, the theory of Carnival helps to account for 

personal media practices and their overlap with political issues. For example, it allows 
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people to play with words, to use irony and parody to playfully question authoritarian 

perspectives. This playfulness can often be reflected in seemingly banal expression. 

Such banal expression can attract a large audience who then vent collective anger and 

frustration and deliver criticism. To fully understand political issues arising from Weibo, 

it is necessary to analyse how the discourse of banality relates closely to how power is 

negotiated at the everyday level in China (Foucault 1980; Rose 1999).  

This research brings a specifically Chinese inflection to this theoretical approach. In 

Chinese contemporary societies, public discourse closely interacts with mediated 

cultural participation. From one perspective, public discussion in democratic societies 

could be considered as rational, but it is hard to see the same rationality in a completely 

different cultural context (McCarthy 1989, p. Xii). For example, in the Chinese context, 

the moral and cultural dimensions of any discussions are routinely highlighted (Madsen 

1993, p. 184). As this thesis explores these issues, it is important to examine specific 

cultural practices which embody this perspective. Therefore, the thesis will address the 

inevitable gap between Western theories and the Chinese cultural context. As social 

media expands its reach to an ever greater number of people, it is important to see how 

specific discursive practices in social media are used by ordinary Chinese people to 

create a new social relationship with media and the state.  

In order to better understand this analytical framework in the specific Chinese context, 

two concepts, Weiguan and Meizhi, are relevant. The term Weiguan (wéi guān围观) 

comes from Wéi meaning ‘surrounding’ and Guān meaning ‘watching’. Together it 

suggests the idea of a “surrounding gaze”. It can be used as a verb or a noun. Weiguan 

can be perceived both as entertainment and as an ideal system of obtaining information 

access and it is a pervasive phenomenon of cultural practice by the Chinese people. 
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Weiguan occurs in both public and private lives. Before Weiguan becomes a form of 

online civic discourse, it consists of simple activities such as gossip over meals and 

spectator accounts to entertain. In other words, it is a form of non-hierarchal lateral 

surveillance. 

Weiguan happens voluntarily and spontaneously without any organization, and so, as a 

conceptual term, Weiguan will help us to understand what the networked public sphere 

looks like in the Chinese context. The image of the egg bystanders in Figure 1.1 vividly 

embodies the Chinese people as having curious, surprised or smiling faces while 

looking at “big events” in online and offline Chinese society.  

 

Source: http://5icomment.com/zhuanti?id=58 (Viewed May 1, 2013) 

Figure 1.1 Weiguan is a Form of Power 

In this image, the eggs are diverse in their responses. In this way, there is a judgement 

from many people or “eggs” on a person or an “egg” that is looked upon. Therefore, we 

can see that Weiguan has two spontaneous components. One is entertainment and 

humour, the other is the group judgement. In this process, the people who participate in 

Weiguan have a sense of superiority in judging the person who is being looked upon 

and a taste of empowerment.  



 
 

17 

Weiguan is an existing cultural phenomenon that has migrated to the online context. In 

the past, Weiguan normally happened on the street at the village level, but now, it 

happens on a national scale, beyond the boundaries of time and space. Now Weiguan is 

used by Chinese micro-bloggers and has gained new features and functions with the 

large Internet user bases and technological affordances. According to the 32nd report 

released by the China Internet Network Information Centre (CNNIC) in July 2013, the 

number of Chinese Internet users has reached 591 million. More than half of all Chinese 

netizens are micro-bloggers or ‘Weiboers’. By February 2012, Weibo had more than 

300 million registered users. The more attention an issue that is the focus of Weiguan 

gets, the more it becomes a topic of interest. Moreover, with the technological support 

of social media, online Weiguan has become easier to engage in and has formed a more 

dynamically “networked society” (Castells 2009), through which ordinary Chinese 

people, as micro-bloggers, participate in civic activities by posting, commenting, and 

retweeting. In this way, netizens in the networked Weiguan act as participants rather 

than spectators. As Hu (2011) notes, this kind of “surrounding gaze” previously used to 

refer to public spectacles, is increasingly used to describe the situation “where everyone 

is now a witness to the state and its agents’ actions”. In short, the phenomenon of online 

Weiguan is surveillance and the judgement of peer-to-peer community-based scrutiny.  

The “Weibo Weiguan” phenomenon shares similarities with Bakhtin’s Carnival in 

terms of its form of voluntary participation at the national level, the humour and 

subversive expression of language, the catharsis of expressing dissatisfaction or opinion 

and the power of release from real life pressures. Traditionally, a news commenter is a 

media practitioner, an opinion leader or specialist in a particular field. Nowadays, 

Weibo serves as a platform for everybody to comment and encourages each micro-

blogger to join in discussion by promoting the issues of the moment, that is, micro-
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topics or tweet trends. The Weibo users’ language, like Bakhtin’s Carnivalesque 

expression, is entertaining and rebellious expression to entertain micro-bloggers 

themselves and their followers. Sometimes it can be subversive to release their 

frustration or unhappiness in real life much as the Carnival “celebrated temporary 

liberation from the prevailing truth and from the established order” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 

10). Weibo serves as a virtual world, a theatre or a plaza where people can temporarily 

ignore the rules and social pressures. In addition, as the case studies in this thesis will 

demonstrate, the events being followed, or Weiguan (ed), provide a pretext for 

engagement. As issues develop, all the comments may incite criticism or protest on 

relevant policies or values. The power of Weiguan depends on the participation of the 

people and the response from the government or relevant institutions. Meanwhile, a new 

sense of entitlement develops for all participants along with their Weiguan experiences. 

This is liberating and can be compared with the liberating potential of Carnival laughter 

which is further discussed in Chapter Two. 

However, online networked Weiguan is not just a “carnival marketplace” but also an 

evolving networked public sphere where a dominant mode of “Carnivalesque 

participatory discourse” is established. Through this mode of discourse, ordinary 

Chinese people are liberated from silence and able to exercise some power.  

The second concept specific to the Chinese context is Meizhi (méi zhì 媒治). The term 

Meizhi comes from, Méi meaning ‘medium’ and Zhì meaning ‘ruling’, but together they 

demonstrate the symbolic power of media. Meizhi was one of new words in the year 

2010 authorized by the National Language Resources Monitoring and Research Centre. 

There are two specific instances or forms of Meizhi. Generally, it refers to the symbolic 

power of media in governing the society, including guiding public opinion, promoting 
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the national policies and legitimating the state’s status and ideology. In this sense, 

Meizhi can be translated as media governance and it has the strong colour of 

propaganda because the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) uses the media to set the 

agenda for political discourse.  

But, in this era of mass self-communication, the concept of Meizhi has been transformed 

as social media plays an important role in the Chinese people being able to defend their 

rights and trigger responses from the state on social issues. Meizhi here refers to media 

playing a very important role in social conflict management in which people are trying 

to solve social problems through media exposure. Numerous public events have proved 

that the authorities will respond quickly after media exposure and public Weiguan 

(Baike 2010). That is to say, it also demonstrates the way state power and governance 

are monitored by cyber-networks in China. Consequently, Meizhi, through its power to 

amplify, may encourage alternative solutions in the current reform-climate of China. 

For Meizhi to be influential, a healthy relationship between the state, the media and 

citizens needs to develop.  

With the new interactive networked media environments, there is overlap between 

Weiguan and Meizhi. Once the Weiguan process has begun, Chinese netizens 

understand Meizhi will amplify or take this process further. Weibo Weiguan can act as 

Meizhi, while Meizhi itself is also a form of Weiguan. Together they reflect a mode of 

civic participation in contemporary China which will be fully discussed in Chapter Four. 

In short, I have given a Chinese inflection to the Western ideas through the Chinese 

cultural practices of Weiguan and Meizhi. 

Overall, I will build one explanatory framework which will be discussed in detail in 

Chapter Two and the Chinese cultural inflections of this grounded framework will be 
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discussed in Chapters Four and Five. This explanatory framework proposes that the 

hypothesis or theory of “Carnivalesque Participatory Discourse” (CPD) (see Appendix 

1.1) can help to explain what is going on in online communication in the micro-

blogging sphere in China. The public sphere will help to explain an aspect of networked 

civic participation, but it fails to explain the irrationality of public participation. This is 

why I draw on Carnival theories. Foucault’s perspective on discourse is useful for 

explaining the interplay between discourse and power exercised by Chinese netizens at 

the micro-level. As Appendix 1.1 shows, the theory of Carnivalesque participatory 

discourse draws the elements of playfulness and subversiveness, grotesque realism and 

carnival laughter from Carnivalesque, the element of micro-level exercise of power 

from discourse, and the element of networked civic participation from public sphere 

theory. The specific Chinese context needs to be accounted for, and the existing Chinese 

cultural practices of Weiguan, Meizhi, and the playing of word games are added into the 

framework.  

Carnivalesque participatory discourse is presented as a tool for capturing and 

interpreting features of public interaction online in China. This framework is consistent 

with cultural traditions, the media landscape, and the current context for social 

transformation in contemporary China. This thesis argues that the CPD framework 

captures the features of new events in Chinese social media which are not necessarily 

pure protest, nor entertainment, although they are forms of Carnivalesque enjoyment 

that can be subversive and have an impact on Chinese society.  
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1.6 Method 

I have employed a multi-modal approach to this research. Beginning with participatory 

observation and online ethnography, I observed and participated in Weibo for four years 

from 2010 to 2013, capturing and archiving hundreds of posts. I then performed a 

discourse analysis on more than sixty posts and have chosen three particular events as 

case studies to illustrate the more general trends. This multi-modal approach was 

employed as the means to investigate emergent practices, examine the shifts in power, 

and to assess their significance. In so doing, this analytical approach attempts to observe 

Chinese online society at both the micro and the macro levels. There are 

interchangeable influences in the flows of information. At the macro-level, I observe 

how the consequence of a micro interaction affects commercial and state-run media. 

This evolving relationship will impact on Chinese citizens’ media use, political attitudes, 

and behaviours (Tang & Iyengar 2011, p. 264). A micro-level analysis helps the 

understanding of emerging practices on a banal, daily level with a focus on language 

play as a subversive practice.   

Out of thousands of possible case studies, I chose three cases which I have named: the 

“2011 High-Speed Train Accident”, “Panbi” and “Can I Say Dirty Words?”. Together 

they illustrate points both at the macro and micro-levels. These cases are also three of 

the top 10 media events of 2011.  

How micro-bloggers post, comment on, and argue about private and public issues 

provides empirical evidence of social interaction and civic engagement online in China. 

Data collection is based on the people I followed online, who have been sorted into four 

main groups: media practitioners, academics, Internet celebrities, and ordinary users. 



 
 

22 

Selected posts and comments were captured in screenshots and saved for analysis. In 

order to understand how micro-bloggers encode and decode tweet trends and their 

follow-up comments posted by other micro-bloggers, critical discourse analysis is 

adopted. 

In this respect, this study applies Norman Fairclough’s (1992) three-dimensional 

analyses as a qualitative procedure to a small sample of micro-blogging posts and 

comments. In conducting the content analysis, I followed three steps (see Table 1.1): 

Table 1.1 Analytic Procedures 

1. Identifying general themes of the Weibo feeds, comments, or central argument  

2. Identifying typical thematic examples, dissecting 

• What they comment on and how linguistic strategies work 

• How micro-bloggers communicate ideas and feelings with each other 

and achieve mutual understanding 

• The role comments play in a conversation that constructs a story or 

media event 

3. Applying a theoretical perspective to each example or case. 

Following these steps enabled me to demonstrate discourse functioning and elaborate on 

the Chinese humour and patterns of subversion. Detailed textual analysis revealed 

features of the broader Chinese socio-cultural context.  

However, the discourse analysis in this study is Chinese in character and there are 

inevitable translation limitations. This thesis is written in English and although I try to 

explain the relevant concepts to English speaking audiences, the linguistic significance 

of the Chinese characteristics I describe may be lost. There are always cultural 
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assumptions and allusions that may be lost in translation, although I try to address this 

as fully as I can. In different cultural and social contexts, people tend to use different 

puns to show their humour and criticism. Hiding meaning is a particular response to a 

particular context. That is the rationale of fun. As is the case in any language, when you 

have to laboriously explain the punch-line of a joke, it loses its humour and this may be 

the case in this thesis. The reader’s patience and willingness to trust that the original 

humour existed, is asked for. 

1.7 Thesis Argument  

This thesis argues that media events produced or discussed in Chinese social media 

combine both protest and entertainment; they are Carnivalesque participatory media 

events and the subversive pleasures derived from them impact significantly on Chinese 

society. Ordinary Chinese people have been empowered by being able to participate in 

the Carnivalesque discourse prevalent in Chinese social media. In the current highly-

interactive and participatory media environment, the Chinese people appear to derive 

pleasure through pushing the boundaries in indirect ways, that is, subversively, in 

commenting on what can be said to be ‘sensitive topics’. 

The thesis argument relates to a rich range of social media, and the emerging cultural 

phenomenon of ‘Weibo Weiguan changing China’, and employs a relevant theoretical 

frame. It adopts an original perspective by illuminating Chinese society as a subtly 

subversive playground for public participation, exemplifying as Foucault (1980) asserts, 

that “power is neither given, nor exchanged, nor recovered, but rather exercised, and 

that it only exists in action” (Foucault 1980, p. 89). Foucault’s concept of power is 

therefore used here to frame the understanding of power as a process under continual 



 
 

24 

negotiation in the context of Chinese social media. This research offers a new 

perspective on the negotiation of civic power and discursive practices at the micro-level 

where discourse can be created to decode officialdom (Rose 1999, p. 31). 

Using the insights of Foucauldian theory, it is possible to explain Chinese governance 

as a continuing display of discourse exercised from a very basic level. In China, people 

do not always say what they think, nor do they speak directly, for fear of committing a 

social, moral or legal indiscretion. This kind of behaviour adapts well to the public 

platforms that Chinese social media offers in the Internet era. Ordinary citizens can feed 

and shape information subtly and so resist the dominant authoritarian regime. Major 

changes of attitude can be achieved through such micro-level interaction. It is at this 

micro-level that a new power dynamic is being forged in China.  

Therefore, this thesis intends to examine how relationships between state, commercial, 

social media and individual citizens are negotiated through discursive practices online. 

These relationships reveal a dynamic struggle for power. In the past, the state set the 

media agenda; now social media, particularly Weibo, has created a “feedback loop” 

between mainstream state media, commercial media and Weibo netizens. This feedback 

loop opens up a new potential interpretation of events based on multiple perspectives in 

a socially and politically evolving China. That is to say, popular topics in Weibo will be 

picked up and given more coverage by other media. Such a topic normally will return to 

Weibo again, so that a feedback loop between the three levels is created that becomes 

part of the agenda setting mechanism. Consequently, this feedback loop shifts power 

relations between media, government and citizens. The interplay between different 

levels of media is changing. This interplay can also start in television or newspapers, 

state or commercial, and move to Weibo and back to television, and even the state press. 
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This interplay has never happened before. In the past, extensive coverage and agenda 

setting started in one medium, such as television, and ended in that medium. Now these 

interchanges influence flows of information. For example, in the “High-Speed Train 

Accident”, these impacted on how government was expected to respond to this accident, 

how the commercial media got stuck in the middle between government control and 

users’ expectations and how these commercial media responded to the state and the 

citizens. In one of the other chosen case studies, “Can I Say Dirty Words?” the event 

started in state media, spread on Weibo, and then to commercial media. Once again, 

they all fed each other.  

Within this changing relationship, a very large group of ordinary Chinese people found 

a voice. Their voices continue to affect power relations in which everybody has to 

change their practices; as a result, people’s lives are changed, with online commentary 

being able to talk back to the state. Therefore, the fundamental concerns of this thesis 

are to consider what the Chinese Internet might tell us about social life and power 

relations among the media corporations, the state and its citizens in China. This is 

explored within its specific, cultural and media histories, and its social innovations and 

civic responsibilities. 

1.8 Thesis Structure and Overview  

Chapter Two proposes the original hypothesis that the “Carnivalesque Participatory 

Discourse” (CPD) can explain what is going on in online discourse and the online 

media sphere. This includes the online phenomenon of subversive public expression in 

the new media. Chapter Two clarifies the Western concepts of discourse, public sphere 
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and Carnivalesque by reference to relevant scholarly research and formulates the theory 

of Carnivalesque participatory discourse.  

Chapter Three traces the background and context of media control and examines the 

new and continuing censorship campaign in Chinese new media environments. This 

chapter focuses on the changing mechanisms of media control in China in order to 

establish the context for understanding Chinese netizens’ behaviour in online 

communities. The discourses embedded in Chinese social cultural practices, such as 

Weiguan, Meizhi and the playing of word games will be discussed in Chapter Four in 

detail. Without government restrictions, the subversive pleasure Chinese netizens 

derived would be much less and probably they would not choose the mode of 

Carnivalesque participatory discourse.  

Chapters Four and Five together focus on the underlying mechanisms and style of 

Chinese online participation in civic discourse. Chapter Four interprets Chinese 

characteristics of online participation as a form of Carnivalesque discourse with 

reference to the broad cultural, social media context. In particular, Chapter Four 

describes the two phenomena Weibo Weiguan and Meizhi, which motivate civic 

participation in the Chinese cyberspace. The discussion of the new media environment, 

with its potential and limitations, indicates that the Chinese government allows this 

public sphere within particular constraints. Chapter Four addresses the questions of how 

Westernised theories are inflected by Chinese cultural practices, how Weiguan and 

Meizhi function as the mechanisms of participation and how the features of 

Carnivalesque, subversion and participation are exhibited in Chinese online activities.  

Chapter Five identifies subversive pleasures through the micro-level lens of playing 

word games. This thesis argues that subversive strategies, that is, Carnivalesque word 
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games in online public discourse, are pushing the limits of what it is possible to say in 

public and online spheres. However whether these word-games are effective in 

expanding the boundaries of ‘sensitive topics’ set by the state or commercial providers 

is an open question within the dynamics of power relations among the state, commercial 

media and citizens. Overall, Chapter Five explores how online word-play assists the 

dissemination of messages and resistance on forbidden topics.  

Chapters Six and Seven report on three main case studies conducted in diverse contexts 

as part of this research. Chapter Six discusses the Weibo Weiguan events surrounding 

the tragedy of the “High-Speed Train Accident” in 2011, and addresses the questions of 

to what extent there is interaction between state, commercial and social media and what 

is their impact on transparency and accountability in relation to ‘sudden incidents’. This 

analysis represents a study at the macro-level, seeking to understand the operations of 

power across broad institutions within society. 

Chapter Seven examines the case of mocking “Panbi” (Pan Currency, alternative 

Chinese currency # digital money #) and the “Can I Say Dirty Words?” incident (which 

provides a reaction to current fuel price adjustments). These two case studies are of 

more minor, micro-level interactions. This chapter addresses the questions of the extent 

to which social media, compared with state print and broadcast media, enhance the 

visibility of oppressed groups. For instance, how do alternative resistant discourses 

enter the public sphere in everyday Chinese life? How are subversion and enjoyment 

achieved by online participation in social media? Briefly, these three empirical cases 

justify the theoretically grounded analytical framework expounded in Chapters Six and 

Seven.  
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This study captures a crucial aspect of online communication in Chinese social 

interaction. In conclusion Chapter Eight suggests that this thesis is a snapshot of a 

particular time (2010-2013) because this is a dynamic and changing field where new 

practices are emerging from the three key areas, namely the state, commercial media 

and netizens. However, using original, rich examples, this study is a timely contribution 

to understanding the power and subtlety of ordinary Chinese people’s responses to 

looming changes in their society. To date, these responses have been poorly understood 

and appreciated, but innovative ways of thinking and using social media can and do 

trigger national change. Moreover, they can provide citizens with a sense of 

empowerment and reflect a desired vision of behaviour in China which is as yet only 

imagined.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Carnivalesque Discourse: An Interdisciplinary Approach to 

Understanding Civic Participation in Chinese Social Media  

2.1 Introduction  

In order to understand the interrelationship of the media, history, and society in general, 

media researchers draw on social theories as tools. The recent rise of “mass self-

communication” has been shown to create new opportunities for challenging the 

centralised control of information (Castells 2007, 2008), and nowhere more so than in 

China, where an explosion of ‘discourse online’ is now being observed. To begin to 

understand the implications of Internet conversations in China, a range of theoretical 

approaches has been applied in this research project. The first and most influential of 

the theoretical approaches is based on Foucault’s concepts of discourse and power, 

which holds that power is wielded through language in use and that is how it achieves 

meaning (Hall 1980). In essence, discourse analysis can reveal cultural practices and 

their interaction with power. A second analytical approach to power relations is 

harnessed by those who argue for the role of the playfulness in discourse, a quality that 

Bakhtin called “Carnivalesque” (2006). Bakhtin scholars argue that the concept of 

Carnival is, in fact, crucial for an understanding of popular cultural practices and the 

dynamics and patterns of social and cultural change (Hirschkop & Shepherd 2001). A 

third approach is based on Habermas’s “public sphere”, which is conceived as a forum 

for communicating information and points of view which are “rooted in the lifeworld 

through the associational networks of civil society” (Habermas 1996, p. 359). Habermas 
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proposes that communication, action and discourse together form the basis of social 

order (Finlayson 2005, p. 47).  

These three conceptual frameworks each offer insights on the nature of civic social 

interaction and how it operates. However, I will argue that none of them is alone 

adequate to characterize and explain the rise of public participation online, which 

exhibits the distinctive feature of noisy, emotional and highly interactive 

communication. Rather, it is necessary to conceptualize a new theory or model, drawing 

on features of each of these three frameworks, to fully capture the phenomenon of 

escalating online participatory discourse. Moreover, today’s China urgently needs to 

extend ways to dissect the interrelations among discourse, power and cultural practices 

in its online interactions due to the speed of its social and cultural transformation. This 

chapter first examines the extent to which relevant features of each of the three selected 

approaches inform multiple aspects of online discourse phenomena. The goal here is 

both to identify complementary features of discourse, the public sphere and Carnival, 

and to show the uniqueness of their interaction in online social media in contemporary 

China. The analysis in this study has led me to propose a new theoretical framework 

that combines the three approaches mentioned above, into a Carnivalesque Participatory 

Discourse (CPD), which is specifically designed to facilitate the analysis of Chinese 

social media. In the second half of this thesis, I use case studies to illustrate how CPD 

analysis can have practical application in China today.  

In this project, I use this framework in conjunction with Weiguan and Meizhi in order to 

understand the intersection of new online cultures with current Chinese cultural 

practices, as well as their intersection with existing government and commercial media 

practices. 
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2.2 The Shifting Dynamics of Discourse Power  

Foucault’s notion of discourse offers a helpful explanatory bridge between language in 

use and social systems. For example, analysing the relationship between discourse and 

power helps us to understand how power operates in society; it especially helps us to 

capture how netizens claim and negotiate power discursively. This research aims to 

examine social media discourses in China, demonstrate how they are shaped by the 

interrelationship of the state, corporate media and netizens, and how they may lead to 

the establishment of different truths and beliefs. Using a Foucauldian discourse 

framework to analyse the online practices of Chinese micro-bloggers, for example, can 

foreground the interplay of language, ideas and practices in China, where power is 

exercised in both overt and covert ways.  

2.2.1 Discourse Power 

There is no absolute consensus on the definition of discourse, since various theorists 

have tried to take different approaches to define the term along its complex history. 

Most discourse theorists agree, however, that discourse is socio-linguistic, that is, it 

involves the use of text which at present is still mostly viewed as linguistic-centred. In 

this thesis, discourse is treated as social practice (Fairclough 2001; Foucault 1972/2010; 

Foucault 1980, 1984; Mills 2003), because it is the social functions of discourse that are 

most relevant to the research topic, in particular the discursive connections between an 

individual social event and larger scale patterns of social interaction (Bakhtin & 

Holquist 1981; Fairclough 1992; Fairclough & Wodak 1997; Foucault 1972/2010; 

Holquist 2002; Lemke 1995). Foucault’s notion of discourse is particularly relevant, 

since he defines discourse as arising from “practices that systematically form the objects 

of which they speak” (Foucault 1972/2010, p. 49). That is, discourse does not just 
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comprise linguistic signs, but the practices and ideas that constitute reality. Extending 

beyond linguistics (for example, the units of proposition, sentence and speech act), 

Foucault identifies “a function that operates vertically” across all levels of language 

(Foucault 1972/2010, p. 86). But above all, Foucault’s conception of discourse as 

central in the construction and understanding of reality cannot be separated from the 

role of ‘power’ in the production of ‘knowledge’, which he understands to mean “the 

social, historical and political conditions under which, for example, statements come to 

count as true or false” (McHoul & Grace 1997, p. 29). In this way, discourse can be 

characterized as central to social systems. 

Foucault’s interest, however, is less in discourse itself than in how it comes into being 

(Mills 1997, p. 56). For instance, Foucault analyses history from both archaeological 

and genealogical perspectives. Different from an empirical data corpus, an ‘archive’, for 

Foucault, is not just a collection of “historical documents or transcribed conversations”, 

but a discursive “organisation of its statements” (McHoul & Grace 1997, p. 30), which 

limit “what can be said, in what form and what is counted as worth knowing and 

remembering” (Mills 1997, p. 63). In his book Orders of Discourse, Foucault explains 

how such mechanisms work:  

In every society the production of discourse is at once controlled, selected, 
organised and redistributed according to a certain number of procedures, whose 
role is to avert its powers and its dangers, to cope with chance events, to evade 
its ponderous, awesome materiality (Foucault 1971, p. 8). 

Evidently, Foucault’s discourse framework is “regulated by institutional processes” 

which seek to sort and, if necessary, exclude them. In such processes, knowledge is 

sorted into that “which is perceived to be true and that which is considered to be false” 

(Mills 1997, pp. 57-59).  



 
 

34 

Genealogical and archaeological perspectives entail different approaches to discourse, 

since “archaeology provides us with a snapshot, a slice through the discursive nexus”, 

whereas “genealogy pays attention to the processual aspects of the web of discourse-its 

ongoing character” (Kendall & Wickham 1999, p. 31). As Foucault says, ‘archaeology’ 

would be the appropriate methodology of the “analysis of local discursivities”, and 

based on this, ‘genealogy’ focuses on “the subjected knowledge” (Foucault 1980, p. 85). 

In short, the archaeological method, which is most appropriate for interpreting localized 

discourse, fails on its own to “explain changes in discourse systems”, whereas the 

genealogical approach has a broader compass, which enables it to emphasize the 

essential connection between “knowledge and power” (Audi & Reference 1999, p. 276). 

In this study, the two approaches complement each other, however, because they enable 

us to understand how “what is said fits into a network that has its own history and 

conditions of existence” (Barrett 1991, p. 126). A Foucauldian discourse framework 

therefore provides a useful way for interpreting how through participating in social 

networking sites which depend on discourse, ordinary Chinese can and do exercise and 

negotiate power. 

Understanding the role of power in the production of knowledge is a crucial element of 

Foucault’s discourse theory, which proposes a non-economic analysis of power. 

Foucault suggests that “Power is neither given, nor exchanged, nor recovered, but rather 

exercised, and that it only exists in action” (Foucault 1980, p. 89). It is “at this vulgar, 

pragmatic, quotidian and minor level” where language is constantly being used and 

reinvented that we can learn more about the assumptions on which governments and 

societies operate (Rose 1999, p. 31). 
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Indeed, Foucauldian discourse studies can be characterized as shifting research interests 

from culturally-standardized discourse to a focus which conceives individuals as central 

to how everyday life functions:  

Power is employed and exercised through a net-like organisation. And not only 
do individuals circulate between its threads; they are always in the position of 
simultaneously undergoing and exercising this power. They are not only its inert 
or consenting target; they are always also the elements of its articulation. In 
other words, individuals are the vehicles of power, not its points of application 
(Foucault 1980, p. 98).  

For Foucault, concepts of truth are central to how power is employed, because: 

Each society has its regime of truth, its “general politics” of truth: that is, the 
type of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms 
and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the 
means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded 
value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged with saying 
what counts as true (Foucault 1984, pp. 72-73).  

Thus, one can talk about truth only in a specific social context according to “the rules of 

some discursive ‘police’ ” and this truth has “to be reactivated every time” one speaks 

(Foucault 1972/2010, p. 224).  

Foucault’s analysis of power as a dynamic force is highly relevant for this study. He 

asserts that a state can operate only on the basis of the power relations which already 

exist (Foucault 1984, p. 64). As far as understanding everyday modes of power is 

concerned, a new technology is required, one which examines “their concrete and 

precise character, their grasp of a multiple and differentiated reality” (Foucault 1984, p. 

66). Historical analysis shows that successful states have always incorporated power in 

their systems of governance, meaning that they have always had to attend to 

“individuals, to their acts, attitudes, and modes of everyday behaviour” (Foucault 1984, 

pp. 66-67). 
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For all these reasons, a Foucauldian perspective is very useful in analysing how citizens 

engage in discourse practices which have the potential to challenge social structures. It 

is a perspective which envisages power “as something that is exercised rather than 

possessed” (Barrett 1991, p. 135). And it can work from the bottom up because it is 

enmeshed in numerous social and government practices. In this way, Foucault uses the 

notion of capillary to describe how power operates at the micro-level. As Barrett notes 

also, a Foucauldian notion of power, as well as having “coercive dimensions”, can also 

be constructively meaningful and the exercise of power is often enjoyable for all 

discussants (ibid). 

2.2.2 Negotiated Meaning 

Discourses do not exist in isolation and they are in “constant conflict with other 

discourses and other social practices…over questions of truth and authority” (Mills 

1997, p. 17). Thus, discourse meanings are essentially contested and negotiated. To 

understand how meaning is realized and negotiated in specific texts, researchers have 

had to shift their attention from the individual to the systems of social practice in which 

individuals participate, because discourse does more than represent reality, it signifies it, 

thus “constituting and constructing the world in meaning” (Fairclough 1992, p. 64).  

Lemke, following both Foucault and Fairclough, emphasizes the active role of discourse 

in society, suggesting that discourse does not just reconfirm “existing social 

relationships and patterns of behaviour”…[but also] “renegotiates social relationships 

and introduces new meanings and new behaviours” (1995, p. 20). In effect, individuals 

construct and interpret identities, viewpoints and values (Thibault 1998, p. 243), and 

they do so in ways that demonstrate that language can be used differently, even in 

contradictory ways, because,  
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Power is never monolithic, stable, or uniform in its effects. Every use of 
discourse is at once a judgement about its relation to dominant forms of power 
and either an assent or a resistance to this relation (Frow 1985, p. 204). 

It can be seen that the contexts and intersections of discourses determine their meanings. 

Stuart Hall also conceptualizes the construction of meaning and the production of 

knowledge as something that is mediated by discourse. He explains that “meaning arises 

through the ‘difference’ between the participants in any dialogue. The ‘Other’, in short, 

is essential to meaning” (Hall 1997a, p. 236). Nowadays, social networking 

opportunities (e.g., online) encourage dialogue in the public domain, and meaning is 

actively and socially “constructed in society through the process of communicative 

action” (Castells 2009, p. 12 & 416). More importantly, being able to participate in 

conversations has high potential to contribute to the negotiation of meanings. For 

individual citizens, such discourse opportunities have great potential for power 

generating. 

Notably, in China, the discourse strategies developed when citizens are confronted with 

the authoritarian “sovereign” power of the state may not be direct or overt especially in 

online contexts. They tend to depend on the use of ironic and playful language, a 

phenomenon specifically examined in this study. Bakhtin’s notion of Carnival and 

Carnivalesque provide invaluable entry into this domain.  

2.3 The “Carnival Marketplace”  

Despite some continuing controversy over Bakhtin’s notions of Carnival, the 

Carnivalesque and the liberating potential he ascribed to it, the concept of Carnival has 

proved valuable in this study in building an analytic framework for interpreting citizens’ 

interactions online in the public domains of social media, as I explain below. 
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According to Bakhtin (1984, p. 82), in the contexts of the Middle Ages he was 

critiquing, communal feasts had roles other than their official, religious function. They 

also performed a folk Carnival role, employing “laughter” as well as providing a 

“material bodily lower stratum” of practice. Bakhtin employed the Carnivalesque in two 

ways: to represent the transgressive, resistant impact of laughter and to symbolize 

“grotesque realism” (1984, p. 315) which represents a poorly-formed body. He saw the 

Carnivalesque as a liberating, energizing force. This section examines these two uses of 

Carnivalesque, and how they might be applied to online communication in social media 

in China.  

2.3.1 The Notion of Carnivalesque  

The term Carnival, as coined by Bakhtin (1984), became popular in postmodern critical 

circles which adapted the concept of Carnival for literary purposes and for semiotic 

analysis. The concept has distinctive subversive features in these contexts with Carnival 

laughter seen as being “debasing” for participants (Edgar, A. & Sedgwick 2002, p. 83). 

According to Bakhtin (1984, p. 7), the Carnival crosses the line between art and life 

because Carnival is life shaped to conform to the specific structure of a play.  

Carnival is not a spectacle seen by the people; they live in it, and everyone 
participates because its very idea embraces all the people. While Carnival lasts, 
there is no other life outside it (Bakhtin 1984, p. 7).  

Carnival constructs a world outside officialdom, one in which actors and spectators can 

be indistinguishable. As a result, Carnival is liberating. It effects a temporary liberation 

through “the suspension of all hierarchical ranks, privileges, norms, and prohibitions” 

(Bakhtin 1984, p. 8). The temporary release of being able to mock a dominant culture 

may not necessarily have immediate, practical benefits; nonetheless, it “invades and 
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inverts conventional structures of language and thought” (Edgar & Sedgwick 2002, p. 

15). The spirit of this is reflected in a marketplace style of expression, that is, “a new 

type of communication…[which] creates new forms of speech or a new meaning given 

to the old forms” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 16). More importantly, the familiar language of the 

marketplace becomes a reservoir, where, according to Bakhtin, 

various speech patterns excluded from official intercourse could freely 
accumulate. In spite of their genetic differences, all these genres were filled with 
the Carnival spirit, transformed their primitive verbal functions, acquired a 
general tone of laughter, and became, as it were, so many sparks of the Carnival 
bonfire which renews the world (Bakhtin 1984, p. 17). 

Although originally Bakhtin pinpointed Carnival and Carnivalesque behaviour as a 

literary mode, the notion can be insightfully applied to any informal occasions of “‘free’ 

public interactions” (Herold 2011b, p. 11). Such social spaces and occasions enable 

conventional power relations to be inverted “through popular, ‘earthly’, ‘grotesque’ and 

wildly funny culture” (Roberts & Crossley 2004, p. 19). Carnival can therefore be seen 

as a way of explaining how people deal with everyday life, how they reconcile a 

“utopian ideal and the realistic” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 10). That is to say, people navigate 

their ways to discuss and resolve social issues in a Carnivalesque fashion. 

2.3.2 Grotesque Realism  

Bakhtin drew a distinction between the “grotesque body” and the “classical body” 

(1984, p. 25). Distinct from a classically aesthetic ideal, referring to a perfect, complete 

being, 

[the] grotesque body is not separated from the rest of world. It is not a closed, 
completed unit; it is unfinished, outgrows itself, and transgresses its own limits. 
(1984, p. 26). 
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That is to say, a grotesque body is an imperfectly-formed body always in the act of 

becoming. However, because the notion of the classic body exists, the grotesque nature 

of individuals, their unfinished characters, and their growth and proliferation tend to be 

kept hidden (Bakhtin 1984, p. 29). Yet, the material bodily principle in grotesque 

realism is particularly illuminating when conceptualizing nations, since these are 

composed of people “who are continually growing and renewed” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 19). 

In other words, grotesque realism is particularly relevant for the society that is 

experiencing rapid change and is full of social conflicts, such as the Renaissance in the 

Middle Ages which Bakhtin drew upon for his Carnival theory. In similar ways, it could 

be argued that cultural festivals in today’s China have Carnival attributes and 

demonstrate aspects of grotesque realism. 

The concept of grotesque realism as a mode of expression is best represented in the 

medieval culture of folk humour, particularly in literature, and especially during the 

Renaissance (Bakhtin 1984, p. 341) as such humour is characterised with “oaths, curses, 

and various abusive expressions” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 352). In this sense, grotesque 

realism can be defined as a literary mode. The notion of “grotesque” encompasses the 

notion of degradation and debasement (Dentith 1995, p. 66), of abuse, cutting-down-to-

size, mockery and lack of respect. According to Bakhtin, degradation is the crucial 

principle of grotesque realism, that is, the transfer from a high, spiritual, ideal and 

abstract status to the material, earthy sphere of bodily existence (Bakhtin 1984, pp. 19-

20). As Morson and Emerson note, degradation and mockery are romanticized in a 

special Carnivalesque image (1990, p. 444). Importantly, Bakhtin envisaged the 

grotesque in Carnival as having the potential to spark off social renewal and 

development. And it is evident that, in our own era, Medieval Carnival roles of 

“jugglers, acrobats, vendors of panaceas, magicians, clowns, trainers of monkeys” 
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(Bakhtin 1984, p. 353), live in today’s online communication in playing and 

entertaining, pursuits which have long held the power be subversive and regenerative.  

The prominent attributes of the grotesque style are “exaggeration, hyperbolism, 

excessiveness” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 303). Their presence means that grotesque realism is 

bound to distort in order to make its point. Distortion can be powerful, although 

sometimes “the grotesque images selected to serve an abstract idea are… too powerful; 

they preserve their nature and pursue their own logic, independently from the author’s 

intentions, and sometimes contrary to them” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 63). But considered as a 

positive force, grotesque realism works because it portrays the “contradictory and 

double-faced fullness of life” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 62). Though apparently negative, a 

grotesque image can work positively, using  “satiric mockery and moral condemnation” 

(Bakhtin 1984, p. 63).  Thus, applied to the social media phenomenon in contemporary 

China, the grotesque body can be identified in sites of resistance to authoritative 

regulation or social control; these sites are provided by online social media platforms in 

China. In short, Chinese micro-blogging generates Carnivalesque atmospheres, in 

discourses which are chaotic, noisy, emotional, playful, and full of the stuff of daily life, 

not just in serious civic or political discourses. Hence the need for a theory that explains 

this aspect and its relationship to change, power and the public sphere of politics. This is 

the politics of everyday life. 

2.3.3 Reconceptualising the Liberating Potential of Carnival Laughter 

Laughter offers one perspective or response to the world. Sometimes it reveals a new 

stance on truth or knowledge. Carnival laughter, for example, offers ordinary people a 

form of transgression and resistance. The Renaissance conception of laughter was 

deeply philosophical; laughter then was viewed as “one of the essential forms of the 
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truth concerning the world as a whole”, and even, as the only way that “certain essential 

aspects of the world [were] accessible” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 66). 

In the Renaissance, laughter was a social practice “in the marketplace, on feast days, in 

festive recreational literature”; spheres that remained outside “official spheres of 

ideology and outside all official strict forms of social relations” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 71 & 

73 ). Its meaning was determined by the medieval culture of folk humour. This could 

involve church rituals by translating them into “gluttony and drunken orgies on the altar 

table, indecent gestures, disrobing” so that the feast actually became “a parody and 

travesty of the official cult, with masquerades and improper dances” (Bakhtin 1984, pp. 

74-75). For example, at least once a year, the Feast of Fools became an occasion of 

laughter, and for releasing emotion and personal freedom (Bakhtin 1984, p. 75). And 

another medieval occasion of festival laughter and regeneration was the “Feast of the 

Ass”. Such occasions were never formal satires but transformations of some of the 

elements of scholarship or sacred texts into sources of gaiety and substance. 

“Everything they [medieval parodies] touched was transformed into flesh and matter 

and at the same time was given a lighter tone” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 83). Rearranging the 

“sacred texts” was effective because people in the Middle Ages distrusted seriousness 

and found laughter more truthful (Bakhtin 1984, p. 95), whereas seriousness inspired 

terror and required obedience and the loss of personal power for ordinary people. In 

detail, 

As a spokesman of power, seriousness terrorized, demanded, and forbade, it 
therefore inspired the people with distrust. Seriousness had an official tone and 
was treated like all that is official. It oppressed, frightened, bound, lied, and 
wore the mask of hypocrisy…When its mask was dropped in the festive square 
and at the banquet table, another truth was heard in the form of laughter, 
foolishness, improprieties, curses, parodies, and travesties (Bakhtin 1984, p. 94). 
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Thus as Bakhtin describes it, medieval public laughter was a complex phenomenon, 

which although universal in scope, belonged to everybody; in the ambiguity of its 

humour, opinions could be asserted and denied, buried and revived (1984, p. 11). More 

than this, the temporary suspension of the whole official system with all its prohibitions 

and hierarchic barriers, offered release and temporary freedom (Bakhtin 1984, p. 90). 

Although Carnival truths were unofficial, nonetheless they entered people’s 

consciousnesses (Bakhtin 1984, p. 91) and offered opportunities for personal growth. 

There is a substantial body of discussion on the liberating energies of Carnival laughter. 

It has been argued that laughter is serious and that it is a historical force (Morson & 

Emerson 1990, p. 440). Others believe that laughter does not have “the positive 

regenerating force that Bakhtin ascribes to Carnival laughter, but is rather produced in a 

sardonic and negative key” (Dentith 1995, p. 69). Dentith suggests the general 

consensus among scholars seems to be that Carnival serves merely as a “safety-valve 

for social tensions” (Dentith 1995, p. 69), yet this view differs from Bakhtin’s view of 

Carnival as “an anti-authoritarian force that can be mobilized” (Dentith 1995, p. 71).  

Others have suggested that the regenerative power of Carnival laughter is hypothetical. 

In particular, Bernstein argues that the laughter does not challenge social conventions 

since ruling institutions “permit themselves to be mocked, due to full confidence in their 

own power to emerge still more firmly entrenched the following morning” (1986, p. 

106). Festival laughter is understood to occur on specific occasions and only within 

recognized limits. Peter Stallybrass and Allon White accuse Bakhtin of “utopianism” 

(1986), while Glazener (1989/2001) argues that the Bakhtinian concept of Carnival is 

based on a notion of: 
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…a collective democracy, grounded in civil society, in which the abstract 
identity of the citizen or subject is replaced by that of one who eats, drinks, 
procreates and labours. Utopian in the extreme, it describes a condition in which 
history is directly experienced in the texture of public social life. The pleasures 
of Carnival are not the pleasures of mere talk but those of a discourse which has 
rediscovered its connection to the concrete (p.35). 

Overall, then, it is clear that the concept of Carnival is still evidently problematic and in 

needed of further definition within the large range of socio-historical contexts in which 

it is now being employed. Social practices are complex and the concept of Carnival is a 

potentially subtle research tool—if it is used with discrimination. 

2.3.4 Extending the Concept of Carnival to Online Communities  

Evidently, directly in line with Bakhtinian ‘Carnival’, today’s internet culture in China 

favours playfulness where an enormous number of creative and satirical cultural 

products circulate (Yang 2009, p. 90). Bakhtin demonstrates that play complements the 

language of the common people when it is consciously opposed to official language and 

ideology. Therefore, the application of the Bakhtinian notion of Carnival and 

Carnivalesque to the study of “online China and its relationship to offline society and 

politics” appears extremely pertinent and provides a good starting-point for Internet 

research in general (Herold 2011b, p. 13). The relationship between online and offline 

lives for Chinese netizens resonates with Bakhtin’s conceptual world and his notion that, 

for example, a person of the Middle Ages lived, as it were, two lives: 

One was the official life, monolithically serious and gloomy, subjugated to a 
strict hierarchical order, full of terror, dogmatism, reverence, and piety; the other 
was the life of the Carnival square, free and unrestricted, full of ambivalent 
laughter, blasphemy, the profanation of everything sacred, full of debasing and 
obscenities, [and] familiar contact with everyone and everything (Bakhtin 1973, 
pp. 129-130). 
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The Carnival as an analytic tool may therefore be vital to understanding the dynamics 

and patterns of social and cultural changes in China’s online sphere (Chu, W-C & 

Cheng 2011; Humphrey 2000; Yang 2009). Playful interactions among netizens are 

certainly abundant in Chinese social media and many political struggles have been 

fought through playful, online activities (Yang 2011, p. 1046). It has been recognized 

that Chinese people have created “a world of Carnival, community, and contention” in 

cyberspace and in so doing “have transformed personhood, society and politics” (Yang 

2009, p. 1). In particular, Chinese netizens regularly engage in parody and criticism and 

unite behind the regenerating force of laughter on the internet (Li 2011).  

Consequently, in this study, I argue that despite the debate around the liberating 

potential of Carnival laughter, online participation in China has Carnivalesque features, 

and I draw on Bakhtin’s Carnival theory to capture those features. The Carnival is 

defined as a specific event which is temporary so its potential in a culture for social 

transformation may be hard to pin down. Nevertheless the Carnival may gradually 

establish a mode of public participation and collaboration. Understanding how the 

Carnival operates in China, therefore, may be a key to determine how ordinary Chinese 

people can exercise group power. The cumulative effects of the Carnival may increase 

public awareness and develop individual citizens’ sense of entitlement. Consequently, a 

new form of civic participation and public opinion may be formed which can impact on 

public policy and decision-making. Therefore, in China, as in the Middle Ages in the 

West, Carnival, working through humour and irreverence, offers a channel for 

intelligent dissent in public spheres (see Chapter Five). 
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2.4 Mapping the Networked Public Sphere in Chinese Social Media 

Since public spheres themselves are at the centre of this study’s focus, it is important to 

understand how they are constructed. Today, there are major debates on what 

constitutes a public sphere. Despite being criticized politically and theoretically for his 

idealism, Habermas still stands at the centre of any debate on this topic and thus I begin 

with Habermas’s perspective. In order to explain how public spheres evolve, I will first 

critique how Habermas defines their structural evolution within a broad socio-cultural 

context. I will then revisit the concept in relation to the rise of mass self-communication.  

2.4.1 Habermas’s Conceptualization of the Public Sphere 

According to Jürgen Habermas, a public sphere is a place “where critical, rational 

discussion” is conducted (1992, p. 423). Habermas views a public sphere as “a 

communicative structure rooted in the lifeworld through the associational network of 

civil society” and that a public sphere has a political function as “a sounding board for 

problems that must be processed by the political system” (1996, p. 359). Habermas 

initially identifies three conditions for the emergence of a new public sphere. First, he 

argues that there is a shared discourse to which everyone can contribute; second, there is 

a shared concern; and third, the culture of the state has become a public commodity 

(1991, pp. 36-37). 

In Habermas’s revised theorization of state, media and public opinion, he notes that, 

whereas previously the media in western democracies could only transmit or amplify 

public debate according to state directives, public debate now “gets shaped by the mass 

media to begin with” (Habermas 1991, p. 188). He further suggests that when private 

interests become collective and their representatives feel compelled to organize 
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themselves, the public sphere necessarily becomes an arena for settling their conflicts 

(1991, p. 198). Such political developments prompt the evolution of new forms of 

negotiation alongside more established forms of state power, whether those are 

hierarchic or democratic. From the perspective of democracy, a public sphere should 

also seek to identify problems, analyse them and solve them. In effect, democratic 

citizens need to dramatize problems in such a way that they are taken up and dealt with 

by parliamentary complexes (Habermas 1996, p. 359). Finally, Habermas (1991) 

suggests that public spheres in general have the ability to transform the “exercise of 

domination and power… [and make state processes] more open to substantive change” 

(p. 250).  For example, if democratic governments want to guarantee equal opportunity 

for civic participation and effectiveness in a public sphere, they should “interfere 

energetically to make sure” the right conditions exist (pp. 227-228). Meanwhile, as the 

increasingly commercialized networks of communication continue to develop 

worldwide, the media exert great power in the expanding public sphere.  

Later, Habermas (1992, p. 425) admitted that the concept of a public sphere was more 

complex than this and there exist “competing public spheres” and “the dynamics of 

those processes of communication that are excluded from the dominant public sphere” 

in reality. Thus Habermas (1992) recognized shortcomings of his own model:  

Only after reading Mikhail Bakhtin’s great book Rabelais and His World have 
my eyes become really opened to the inner dynamics of a plebeian culture. This 
culture of the common people apparently was by no means only a backdrop, that 
is, a passive echo of the dominant culture; it was also the periodically recurring 
violent revolt of a counter project to the hierarchical world of domination, with 
its official celebrations and everyday disciplines (p. 427). 

In this way, Habermas’s model, for example, clarifies how state mechanisms of 

exclusion which lock out and repress citizens may call forth counter-effects that cannot 

be neutralized, as may be happening in China.  
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In non-democratic countries, this leads to increasing regulation of channels of 

communication and more limited access to public forums of debate (Habermas 1992, p. 

437). As a consequence, public spheres often become subject to power struggles, what 

might be called topical battlefields. These can be harmful, since “the rules of a shared 

practice of communication are of greater significance for structuring public opinion” 

than divisive debate (Habermas 1996, p. 362).  

2.4.2 Critiques and Revisions of the Public Sphere Concept 

Habermas’s definition of a public sphere has been subject to a wide range of critiques 

and has stimulated further thinking. In particular, it is agreed that there is more than one 

public sphere and that there are pluralist competing interests operating across and within 

them. The increasing prominence of public spheres of action has been made possible 

due to decentralization in democratic societies “particularly a separation of political 

authority from the sphere of everyday and domestic life” (Roberts & Crossley 2004, p. 

2). Fraser (1990, pp. 73-74) maintains, however, that lifting restrictions on public 

activities is not necessarily liberating, because individuals may fear their privacies are 

being challenged, so differences of perspective between civil society and the state may 

remain sharply entrenched.  

Although Habermas’s public sphere refers to liberal democracies, Fraser concludes that 

in practice, democracies do not make Habermas’s public spheres any more feasible than 

authoritarian regimes do (p.58). Fraser proposes “a postmodern public sphere” which 

would work towards the “elimination of systemic social inequalities” and argues that 

multiple forms of contestation are “preferable to a single modern public sphere”, which 

may limit diversity (1995, p.295). In her terms, a public sphere where topics are 

restricted to the common good is less liberating than one in which individual interests 
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can be contested (1990, p.71). In any case, when people are excluded from public 

activities because they do not share the common view, they are likely to seek alternative, 

subversive avenues (p.67), which may ultimately extend the range of public debate less 

discriminatingly. 

Habermas himself (1992) recognizes the existence of public pluralities in contemporary 

society, where “through printed materials dealing with matters of culture, information, 

and entertainment, a conflict of opinions is fought out more or less discursively” (p. 

430). For Habermas, therefore, modern public debate has become a sort of “competition 

among various parties of loosely associated private people” and most importantly, it 

may bring “a dominant bourgeois public” face to face with “a plebeian one” (1992, p. 

430). 

Taking the critiques of Habermas’s theory on board and partly accepting them, Nicholas 

Garnham (1992) develops and refines the original thrust of Habermas’s ideas. He 

asserts the interdependence of institutions, mass public discourse and democratic 

governance, which gives public spheres a material resource base. He argues that 

Habermas recognized that the modern world was not one in which a “simple dichotomy 

of free market versus state control” operated, but one which enables public spheres to 

mediate between the civil society and the state (1992, pp. 360-361). Overall, 

Habermas’s conception of a public sphere is one which allows us “to keep in view the 

distinctions between state apparatuses, economic markets, and democratic associations. 

Such distinctions…are essential to democratic theory” (Fraser 1995, p. 287). Extending 

this, according to Fraser (1990), Habermas envisaged a public sphere of action as a type 

of theatre, 
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in which political participation is enacted through the medium of talk. It is the 
space in which citizens deliberate about their common affairs, hence, an 
institutionalized arena of discursive interaction. This arena is conceptually 
distinct from the state; it is a site for the production and circulation of discourses 
that can in principle be critical of the state. … [It] is also conceptually distinct 
from the official-economy (p. 57). 

The relevance of this to the Chinese context is that Chinese social media could be seen 

as becoming a national public sphere by offering a channel for the voiceless to be heard, 

a platform for information exchange and public discussion which is unprecedented in 

Chinese history. Four hundred million Chinese micro-bloggers create a very powerful 

energy for public scrutiny of government policies. In this way, social media cultivates 

new concepts of citizenship, a pre-condition for democracy in China.  

2.4.3 Public Spheres as Sites of Mass Self-Communication in Online Community 

From the above discussion, it can be seen that the public sphere can appear in different 

forms and change along with the state, society and the rapidly evolving media 

environment. In order to map the networked public sphere in Chinese social media, it is 

necessary to explore how the new emergent “mass self-communication” or networked 

societies are transforming the public sphere.  

For any public sphere to be an effective force for change, James Curran (1991) suggests 

that it must combine “a collectivist approach with market processes” so that media can 

operate “relatively autonomous from both the government and the market” and enable 

“divergent interests to be fully represented in the public domain” (p. 52). Public spheres 

of communication depend on media and the relationship they can form between a state 

and its citizens, particularly since the electronic age (Boeder 2005). In the new media 

environment of a networked society, public sphere functions as a “multitude of online 

and offline spaces” which go beyond any particular given territory, enabling the 
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construction of “a mosaic of different, but overlapping public spaces” which blurs the 

the distinction between public and private (Van Dijk 2012, p. 191). Manuel Castells 

(2008) describes the public sphere as the space where people can articulate their 

autonomous views as citizens to influence the political institutes of society (p. 78). 

Drawing upon Anderson’s account of imagined communities (Anderson 1991) and 

Habermas’s notion of public sphere, Henry Jenkins (2011) believes that social networks 

(such as online interactive media) foster social connections or obligations among 

individuals through the concepts of civic identity, community and shared interests, 

which further form all kinds of civic engagement and interactivity.  

How interactivity works in public spheres today is important to consider, since 

investigating it yields a more strong awareness of user engagement with media texts, a 

more autonomous relation to “sources of knowledge, individualised media use, and 

greater user choice” (Lister 2009, p. 21). Interactivity promotes or influences mutual 

action or response (Dewdney & Ride 2006, p. 213) and it has been technologically 

designed to be more responsive to consumer feedback (Jenkins 2006a, p. 137). Thus, 

digital media reveals new textual dynamics, because it enables interactivity or 

connectivity in distinctive rich ways  (Matheson 2005, p. 158). On the other hand, 

actual interaction, as opposed to the concept of interactivity, has been usefully defined 

by Edgar and Sedgwick (2008, p. 33) as occurring when social events and situations 

construct reality, meaning and personal identity.  

Convergence is a specific form of interactivity. This is much more than a technological 

process bringing together multiple media functions in the same devices. Jenkins (2006a) 

interprets convergence as a broad cultural shift, “where old and new media collide, 

where grassroots and corporate media intersect, where the power of the media producer 
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and the power of the media consumer interact in unpredictable ways” (pp. 2-3). Media 

consumers consciously seek out new information and connections, which demand of 

them new levels of engagement with media. In a convergence culture, everyone is a 

participant, though they may have different status or skills (Jenkins 2006a, p. 137). 

Convergence cultures are about civic participation, involving social activities in which 

media “consumers are invited to actively participate in the creation and circulation of 

new content” (2006a, p. 290). Thus, the interactive and convergence features of new 

media enable netizens to be socially active and to participate in civic debates and events. 

Such participation is “more open-ended” than was previously possible and so less under 

the control of the media outlets themselves and “more under the control of media 

consumers” (Jenkins 2006a, p. 137). In fact, only with widespread netizen participation 

can online media and other forms of media be effective sources and organizers of 

information.  

In the past, ordinary citizens have not had civic voice. Today, the phenomenon of mass 

self-communication, that is, the mass of individuals who now communicate with each 

other in public forums, foregrounds the previously silenced majority in civic discourse. 

Clay Shirky (2011) argues that, in the long term, tools such as social media can 

“strengthen civil society and the public sphere” (p. 3). The current rise of civic 

reactionary politics in nations like China cannot be separated from the emergence of 

online interactive media that by its very nature fosters “mass self-communication” 

(Castells 2007, p. 246). In a networked society, the constant exercising and 

counteracting of power stimulate thinking (Castells 2011a, p. 773), however, 

cyberspace rarely offers balanced, egalitarian exchanges of views. Habermas’s 

theorization of public spheres certainly fails to account for them. For example, the 

Chinese Internet cannot be seen as “a space for rational and detached deliberations” or 
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“an egalitarian tool for the equal expression of opinions by all the citizens of a state” 

(Herold 2011b, p. 11). Shaw believes that because power and social relations are always 

unequal, the inevitable imbalances in general communication tend to be neglected when 

critiquing online discourse and its potential for the construction of democracy (Shaw 

2012, p. 43). But it is these imbalances which cause the confrontational and “noisy” 

discourse online that Yong (2009) defines as a “cacophony”. As a result, “the Chinese 

Internet is filled with a cacophony of conflicting opinions, irrelevant or emotional 

outbursts, images stretching from the beautiful to the grotesque and beyond” (Chu & 

Cheng 2011, p. 24). How all these characteristics of online discourse operate with the 

purpose to transform the society have to be accommodated in any analytical model 

(Shaw 2012, p. 44). 

Thus, while many analysts have benefited from Habermas’s theorization of the public 

sphere, they have also shown what else needs to be theorized in order to understand the 

functioning of public online civic discourse. Bakhtin’s notion of subversive power and 

entertainment in Carnivalesque discourse is highly relevant to the framework needed to 

conduct this study. 

2.4.4 Mapping the Networked Public Sphere in China 

Habermas’s idea of the public sphere is rooted in Western liberal democracies, whereas, 

obviously, China is a very different social, cultural and political context with its 

regulated media ecology, and with little space for free discussion on public policy. Thus, 

some scholars wonder whether a public sphere as theoretical debated has existed in 

China. As noted above, although Habermas devotes his attention to the “bourgeois 

public sphere”, it is only one variant, and the term public sphere can refer to “a 

generalized phenomenon of an expanding public realm of life in modern society, which 
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can take on different forms and involve different power relationships between state and 

society” (Huang 1993, p. 217). Habermas proposes the notion of a public sphere as a 

“third realm” between state and society in which both participate and that changes as 

those two change (Huang 1993, p. 225). According to Huang (1993), there has always 

been a third realm in Chinese socio-political life: 

Contrary to the vision of the public sphere/civil society models, actual 
sociopolitical change in China has really never come from any lasting assertion 
of societal autonomy against the state, but rather from the workings out of state-
society relations in the third realm (p. 238).  

Furthermore, empirically speaking, there are many different types of public sphere that 

do not have the idealistic characteristics Habermas ascribes to the earlier bourgeois 

public spheres (Liu & McCormick 2011). For example, Chinese social order is founded 

on the “qing” [sentiment] and “li” [reason], and the category “fa” [legality] comes third 

in importance (Lee 2010, p. 16). Chinese citizens have become familiar with taking 

both “qing” and “li” to public spaces to “defend their rights and seek social justice” 

(Jiang 2010, p. 25). In China, 

although the news stories of the popular press are based on the trivia, sentiment 
and reason of the everyday life experiences of the general public, the Popular 
Press is more likely to provoke an open public debate than the rational approach 
of the government controlled Party Press. So, the approach of sentiment [qing] 
and reason [li] is the embodiment of public sphere in China (Lee 2010, p. 18). 

Recently, the internet has shown great potential to facilitate civil society especially in 

strengthening grassroots activism around environmental issues. Some scholars propose 

the emergence of “a green public sphere” in China by fostering a critical environmental 

discourse that “demonstrates the new dynamism of grass-roots political change” with 

environmental non-governmental organisations as “the central counter public that 

inhabit and sustain the green public sphere” (Sima 2011, p. 492; Yang & Calhoun 2007, 
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p. 211). In this way both emotion and reason are harnessed to political activism, which 

in this case is environmental. 

Apart from nongovernment organizations or other various unofficial organizations, civil 

society also includes “informal and grassroots civic groups such as online communities” 

(Yang 2009, p. 16). The networked online communities of this type form weak, 

temporary, and voluntary ties, which are characterised by power and momentum. As 

Habermas notes, there are two types of political deliberation, one is “among citizens 

within the informal public sphere” and another is “among politicians or representatives 

within formal settings” (2005 p. 388, cited from Jiang 2010). This differentiation 

between strong and weak publics is particularly useful for understanding online public 

deliberation in China, where “Chinese online opinion formation based on informal 

conversations between netizens can approach weak publics that often challenge the 

status quo power” (Jiang 2010, pp. 5-6).  

New media has increased the opportunity for citizen participation online and weakened 

the state’s ability to manipulate public discourses (Esarey & Xiao 2011, p. 298). 

Consequently, a complex, interactive and pluralistic public sphere arises in China where 

“moderate forms of discourse and societal feedback are tenuous and increasingly exist 

in a chaotic and diversified online discourse” (Lewis 2013, p. 678). As an expanded 

notion of civic engagement, informal Internet use for “self-reflection and participation 

in public discourse” can be more achievable than formal civic engagement in 

challenging “the Chinese state’s heavy policing” (Wu 2014, p. 108). Thus, the public 

spheres appear in different forms in the Chinese context with different potentials and 

power dynamics.  
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Thus, based on the analysis of discourse, public sphere and Carnivalesque theory, I have 

formulated the framework of Carnivalesque Participatory Discourse and I argue that this 

analytic frame can increase understanding of how empowerment for Chinese citizens is 

being achieved through social media.  

2.5 Carnivalesque Participatory Discourse  

The theoretical approaches discussed above conceptualize the dynamic power of 

discourse, and as such they have already proved extremely useful in revealing the 

complex interrelations at work, providing a deeper, more contextually valid 

understanding of internet culture and behaviour in Chinese online communities.  

Foucault’s framework of discourse and social systems depends on his understanding of 

power as a mode of exclusion or inclusion. His emphasis on the dynamics of power is 

crucial in any analysis of how ordinary Chinese people can wield influence on the state. 

Further, he claims that discourse is the medium through which ordinary people can 

achieve power. Based on this understanding of discourse together with the application 

of Bakhtin’s notion of Carnival, I examine the nature and power of civic discourse as a 

form of participation in Carnival in a specific public sphere, namely, micro-blogging. 

As argued earlier, Foucault’s framework, which interrelates discourse, power and 

knowledge, can be used to clarify how online communication functions. Crucially, he 

argues that civic power is employed and exercised through “a net-like organisation” 

with individuals as its agents (Foucault 1980, p. 98). However, Foucault’s framework is 

not fully explanatory, because it does not foreground the playful, entertaining features 

of online discourse among Chinese netizens. Specifically, it does not capture its 

distinctive features of noisy emotion and interaction, but Carnival theory is illuminating 
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in this context. It acknowledges diversity and multiple voices as potentially democratic 

and powerful (Gardiner 2004; Hirschkop 2004a; Roberts 2004). In contrast with 

Habermas’s expressed desire for an ideal, rational world speaking with one, shared 

voice, Carnival accepts and celebrates the reality of public pluralism and the power of 

contestation (Gardiner 2004, p. 38). Moreover, Carnivalesque discourse as it exists 

today in China manifestly empowers ordinary people with public voices. Carnival 

enables people to have fun as well as mock themselves and the state. But Carnival in 

itself does not bring power. It is how Carnivalesque discourse is used and interpreted, in 

particular, online in social media that can inform the nature of power and forces for 

change in China. 

The public sphere is the place between the state and civil society where public opinion 

is formed and exerts its impact on public policy. However, here the public of 

Habermas’s perception mainly refers to people with well-informed knowledge or 

experts with advanced media literacy. According to Habermas, a public sphere takes 

place where there is a reasonable distance between state and civil society, and it 

depends on the freedom of the media. Within this context, I ask how these three 

theoretical approaches can be integrated to form a framework of Carnivalesque 

Participatory Discourse, what role this discourse plays in Chinese society, whether this 

mode of expression can empower or facilitate grassroots participation and form network 

publics, and, finally, how the power relations of this discourse are formed. 

In sum, as introduced in the opening chapter, Carnivalesque Participatory Discourse in 

this thesis describes a new form of civic participation in China. The Chinese contexts in 

which this discourse takes place are examined in the next three chapters, Chapters Three, 

Four and Five, in which I characterize the Chinese micro-blogging platforms as public 
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spheres and show the patterns of online discourse that take place in them. The 

immediate aim is to interpret the newly emerging Weibo Weiguan phenomenon in 

modern China and to use Carnivalesque Participatory Discourse to determine its place 

in social changes that are taking place in contemporary China. 	  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Background and Context of Media Regulation: An Ongoing Campaign  

3.1 Introduction 

State constraints on information flow are not limited to China. They are global issues, 

but in China they take a specific form. Here, apart from the ideological and historical 

logics of regulation, multiple institutions are involved in the oversight of media content 

including the state (through a number of Departments and Ministries), commercial 

media corporations’ self-regulation, and individual self-censorship. These complex 

information controls convey that some material cannot be reported on or published or 

referred to.  

To gain a better understanding of the structure of information restrictions and media 

regulation in China, it is necessary to take a historical perspective. Thus, this chapter 

begins with an overview of past media restrictions and the mechanisms in China used to 

enforce them. The chapter then demonstrates how the emergent interactive media 

environments operate to influence Chinese people’s daily lives in terms of the channels 

from which people get information and through which people communicate. It 

illustrates how the rise of social media has led to a new form of regulation.  
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3.2 The Control of Media 

3.2.1 The Logic of Media Restriction: A historical perspective 

As in other societies, China has a long tradition of scrutiny and state intervention in 

channels of information which have been carefully determined in different ways across 

a number of dynasties. Along with it, Chinese people also have a long history of playing 

with language and using double meanings to circumvent restrictions. Since the 

paradigms for media regulation are constantly subject to change, it is important to 

understand Chinese media from a historical perspective.  

China’s revolutionary history casts a strong shadow on today’s reality. In the 1940s, the 

Chinese state was legitimized during an anti-imperialist, anti-feudalist and anti-

capitalist social revolution. This legacy continues to shape how official sectors think, 

communicate and act (Zhao 2009, p. 176), and these revolutionary theories and 

practices have become embedded in China’s media system (Zhao 2012). The series of 

talks given by communist leader Mao Zedong in modern China, such as the Yan’an 

Talks in 1942, still have a strong influence on current media policy. Even though Mao 

Zedong was not yet the nation’s leader, he had already recognized the importance of 

media control. In fact, media control can be traced back to the Yan’an rectification 

movement (Yán'ān zhěng fēng yùn dòng 延安整风运动) on literature and art in May 

1942, when Mao pointed out that, although literature and art are subordinate to politics, 

they exert a great influence on politics (Mao 1967, p. 86). Thus, the fundamental task 

for revolutionary writers and artists became to expose “all the dark forces harming the 

masses of the people”…[and praise] all the revolutionary struggles of the masses of the 

people” (p. 91). The rectification movement process began with a study session, 
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followed by self-criticism among all participants in order to promote Maoist culture 

with his political strategy (and the Party) on the one hand, and by attacking the 

influence within the Party from Russian-trained intellectuals and the Western 

democratic liberalism found within the May Fourth generation of writers and 

intellectuals on the other hand. This series of Mao’s talks, as part of the rectification 

movement, was so important that it contributed greatly to the communist victory in 

1949 (Liang 2003, pp. 225-226). Mao’s reform statements in 1942 asserted that 

potentially “the Party’s interest was superior to the principles of journalism”, such as 

those assumed in the watchdog role of the press (Liang 2003, p. 227). This recognition 

of how important it was to manage information set the tone for decades to follow. 

Indeed, more than half a century later, the Chinese mass media do, and must continue to, 

reflect the political system and is charged with a responsibility to work with that system 

rather than against it (Zheng & Fewsmith 2008, p. 124). 

After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, as one part of the 

socialist transformation, the old Chinese journalism was revamped. As a result, more 

than 50 private newspapers were transformed into public-private partnerships, and then 

complete public (state) ownership. In the first three years after the founding of the 

Economic Recovery Period (1949-1952), a newspaper structure was formed with the 

"People's Daily", the Communist Party organ at its head, along with a variety of other 

newspapers in provincial China (Fang & Chen 1999, p. 2). This meant the media 

became one of the government’s agencies. Thus, the option for the Chinese journalists 

to “stand outside the system in opposition to the state as the ‘fourth’ estate did not exist” 

(MacKinnon 1997, p. 5). 
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In 1956 and 1957, in order to end the flaws of the “bureaucratism, dogmatism, and 

commandism”(guān liáo zhǔ yì, zōng pài zhǔ yì and zhǔ guān zhǔ yì 官僚主义, 宗派主

义和主观主义) of the new ruling group, Mao Zedong suggested the “Hundred Flowers 

Principles”, letting “a hundred flowers bloom, and a hundred schools of thought 

contend” (bǎi huā qí fàng, bǎi jiā zhēng míng 百花齐放, 百家争鸣) (Fang & Chen 

1999, p. 197). This meant encouraging the Chinese people to express their opinions and 

to criticise the government and the Party policy openly. However this was not an 

entirely successful programme and some of the intellectuals that responded experienced 

difficult consequences and persecution because they were seen to be openly questioning 

“the Party’s techniques of rule” (Link 1987, p. 38). After these political responses, the 

use of double meanings and word play spread (Link 1987, p. 293). That is to say, 

writers used ambiguity to express their views. Consequently, Chinese people have a 

historical memory that they can not say what they want to say, and they have gradually 

developed a practice of self-censorship. 

As an extension of the 1942 rectification movement, the Cultural Revolution (1966-

1976) shifted social criticism from academic debate to the factories. The Da Zi Bao 

(large-character posters) method was used to express individual or collective views. At 

this time, free expression for the masses was officially guaranteed by “four great 

democratic measures” namely, “the free expression of opinions, the broad exposure of 

points of view, wide-scale debates, and the use of Da Zi Bao, as well as the right to 

strike” (dà míng, dà fàng, dà biàn lùn, dà zì bào 大鸣, 大放, 大辩论, 大字报) 

(Chesneaux 1979, p. 191). During the Cultural Revolution period, the media was 

regarded as an ideological weapon established in the “Yan’an Talks” and derived from 

Marxist class theory, in which the media could be used in class battles against the 
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bourgeoisie. For example, the People’s Daily was under the direct control of the 

Chinese Communist Party’s top leadership and it was used against Mao’s enemies, and 

then copied word for word by every other newspaper in China (Zhang 2011, p. 158). In 

other words, during Mao’s rule, the Communist Party of China seized control of all 

media in the country and used it to promote Mao, his political strategy, and the Party. 

Following the death of Mao in 1976, economically oriented development was launched 

by the new Chinese Communist Party Chairman, Deng Xiaoping, beginning in 1978 by 

signalling a radical change in the communication landscape. There were three key 

events in this: withdrawing direct subsidies from media organizations (1978); allowing 

governments at different levels to operate their own media outlets (1983); and requiring 

all newspapers to be financially independent (in late 1992). This resulted in a 

proliferation of media outlets. Despite the crackdown on the pro-democracy movement 

in 1989 in Tiananmen Square and the suppression of discourses on political 

liberalisation (Zang 2011, p. 172), media organisations were encouraged to embrace the 

market economy. After Deng Xiaoping’s approval of the advanced economic reform 

(nán xún jiǎng huà or ‘Talks during the Southern Tour’ in 1992), the media expanded 

enormously in the 1990s, and this led to considerably more diverse views being 

expressed.  

3.2.2 The Mechanisms of Media Regulation 

As noted, the control of information channels is not unique to China; however, the way 

the Chinese Communist Party manages it differs from other nations. Modern China uses 

a range of ideological, structural and technological media control systems to regulate 

and monitor the mass media. Correspondingly, a range of regulatory bodies oversee 

media content, including the State Press and Publication Administration (SPPA) that 
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controls print media, the State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television (SARFT) 

that has jurisdiction over broadcast media, the Ministry of Information Industry (MII), 

and the State Council Information Office (SCIO) that oversees the internet industry. 

Running parallel to these state media institutions, the Department of Propaganda, as the 

leading organization for media regulation, in turn supervises the above regulatory 

bodies although it is not seen as a body charged to “exercise direct control over 

provincial and local media organizations” (Tai 2006, p. 112 emphasis added). On top of 

all these institutions, the Xinhua News Agency is the Party’s official information 

collector and transmitter, from which all Chinese news media must source their news 

(Tang & Iyengar 2011, p. 263; Zhang 2011, p. 159). All these state agencies are subject 

to the Party’s Central Department of Propaganda which tells the media “what to do and 

what not to do in its routine briefings with editorial decision makers” (Tang 2005, p. 80). 

The creation of such agencies means that the official media is able to speak with one 

voice.  

Despite these regulatory structures, things have begun to change in the internet era. 

Chinese leaders now treat the internet as part of the drive for sustainable economic and 

social growth rather than as an evil. That is to say, internet regulations today consider 

the political, cultural and social values that may impact on China’s growth (Dong 2012, 

p. 408; Hughes 2010; Zhang 2006). For example, on 20 June, 2008, former President 

Hu Jintao spoke to netizens in a “strengthening nation forum” (qiáng guó lùn tán, 强国

论坛), an online forum of People’s Net (bbs.people.com.cn), and emphasized that the 

internet is important for understanding the public’s needs as well as for gathering their 

wisdom (People.com.cn 2008).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
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The arrival of the internet has meant that being able to access information is no longer a 

privilege of the few; however, the state’s oversight techniques have also been extended 

to new information technology. The electronic surveillance measures on the Chinese 

internet are daily updated to the point that the current control mechanisms compose 

multiple layers of legal regulation and technical control from central government to 

local institutions, from sensitive topics to sensitive words. Nevertheless, internet 

communication operates within a decentralized network medium and it is difficult to 

fact-check before publishing information. Internet content is checked through 

surveillance filters, such as computer algorithms, pattern recognition, and human editors 

as well. There are various Internet filtering softwares, such as the “Golden Shield 

Project”, known as “the Great Firewall of China” (used to block foreign websites and 

“inappropriate” domestic Internet servers), and the “Green Dam-Youth Escort” where in 

2009, the Ministry of Information Industry (MII) announced that all computers 

produced and sold in China were scheduled to be installed with the “Green Dam” to 

block violence and pornographic content on Internet. The “Green Dam” was also to be 

used to block some sensitive websites. Subsequently, due to public opposition, the 

Ministry of Information Industry had to postpone the installation of this software 

(Chinaview.cn 2009).  

In relation to the technological aspects of new media control, there are open and well-

documented laws and policies on online information surveillance in China. Since 2000 

in order to run a website, one needs to acquire an Internet Content Provider (ICP) 

licence issued by the Chinese Ministry of Industry and Information. A corporation must 

carry out self-censorship on their online services, and companies that fail to censor face 

closure. In order to continue to run their business, most website servers censor 

themselves and monitor individual users’ online activities, removing troublesome 
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content. They tend to do this by filtering out posts containing certain characters or 

words.  

For individual users, open criticism of officials is not recommended, because 

punishment can be severe (Marianini & Zdzarski 2011). The state exercises political 

control through Internet arrests mainly for “involvement in collective Internet protest” 

or for posting “harmful information on the Internet” (Zheng 2007, p. 67). That is why 

there is much self-censorship in China. By performing self-censorship, Chinese netizens 

do not risk their personal safety, nor do they wish their speech to be deleted due to over-

sensitiveness either. The censors have success in deleting some topics but users can find 

ways to get around the automatic filters, such as by using puns. Thus, despite the 

restrictive regulation on the internet, various forms of online activism continue to grow, 

as Chinese netizens employ different creative cultural practices to show their support or 

opposition without directly expressing their opinion. This phenomenon will be 

examined in the following two chapters. 

Therefore, it can be seen that there is an economic, political, cultural and technological 

media regulatory framework which operates in China, effectively limiting access to 

information channels and constraining the ways in which Chinese netizens express their 

opinions on the internet. This framework is detailed in Figure 3.1.  
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Source: Compiled by the author 

Figure 3.1 The Structure of Social Media Regulation in China 

However, it is also clear that a shift is happening within the new media environment. 

The popularity of Chinese social media sites, such as Sina Weibo, represents a new 

challenge to official information regulation (Poell, de Kloet & Zeng 2013; Sullivan 

2013). The specific features of Weibo, such as the ease with which users can attach 

pictures, videos, and comment functions, as well as its user cultures and self-censorship 

practices, and the occasional government interventions, mutually shape each other. As a 

result, a new censorship campaign has begun.  

The censorship environment is already changing. As I write this at the end of 2013, the 

government has just brought in a new set of regulations which indicates further 

strategies on their part to maintain their rule and regulate the new media environment. 

For example, in 2011, the commercially financed hidden paid poster @ Qin huohuo, 

with the real name of Qin Zhihui, opened 12 accounts on Sina Weibo one after another. 

After the high-speed train accident on 23 July, 2011 (see Chapter Six), Qin Huohuo 

deliberately created and spread rumours about compensation and said the government 

was offering an Italian citizen victim, XiXi, 30 million Euros (around 200 million 
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Yuan). This posting was re-tweeted 12,000 times in less than two hours before it was 

removed (CCTV13 2013). Netizens were outraged that the lives of foreigners were 

more highly valued than the Chinese. This post pushed the Ministry of Railways to 

respond on their official website gaotie.cn that all the victims would receive the same 

compensation. After this, Qin Huohuo and his company quickly became extremely 

popular on the internet. However, Qin Huohuo’s case generated the campaign of anti-

rumour-mongering (see Appendix 3.1) and he was accused of provoking trouble and 

running an illegal business.  

Then, relating to this, on 11 August, 2013, the state launched an anti-rumour campaign 

and called for social media users to be socially responsible and follow seven base lines 

shown as follows (Peoplenet 2013): 

1. The base line of laws and regulations, 
2. The base line of the system of socialism,  
3. The base line of national interest,  
4. The base line of people’s legitimate rights and interests, 
5. The base line of social order 
6. The base line of moral (ity)  
7. The base line of information accuracy 

On 9 September 2013, the Chinese Supreme People’s Court and the Supreme People’s 

Procurator published a new internet law which stipulates that if somebody spreads 

rumours that are read more than 5,000 times and reposted 500 times by other internet 

users, this person can be sent to jail for three years. One micro-blogger @ shi nian kan 

chai posted: “If you love one person, you kiss them five hundred times; if you hate one 

person, you repost their postings five hundred times [which may lead them to jail]” 

(Shiniankanchai 2013). Thus, Chinese netizens use indirect or direct ways, full of 

insight, pertinence and humour, to express their anger and frustrations.  
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In brief, this section illustrates that there is a well-established logic of media control in 

China. The following section will explore how such logic is adapted into social media 

company management and individuals’ everyday social media practices.  

3.3 Adapting Regulation to Chinese Social Media 

The traditional structure of media control is ongoing, and in the new media 

environments, new forms of censorship are emerging. As Figure 3.1 shows, China’s 

censorship system is very complex and it is composed of a number of different areas, 

such as social media regulation at the institutional level, and self-regulation at the 

company server and individual levels. These three stakeholder interests are intertwined. 

The new technologies of social media enable people to access information, publish and 

share their opinions with thousands or millions of people on events happening around 

them. Today, regardless of potential outcomes Chinese netizens now involve 

themselves in the issues that concern them, whether these issues are nationalist or 

consumerist or merely for entertainment. In this context, the traditional cultural 

memories of word play inspire Chinese citizens’ self-censorship and a kind of 

Carnivalesque discourse of online participation exists. Such growing freedoms have, 

however, prompted a new round of censorship campaigns. Before examining these, it is 

necessary to first outline the shape of Chinese social media.  

3.3.1 The Chinese Characteristics of Social Media  

Although the Chinese social media site Weibo reflects aspects of participatory media in 

general, it has its own characteristics due to its specific context. The internet itself is not 

merely characterised by its technology but also “by the way it is funded and organised, 
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by the way it is designed, imagined and used, and by the way it is regulated and 

controlled” (Curran, Fenton & Freedman 2012, p. 179). This section centres on how 

Weibo functions in China as a social medium and what differentiates it from other 

social networking sites, making it particularly successful in the Chinese socio-cultural 

context. It illustrates and examines the features of social media practices in everyday 

Chinese life, as they influence cultural behaviour and generate social transformation in 

China.  

The Rise of Social Media with the Rapid Growth of Internet 

Being able to access the internet is no longer the privilege of the social elite; it extends 

to an expanding diversity of users. According to the 32nd report released by China 

Internet Network Information Centre (CNNIC), in July 2013 the number of Chinese 

Internet users had reached 591 million. Figure 3.2 displays the five-year period of 

Internet-user growth in China between 2009 and 2013. 

 

Source: Author’s own compilation based on data from the CNNIC 2009-2013 

Figure 3.2 The Growth of Chinese Internet Users 2009-2013 

The Chinese social media site Weibo emerged with the rapid growth of the Internet. In 

2007, Chinese micro-blog platforms such as Fanfou, a Chinese portal, ran a Twitter 
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service, but it was shut down in 2009 after publishing inappropriate content. Due to the 

rapid growth of Weibo, 2010 was called the First Year of Weibo in China. Evidently, 

Weibo has been central to the developing popularity of online social media. It has 

developed very quickly, to the extent that Weibo had more than 300 million registered 

users by February 2012 and today more than half of all Chinese netizens are micro-

bloggers or ‘Weiboers’. In 2013, the most popular micro-blogging service providers are 

Chinese internet portals such as Sina, instant messaging tool Tencent QQ, Weixin 

(Wechat, popular among small closed circles), Sohu, and Netease. The top two micro-

blogging platform services are Sina's weibo.com and Tencent's t.qq.com. As noted, this 

research focuses on Sina Weibo, which was launched on 14 August 2009. The Sina 

Company is well-known in China for its blogging-networking platform, which has 

already attracted millions of users. Its popularity means that Weibo is not only already 

connected to a huge user-base and content-source, but that its several years of self-

censoring experience have earned its acceptance by the government (MacKinnon 2012, 

p. 36).  

It is also important for this study to consider how Chinese youth use the internet. 

Demographic analysis shows the extent to which internet usage among Chinese people 

is building with each generation. As Figure 3.3 shows, in 2013 there were 592 million 

netizens, with 54.4% of them from the age group younger than 30 (CNNIC, 2013).  
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Source: Author’s own compilation based on data from the CNNIC 2009-2013 

Figure 3.3 The Demographic of Chinese Internet Users 

According to the first white paper of Sina Weibo (Sina 2010), young Chinese people 

prefer to comment or retweet rather than create original posts. In any case, with the rise 

of this new mode of civic participation, nothing is valued unless it is commented upon. 

Weibo vs Twitter 

To better understand the Weibo platform, it is useful to compare Weibo and Twitter. 

Technologically, compared with Twitter, Sina Weibo allows users to post pictures, 

videos and audio directly and, even, to open a voting poll. Participants can also simply 

retweet and comment on original postings to their own sites. More importantly, the 

functions of comment and retweet are particularly valued in the Chinese context. On 

Weibo, it seems that nothing has social value unless it has attracted comments. The high 

rate of commenting can be explained by the technological ease with which comments 

can be posted and by the fact that commenting fulfils a social need. Unlike Twitter’s 

function of “replies”, Weibo comments do not appear independently in the feed; instead, 

they are listed under the entry thread, more like a traditional blog. All discussions on a 
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single Weibo posting, therefore, are easily visible in one place. The threaded comment 

structure of the dialogue then becomes simple to follow. By clicking on thumbnails that 

can be directly attached to any Weibo posting, pictures or video can be viewed without 

leaving the page. To add to this, the Chinese language employs the topic-comment 

syntactic construction, which means a topic has “no independent thematic role” but 

always depends on comments for its thematic prominence (Shi 2000, p. 383). English 

and Chinese have different sentence structures. Most English sentences are subject-verb 

sentences (actor and action), while topic-comment structure takes the predominant 

position in Chinese, with subject or topic followed by a description or comment about 

the subject or topic. The range of comments for a topic in Chinese can be very diverse 

in terms of word class or meaning. For example, Weibo, wǒ xǐ huan (Weibo, I like it); 

Weibo, wǒ rèn wéi xū yào yán gé jiān guǎn (Weibo, I think it needs to be highly 

regulated). Here, Weibo is the topic and “I like it” or “I think it needs to be highly 

regulated” are comments.  

In addition, both Weibo and Twitter have a 140-character limit, but the Chinese 

language is much less restricted by its 140-character-limit than English is. In Chinese, 

single symbols can represent entire words and most words require only two characters. 

For example, 人 (rén) means person, 人口 (rén kǒu) means population. Chinese 

characters favour a concise message and micro-postings can easily convey metaphors 

and allusions, capable of eliciting precise, emotional responses. Therefore, a Chinese 

tweet offers more space for micro-bloggers to convey a message than is possible in an 

English tweet (Rosen 2011). Sometimes one post can tell a short story. Moreover, Sina 

Weibo now has ‘a longer micro-blog’ (chǎng wēi bó 长微博) function, which enables 

users to upload a very long post as an embedded image.  
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Furthermore, verified registered accounts on Weibo have social significance. To 

become a verified account, the Sina Weibo user has to pass the procedure of verification, 

including providing their real names, ID numbers, phone numbers and employment 

documents. Otherwise, the application will be rejected (GlobalTimes 2013). Once an 

account is verified on Weibo, posted information is considered reliable, so Chinese 

micro-bloggers tend to pay much more attention to verified Weibo users than to non-

verified Weibo users. For example, a media academic, Rui Bifeng posted “I will not 

retweet ‘seeking help’ or ‘information disclosure’ Tweets posted by non-verified users 

[Those non-verified micro-bloggers are believed to be more likely to spread rumours]” 

(see Figure 3.4).  

 
Source: http://weibo.com/1744900995/yAtYJm1ik#1348189112038 (Viewed 21, September, 2012) 

Figure 3.4 Refusing to Retweet Non-Verified Micro-bloggers’ Post 

Those verified micro-blogger users (Big Vs on Weibo) find it easier to attract large 

numbers of followers and public attention which can facilitate civic engagement and 

promote the development of certain online public events. Of course, this also plays into 

the surveillance regimes and the silencing of dissent. Anonymous users can sometimes 

have much more room to deliver their opinions compared with those ‘Big Vs’. 

Micro-blogs can offer even more options in promoting dialogue and dissemination. 

Weibo and Twitter, for example, both have such features, as @ mentions, retweeting, 

comments, #hashtags, and “favourites”, which enable them to be ongoing 

conversational platforms. For instance, # High-Speed Train Accident # became a way of 
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following the events relating to the high-speed train accident in 2011. As Deng Fei, a 

reporter for the Phoenix Weekly, with more than 2.1 million followers on his Sina 

Weibo site up until 20 June 2012, said, "Each time people repost, new information is 

added". Whereas in Twitter shorthand, hashtags and replies appear inconveniently in the 

local feed, making it “geek-like” (Kaifu Lee, technological executive, writer and 

famous blogger and micro-blogger), Sina Weibo accepts multiple, sequential comments 

under a post which enable different micro-bloggers to form “layered discussions” and 

post multimedia attachments directly to their profile (Kirkpatrick 2011). That is to say, 

all the comments to a post can be shown as if they are lines, or even stanzas of poetry, 

immediately below. The interface of Sina Weibo also supports in each post the instant 

forwarding and posting of photo and video files, which can spread to millions of users 

before censorship can be implemented. Sometimes, images of screenshots of posts that 

were censored or deleted are uploaded again by the original creator or other users. To a 

certain degree, those characteristics appear to challenge the official oversight of media. 

Micro-blogging as a Means of Social Networking 

In Chinese, micro-blogging is also called “knitting” because the word “Weibo” (wéi bo 

微博) is pronounced similarly to the word “scarf” (wéi bó 围脖). Therefore, the 

behaviour of tweeting, retweeting, and commenting is also called “knitting a scarf”. 

Online discussions on hot micro topics cater, on the one hand, for the desire for 

discourse power and the need to vent dissatisfaction with real life; on the other hand, 

people hope that when the scarf is long enough, it will help to solve specific problems, 

such as seeking equality, change and justice. In this sense, just as a scarf can keep out 

the cold winter and keep people warm, Weibo plays the same role in society. People 

believe that Weibo is not just the most effective channel of communication, but that it is 
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a form of social participation. The more people discuss the same issue on Weibo, the 

more empowered they become. Thus, Chinese people are discovering new, public ways 

to engage with each other and with the political system, through the internet, which, as a 

result, “is increasing in popularity…as a space in which the public may express their 

restlessness and dissatisfaction” (Zheng & Fewsmith 2008, p. 126). This point is 

realised most of all in the rise of the new micro-blogging Weiguan culture and a new 

popular Chinese saying has emerged, ‘Weibo Weiguan is Changing China’ (Weiguan 

gǎi biàn zhōng guó 围观改变中国) which will be fully discussed in the following 

chapter.  

To put it simply, due to media regulation, historically there were few channels for 

Chinese people to express themselves. The networking platform of Weibo is 

consequently highly valued as the channel both to generate and disseminate information 

and for self-expression. As Charles Cao, the CEO of the Sina Corporation says, “Weibo 

has strong media properties because there is a greater demand for it in China” (Cao 

2011). For these reasons alone, Weibo is in a very strong position in China.  

When a topic aggravates the public, it is easy for them to turn a message into an 

ongoing dialogue or drama that can be compiled by micro-bloggers. Although it is not a 

special service for marginal or disadvantaged constituencies, micro-blogging has 

become a medium with the ability to engage many different users and interests at once. 

When thousands or millions of people join an online discussion on a topic, the Weibo 

Weiguan phenomenon is created which shows distinctive features: as responsive 

Chinese communication online it is “noisy”, emotional and highly interactive. It is as if 

netizens see themselves as participants in a virtual world Carnival. More importantly, 

netizens are delighted by their current, relatively-free access to media and they pay keen 
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attention to socially “hot” topics which continue to emerge and this cultivates their 

sense of personal entitlement to speak. 

Major Players in the Online Community in China 

It seems that the figure of 591 million netizens has the potential to include all Chinese, 

but actually Chinese peasants and illiterates are technologically excluded or at least 

seldom have the chance to engage with the public discussion. As time goes on, more 

and more people may get access to the internet and practise the skills of arguing or 

expressing personal opinions, but currently this study focuses on specific groups of 

Chinese people in social media rather than all of the Chinese population of 1.4 billion 

people. Although 591 million netizens represents a relatively small proportion of the 

whole Chinese population, the influence of Weibo is great in facilitating the power of 

civic expression and public monitoring of power abuses. There are multiple groups of 

online communities in the new media sphere in China including Chinese journalists, 

academics and ordinary individuals. Generally speaking, they are more likely to resist 

control for various reasons and enjoy online subversive pleasures. They are not only 

concerned about their better quality of life, but also care about individual dignity, social 

justice and discourse power.  

These major players in Chinese online communities can be said to represent the rise of 

an ‘expressive middle class’ who have an awareness of individualism, consumption and 

democracy even though economically they may not yet be middle class. They hold 

critical attitudes on public policies but share a desire for stability over political 

participation (Li, 2010). However, participants in different groups take different 

positions. For example, the Chinese Communist Party control group and a commercial 

group will take specific roles, and co-opt agendas in social media spheres. There are the 
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“Fifty Cent Party” participants who are said to get fifty cents for every positive posting 

and comment online that reinforces the official position, and the “Hidden Paid Posters” 

that are employed to advertise targeted products for commercial interests.  

The Multidimensional Nature of Weibo  

The use of technology now dominates socio-cultural interaction in China, accompanied 

by freedoms never imagined in the Mao Zedong era. Weibo has a prime role in this, 

because it can be used in many different ways for many different purposes. The initial 

use for which a social-media platform is developed may not end up being its main use. 

When consumers adopt a technology, they may find different uses for it that were never 

anticipated by the developers, one of which may even become its dominant use. 

Consequently, the media landscape of Weibo has become multifaceted.  

Firstly, when Weibo is used by political forces, it has a political function as the voice of 

the government. Chinese officials and government institutions from different levels 

have registered as users and have continued to contribute to public debate on political 

issues in micro-blogging, with 2011 being named the Year of Government Micro-

blogging in China (China.org.cn 2011). As the secretary-general of the People’s Daily 

Online Public Opinion Monitoring Centre, Zhu Huaxin, asserts, “Weibo provides a 

platform that encourages the silent majority to express their opinions and facilitates 

communication and interaction between officials and the public” (China.org.cn 2011). 

In this way, the state can be seen as taking an interest in public opinions online to 

maintain its legitimacy. Moreover, the power of Weibo communication depends on the 

nature of national discourse surrounding particular Weibo events, where “the more 

resonance with the events the national public and intellectuals have, the bigger impact 
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online communication has on government legitimacy in general” (Tong & Zuo 2013, p. 

82).  

Secondly, when Weibo is used by industry, it has an economic function to facilitate, for 

example, the development of information and culture and the industries that support 

them. Indeed, the commercial sector has already adopted new patterns of interaction 

with customers. Thirdly, the social function of Weibo is that it serves as the voice of the 

masses in the public sphere (Zhan 2012).  

This study focuses on this third facet, the social function of Weibo and its overlap with 

political functions (and economic and entertainment function to a lesser extent). It 

examines how Weibo has aided the construction of multiple public spheres and helped 

ordinary Chinese people to consider and create alternative perspectives. The emergence 

of such a new sort of civic participation in the formation of public opinion offers 

individuals opportunities to influence national policy. It seems that there is no way to 

censor everything, since online activities such as discussion groups, user-generated 

content, weblogs, and collaborative publishing utilise protocols that follow the “publish, 

then filter” model (Bowman & Willis 2003, p. 21). Audiences become active 

participants in the creation and dissemination of news and information supported by 

convenient web-publishing tools, with ever-ready connections and increasingly 

powerful mobile devices. As a result, citizens become amateur journalists, retelling 

local news and national news in their blogging and micro-blogging communities, which 

continue to “challenge the mainstream news media and shake up the political parties” 

(Jenkins 2006b, p. 2) and sometimes lead to active responses from mainstream media. 

The practice has been observed and researched in the West, and in China there exists a 

similar situation.  
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Weibo may not be the ideal platform for people to discuss political affairs; however, 

within the very constrained media system that operates in China, Weibo’s highly 

effective interactivity has been able to inspire interesting, noisy, public discussion about 

where the country is going. In this way, Weibo serves a public civic function. Because 

of its efficiency, it has attracted a lot of mainstream media participants as well as the 

government officials mentioned earlier who interact with its wide base of users. Weibo 

is thus a social phenomenon. In virtual communities, people can find some form of 

personal release and self-expression of new identities, even enabling them to create new 

personal relationships at random. The shift from the one-way communication of the 

state broadcaster to the noise of mass conversation has certainly challenged traditional 

communication patterns in China. This shift also looks to bypass officialdom, 

encouraging reform led by the voices of ordinary civilians (Zhao 2012a), although the 

official regulatory system remains. Chinese netizens have found pleasures in their 

everyday use of social media by subtly manipulating the Chinese language. They can 

exert a kind of civic power in the public sphere, whereby, online communication such 

as micro-blogging can become a rewarding daily experience. In effect, micro-blogging 

now complements Chinese everyday communication, although it is important to note 

that it is not a substitute. 

3.3.2 Sina Weibo Corporate Regulations  

The Internet companies hold responsibility for the content and behaviour of users on 

their sites, and employ full-time editors to manage content (Poell, de Kloet & Zeng 

2013, p. 3). This attempt is clearly reflected in several ways on the Sina Weibo social 

media server.  
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Sina Weibo Community Convention (Trial)  

The state allows the Sina Weibo Company to offer the public an outlet for public 

participation as citizens, but Weibo is required to operate within specific limits. Internet 

companies in China need to sign a government-mandated commitment to self-

disciplined monitoring of any possible sensitive content: 

The various online platforms through which the public is invited to converse 
with officials are policed and censored. Postings that might contain serious 
critiques of the whole system, or that call for political reform, are eliminated 
(MacKinnon 2012, p. 44). 

In fact, as noted earlier, Sina Company is not the first to offer a Twitter style service, 

but the Sina Company has been more skilful in regulating the content on its social 

platform. Consequently, Sina Weibo has been able to provide a public sphere medium, a 

theatre. In order to operate within a regulated setting, like other online platforms, Sina 

Weibo sometimes censors micro-blogs, blocking searching on certain key words or 

subjects, and monitoring users’ accounts. It is important to consider how this censorship 

has stimulated self-regulation in the Sina Weibo Community.  

A new structure of management has been established in the Sina Weibo Community, 

combining legal, administrative, and technological strategies. On 8 May, 2012, ‘Weibo 

Little Secretary’, a Sina Weibo official account, published the “Sina Weibo Community 

Convention (Trial)”, the “Sina Weibo Community Management Regulations (Trial)”, 

and the “Sina Weibo Community Committee System (Trial)” to define the rules of 

Weibo engagement. The policy documents were posted as follows:  

Dear netizens, In order to maintain order in the Weibo community, we are 
establishing open and transparent mechanisms to deal with violators of our 
regulations. The above regulations will take effect on May 28th, 2012, at which 
time corresponding features will go live. Order is something that we all must 
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work together to maintain. The whole document is available at: 
http://t.cn/zO8hGBj (translated by China Digital Times, see original Chinese 
resource at: http://e.weibo.com/1642909335/yidK2o5Oy ).  

Without directly saying so, the statement of Weibo Little Secretary is promoting self-

censorship. Interestingly, most subsequent comments on this statement have been 

positive and supportive of these strategies: common comments have included “keep 

striving”, “civilised surfing online”, “I got it” and “that is okay, I will follow it”. 

Evidently, netizens generally have accepted Weibo’s policy on regulation at least at the 

overt level.        

Conforming to the Sina Weibo Community Convention (Trial) means that Weibo users 

are not allowed to post nine kinds of information (see Figure 3.5): 
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 Translation:  

Article13 Weibo users must not publish information that:  

1. Opposes the basic principles established by the Constitution [of China] 

2. Harms the unity, sovereignty, or territorial integrity of the nation 

3. Reveals national secrets, endangers national security, or threatens the honour 

or interest of the nation 

4. Incites ethnic hatred or ethnic discrimination, undermines ethnic unity, or 

harms ethnic traditions and customs 

5. Promotes illegal religion [For example, Falun Gong was claimed to threaten 

social stability] and superstitious belief 

6. Spreads rumours, disrupts social order, and destroys societal stability 

7. Promotes illicit activity, gambling, violence, or urges the committing of crimes 

8. Calls for disruption of social order through illegal gatherings, formation of 

organizations, protests, demonstrations, mass gatherings and assemblies 

9. Has other content which is forbidden by laws, administrative regulations and 

national regulations 

Original source: http://www.weibo.com/z/guize/gongyue.html (Viewed 20 May,2012) 
Refer to translation from: http://chinadigitaltimes.net/2012/05/sina-weibos-new-rules/ 

Figure 3.5 Article 13 of the Sina Weibo Community Convention (Trial) 

However, some commentators in China do not consider this to be a complete list. When 

censorship happens, Chinese netizens complain that the Article 13 guidelines shown 
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above lack transparency on the criteria used to regulate or delete postings. For example, 

@ Xinqimengxiongwei posted the following: 

Consulting @ Weibo Little Secretary and @ Lao Chen, I was forbidden to talk 
and my personal page was blocked as well because I circulated information 
about the “Qi Dong Event” [a pollution protest conflict with police in Qidong, 
China, on 28 July, 2012] calling for reasonable calm and nonviolence on both 
sides of the government and citizens. However, I have not received any notices 
about the blocking from your company. Based on the newly-built Sina Weibo 
Community Conventions, could you tell me which rule I broke and when I can 
retrieve my freedom of speech? Thanks! (Xinqimengxiongwei 2012).  

The comments on this post included the following: “It is monopoly :)”, “Give me duct 

tape!”, “Support the probing question”, “The time you post is extremely important. You 

should be fine when you cheer up after the Public Security Bureau in Qidong has 

announced the result”, “What kind of pressure is Sina Weibo suffering?” and “The 

behaviour of Sina Weibo is Internet violence!” Evidently, the collective emotions of 

these commenters are those of anger; they feel strongly about the suspension of 

comments of this user by the Sina Weibo Company. 

The Sina Weibo Corporation also has attempted to effect a real-name registration policy 

and a community membership committee. Sina Weibo’s real-name registration policy 

came into effect on 16 March, 2012. On registering under a real name and identity in 

order to tweet or comment, micro-bloggers are given a micro-ID. However, if they 

would rather, they can still choose an avatar, and a self-representation graphic to display 

their opinions and emotions. Along with the real-name registration, Sina Weibo 

enforces an information credit points’ policy (Sina Weibo Community Management 

Convention (Trial)  2013). Each Weibo account begins with 80 points, plus 10 if 

registrants use their real names and another 10 points if they connect with their phone 

account. Registrants receive demerit points for spreading sensitive messages, 
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disseminating rumours, or calling for protest. Once an account score drops below 60, 

registrants are warned; when they hit zero, their account is removed. 

On 28 May, 2012, the Sina Weibo community organized a community management 

team, including 484 Sina Community expert committee members and 5000 common 

members. All the ordinary committee members are chosen through public recruitment 

and expert committee members are promoted from the ordinary cohort. The expert 

committee members included the following: 147 journalists and other media 

practitioners; 64 scholars, researchers and teachers; 57 institutional users; 55 specialists; 

44 lawyers; 26 medical practitioners; 14 scientific practitioners and 26 public servants. 

Ordinary committee members included 4811 common users and 189 verified users (The 

members of Sina community committee 2012). The Sina Weibo Community 

Management is conducted by both the Sina Company and the Community committee. 

Ordinary committee members judge disputes among users, while expert committee 

members determine untrue information and review reports. 

A Monitoring Editor Vacancy at Sina Weibo  

The business principle for the Sina Company is to reconcile micro-bloggers’ needs for 

freedom of expression with the state need to maintain control over the direction of 

development and national stability. Apart from the above regulation policies, Sina 

Weibo employs thousands of “monitoring editors”. In order to better understand the 

responsibilities of monitoring editors and how they view their jobs, here is an example 

of a personnel hiring advertisement. The Sina official account posted that there was a 

job vacancy for a social media “monitoring editor”. The original Chinese post is shown 

in Figure 3.6 with an English translation.  
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Translation: 

Job Responsibilities: 

1) Handle various tasks related to information safety;  

2) Propose specific information safety-related requirements;  

3) Oversee the implementation and analysis of data;  

4) Gather requirements for information safety editing, oversee implementation and   

    guarantee implementation results. 

Job Requirements:  

Undergraduate degree or junior college plus three or more years of work experience; 

experience working as a monitoring editor. Please send your CV to: 

qiunan@staff.sina.com.cn 

Source: http://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/2012/05/21/is-this-what-a-chinese-Internet-censor-job-ad-
looks-like/ (Viewed 20 August, 2012) 

Figure 3.6 A Monitoring Editor Vacancy at Sina Weibo 

It is interesting to note that the job requirement most emphasized is “experience 

working as a monitoring editor” rather than editorial experience.  
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The game of cat and mouse never ends around Internet censorship in China. There is 

always a process of censor and counter-censor. A new effort at regulation will meet a 

new attempt or techniques to escape this restriction in order to negotiate the boundaries 

set by authorities or new medium platforms. 

3.3.3 Negotiating Boundaries on Sina Weibo 

There are growing debates in China on how to use Weibo. Although Weibo has given 

the masses a tempting taste of power through the Weiguan and Meizhi networks, there 

are major concerns about the responsibilities and freedoms that Weibo users should 

have. The State-run mainstream media stimulates popular discussion on the boundaries 

of Weibo. For example, on 3 August, 2011, the government-run television station 

CCTV 13 aired the program “The Dilemma of Micro-Blogs”, which questioned the 

moral and ethical bases of Weibo. The program accused micro-bloggers of providing 

false information and criticized them, saying some information is manipulated by profit-

driven posters. The responses from one netizen clearly suggested that the advantages of 

Weibo outweigh its disadvantages which were summarised as follows:  

1. Weibo is the machine which exposes corruption 
2. Weibo smashes rumour 
3. Weibo is the exposer of truth 
4. Weibo is the monitor of freedom of speech  
5. Weibo supplies the oxygen for freedom of speech 
6. Weibo cleans the social environment  
7. Weibo is the recorder of social events 
8. Weibo is a perpetual-motion machine, constantly facilitating social 
improvement.  

Source: http://weibo.com/1937050803/xiGiZ3rzB (Viewed 8 October, 2012) 

Similar to CCTV 13, the State-run People’s Daily has also harshly criticised Weibo. It 

has emphasized the need for regulation and called for Weibo users to be truthful and 



 
 

89 

honest. A Weibo user named @ Yu Shenghai, commented, “What mainstream media 

should question is not the base lines of rumours but how Weibo should be operated. 

You can’t mix these aspects together?!” (Yu 2011). Comments on this post included, “If 

you are against Weibo, you are against the public”, “What are the base lines of the 

People’s Daily?”, “There is much more truth in Weibo than in the People’s Daily” , “In 

fact, anyone should be able to question the limits imposed on Weibo, except CCTV, 

because CCTV is alleged to be the Chinese Communist Party’s mouthpiece”. “Although 

some people may believe what the CCP says is the truth, a search for ‘CCTV false news’ 

in the search engine Baidu will bring up a wealth of fake news with pictures, much to 

‘CCTV’s confusion’. Compared with CCTV, Weibo appears to be able to reveal truths” 

(ibid). From the above comments, although people acknowledge there is a dark side of 

cyberspace behaviour, what they appreciate more are the opportunities cyberspace 

provides for personal expression and keeping an eye on the development directions of 

society. As such, netizens are apparently more interested in questioning those in power, 

than in fact-checking and rigour.  

However, citizen journalism in China has a long way to go before it can be seen as truly 

credible. A great deal of information is posted to Weibo that is inaccurate, with 

unchecked facts, and a lack of contextual information. This leads to quite an emotional 

tenor to many postings on Weibo, but they are fighting for the freedom of speech 

offered by Weibo.  

A national censorship debate was caused by the # Southern Weekend Incident # which 

will be described in the following section, offering a good example of how Chinese 

people fight against online and offline censorship.  
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The 2013 Southern Weekend Incident  

The Southern Weekend is a newspaper of the Southern Daily Group based in 

Guangdong Province. Its Sina Weibo account is verified as having high credibility and 

it is the largest circulation weekly newspaper in China, attracting over 5 million 

followers (SouthernWeekend 2013). The official Sina Weibo account of the Southern 

Weekend explained that the newspaper's annual New Year greeting in 2013 had been 

modified or “revised” without the consent of the newspaper by Propaganda Department 

officials, under the principle that all media in mainland China are under regulation of 

the CCP and its leader (referring to Tuo Zhen, the propaganda chief of Guangdong 

province). The original title of the Southern Weekend’s New Year editorial was 

‘China’s Dream, the Dream of Constitutionalism’, indirectly proposing to implement 

political reform and constitutionalism, so that China could have continuous prosperity 

and safeguard peoples’ freedom. Later, the title was changed to ‘We Are Now Closer to 

Our Dream than Ever Before’. These two titles transmit different messages. The 

original one attempts to promote political reform as the new Chinese leadership group 

came to power, while the latter praises the current achievements.  

Sina Weibo recorded more than 3.5 million postings and comments on this incident. 

The incident aroused public fury and led to active discussions on freedom of speech on 

Weibo. Some celebrities joined a call for granting more media freedom in China and 

openly supported the media practitioners involved in this Southern Weekend incident. 

As Weibo “Queen”, Yao Chen, responded, “One word of truth outweighs the whole 

world—Alexander Solzhenitsyn (Former Russian Dissident)” (Yao 2013). Yao Chen 

has more than 54 million followers of her Weibo micro-blogging account. When she 

tweeted in support of the Southern Weekend, Weibo showed its high potential for 
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reaching its mobilization capacity (Yang 2013). On Weibo, uproar about the censoring 

of the Southern Weekend editorial became an incident. This incident is believed to be 

China’s biggest, potentially most significant fight for freedom of speech in recent years 

(Liu 2013).  

Very quickly, the “Southern Weekend” (nán fāng zhōu mò南方周末) became “sensitive 

words”. Any post that included these sensitive words was deleted. However, not all 

Chinese micro-bloggers opposed the Sina Weibo regulation policy, for example, one 

Weibo user @ Youyi said, “Last night, many of my postings were deleted, but I do not 

hate the Sina Company and its Little Secretary [see the full account of the inside story 

by the Sina employee named @ Zhengban Yuyang in Appendix 3.2 A]. The general 

theme of the comments around @ Youyi is that netizens do not hate Sina Weibo for 

deleting their postings, because the continued existence of the Sina Weibo platform is 

more important than the possibility of individual posts being deleted. In other words, 

they prefer to have a platform to have their say, even though it may be censored or 

restricted (You 2013). 

In order to continue to offer a public forum and maintain its commercial interests, 

Weibo runs into particular regulations on what users post or comment. However, 

Chinese netizens can always update their discourse strategies to get their message 

through. The following section describes how netizens negotiate the boundaries of their 

behaviour on Sina Weibo.  

Self-censorship in the Ordinary Chinese User’s Everyday Life  

Debating boundaries of use generates popular discussions on self-censorship among 

Weibo users. How to make use of Weibo is widely discussed and temporary consensus 
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is sometimes achieved. While netizens believe they have the right to enjoy discursive 

freedom, they also have the obligation to remind themselves of moral limitations and 

serious regulation principles. Micro-blogger @ beijingmaggie commented: 

It is our responsibility to let our voices be heard by posting and retweeting the 
critical posts providing that we do not cause the social network platform to be 
shut down. Thus, it is necessary to be aware of the words one chooses to use 
(original Chinese post see Figure 3.7).  
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Translation: 

     Poor Weibo, it is tough to handle the base line; 

    Deleting postings is trivial stuff, but Weibo itself is a big deal; 

    Do not need worry; there are gatekeepers on the dominant websites. Thanks to the    

    people who work behind Weibo;  

   It is an excellent post! Keep it up! 

  Weibo is really a good place…losing it would deprive me of one part of my life. 

Source: http://www.weibo.com/1856161123/xhV0PF7oN#1349431978255 (Viewed 20 August, 2011) 

Figure 3.7 An Example of Self-censorship 

The comments in Figure 3.7 illustrate that for Weibo users to continue to enjoy the 

power that Weibo has given them, they must be aware of official regulations and 



 
 

94 

consciously conduct self-censorship. The paradox of more freedom balanced with 

official and corporate’ regulation can be clearly seen. 

3.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has centred on how the Chinese social media Weibo functions in China as 

a social medium and what differentiates it from other social networking sites. These 

differences have made it particularly successful in the Chinese socio-cultural context. 

The chapter illustrated and examined the features of social media practices in everyday 

Chinese life, as they influence cultural behaviour and generate social evolution in China. 

Within this media ecology, what civic participation looks like and how Chinese people 

gradually win more space to have their say will be discussed in the next chapter. How 

Chinese people manoeuvre their way through media regulation by playing word games 

and how they derive subversive pleasures from discourse power shifting will then be 

presented in Chapter Five.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Weiguan and Meizhi  

Modes of Civic Participation in Contemporary China 

4.1 Introduction  

Previous studies of Chinese media have mainly utilised Western-generated theories. 

However, their application in the Chinese context is sometimes difficult because the 

public sphere and the mechanisms of civic participation in politics are different in China 

from Western countries. For this reason, therefore, I have taken the Western theories 

presented in Chapter Two and developed a framework which is consistent with Chinese 

cultural traditions, its new media landscape, and the current context of social 

transformation. The resulting framework, based on a form of Carnivalesque discourse 

allows for a theoretically-based exploration of online participation in the Chinese micro-

blogging sphere.  

In order to better understand the characteristics which are specific to Chinese 

participatory discourse, two theoretical lenses need to be overlaid, those of Weiguan and 

Meizhi. As noted in the Introduction chapter, Weiguan means a “collective surrounding 

gaze”, and this term signifies group targeting on individuals for different reasons. Some 

of these are serious; some are not, as, for example in the case of collective gossip. Some 

participants in Weiguan act as bystanders, while others are more active. In other words, 

it captures a notion of public scrutiny which is rooted in Chinese culture (as explained 

in Section 4.2 below). Weiguan has moved from the street to cyberspace. With the rise 

of the social media platform, Weibo, people now do this online and amplify the scope of 

public opinion. The micro-power of Weiguan may have the capacity to promote social 

changes by its ability to amplify public opinion on matters of public concern. It is at this 
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point that Meizhi enters the story, that is, the mainstream media, including Weibo, will 

further intensify what in the past could remain small stories (see Section 4.5 for further 

explanation). Today, Weiguan and Meizhi elevate public scrutiny up to the level of 

commentary on government policies. Meanwhile, they have also become mechanisms 

for ordinary Chinese people to vent their feelings and resist the status quo in the digital 

era.  

This chapter will consider Weiguan and Meizhi, as they generally influence the evolving 

public sphere represented by Chinese people’s participation in online social media 

platforms, and what their participation means politically for the macro context. The 

following Chapter Five, is a more specifically applied analysis, which investigates how 

Chinese netizens deal with censorship, such as by playing word games; this analysis 

reveals the characteristics of Chinese netizens’ participatory discourse online, its ability 

to be subversive, and to make micro-blogging an entertaining and enjoyable pursuit in 

China as well as being influential in public spheres.  

4.2 The Evolution of Traditional Chinese Weiguan Culture: from the Street 

and Tea Houses to Online Media Practices  

4.2.1 Weiguan Culture from Past to Present 

The concept of Weiguan is unique to China, but it is not new in contemporary life. For 

the Chinese, Weiguan culture is an important recreation with an extensive history, long 

preceding the existence of cyberspace. As an important recreational feature of China’s 

past and present, it is necessary to review some of Weiguan’s key features and trace its 

development from the street into cyberspace in the broader context of Chinese history. 

There are three broad phases of Weiguan evolution. This section begins by first 
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addressing Weiguan as an existing cultural practice which began on the street and in 

ancient tea houses. Over time, the expression of Weiguan has changed. With the rise of 

social media platform in China, Weiguan obviously impacted on cyberspace. 

Consequently, the ways in which people perform Weiguan also began to change. 

Significantly, individuals in Weiguan can be passive onlookers or active discussants and 

those roles are reproduced by online participants. There is now a wide range of Weiguan 

activities with an emphasis on entertainment, information transparency, and online 

versions of public scrutiny in which private individuals form groups around strong 

public opinion. Generally, it is a form of peer-to-peer surveillance conducted publicly, 

manifesting in ongoing commentary about other people’s behaviour, and sometimes in 

the internet era it can be more publicly oriented to larger issues of public concern. 

Original Street Weiguan: Participants as Observers 

The phenomenon of Weiguan has deep cultural roots in China where traditional 

Weiguan usually happened on the street. Street Weiguan is a pervasive phenomenon that 

is perceived by the Chinese people both as entertainment and as an ideal system of 

obtaining access to information. Weiguan is voluntary, spontaneous, and independent of 

any formal organization.  

Street scenes of Weiguan permeate many literary novels which vividly describe 

Weiguan. Novelist Lu Xun (1881-1936) is one of the most important modern Chinese 

writers, well known for his lucid use of irony. A popular theme in Lu Xun’s writing is 

Weiguan culture (kàn kè wén huà 看客文化 ). Weiguan is not only a cultural 

phenomenon, it is also a practice which people do or observe. The people involved in 

Weiguan are called ‘onlookers’ (kàn kè看客). As Li (2002) asserts, the onlookers in Lu 
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Xun’s novels have great artistic charm and can make us sharply aware of social truths. 

The onlookers in these short novels (such as Yao/ Medicine, 1919, Ah Q Zheng Zhuan 

or The True Story of Ah Q, 1921 and Shi Zhong or Public Exhibition, 1925) are still 

widely discussed and relevant today. The best known representation of Weiguan is in 

Lu Xun’s short novel, Medicine (Yào 药). The story goes: 

Uncle Kang, who belongs to the town’s underworld, informs Hua Old Shuan, 
the owner of a small teahouse, that Xia Yu will be executed [for revolutionary 
activities fighting for freedom for those people who Weiguan his death]. From 
the executioner Old Shuan buys a roll of bread, mantou, which is dipped in Xia 
Yu’s blood at the moment of the execution. Old Shuan and his wife feed the 
mantou to their fatally ill son, little Shuan, because they believe in its healing 
powers (Dolezelova-Velingerova 1977, p. 222).  

In this novel, the message is implicit and concealed in an intricate code through which 

Lu Xun reflects on the cold indifferences of the surrounding gaze culture in China. This 

gaze has become a tool to publicly “shame” somebody by parading them through the 

streets (in Chinese shì zhòng 示众), literally or metaphorically, to attract people to 

Weiguan with the purpose of warning potential followers. Here, those Chinese who 

dumbly watch Xia Yu’s death and even buy the bread dipped in his blood for “curing” 

disease are being critically satirised. In this way, street Weiguan is a deeply embedded 

cultural habit with its emphasis on entertainment and curiosity.  

Tea Houses Weiguan: Participants as Passive or Active Discussants 

In the past, tea houses were an important setting for relaxation and finding out what was 

going on around the country, just as the European coffee houses in the eighteenth 

century described by Habermas, served as a setting for public discussion. That is 

Weiguan. Tea houses used to be one of the ideal places to Weiguan. Historically, 

discussion groups in Chinese tea houses were still quite small, limited by place and time. 
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The Italian piazza had a similar function, that is, it is a space where public or private 

discussions take place, but the piazza is a large space, much larger than a tea-house, and 

some parts of it are open while other parts are closed and more intimate. In the same 

way, discussing ongoing events and relevant public policies in tea houses has long been 

part of Chinese life and very common in literature and film. Xue (2008) reports how 

one tea-house owner, Mr Wu, discussed the importance of tea houses in an interview: 

[Our tea-house] is the place in the village where people talk sense. If anyone in 
the tea house says unreasonable things, the tea house will meet to pass 
judgement. The tea house is just like a court; it is like the law…Besides, in the 
tea house you can hear about [important] matters from outside. Otherwise, you’d 
be living in a dead end, wouldn’t you (p. 180) ? 

Chinese people (mostly male) come to tea houses to drink tea and to Weiguan events 

that happened on that day. In fact, not everyone actively participates in the discussion. 

In tea houses, some people are watching or onlooking passively, acting in silent scrutiny, 

while others make active comments in small or large discussion groups, privately or 

publicly. This is one of the conversational cultures long predating mass media or the 

internet era in which, together, the crowd acts as a sort of disciplinary surveillance 

mechanism. 

Networked Weibo Weiguan as Online Participants  

Online networks have added to the social function of drinking tea in tea houses, as 

people now go to internet cafés or directly to virtual communities to share information 

and discuss social issues. This new Weibo version of Weiguan represents the new rise 

of a public domain online. It is like a theatre where people Weiguan for information and 

entertainment. Each Weibo user is both a performer and an audience member, just as in 

the tea-room. The relation between “to look” and “to be looked at” is similar to the 
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Twitter function of “to follow” and “to be followed”. When one micro-blogger 

Weiguan(s) others, this micro-blogger and his postings or comments are also objects of 

Weiguan from other micro-bloggers or onlookers (Jing 2013, p. 56). In other words, 

Weibo users are not only onlookers, they are also all participants. Social media 

participants are different from discussants in tea houses, however, as they are not 

restricted to interacting in small groups. Based on the widespread popularity and the 

increasing flexibility and efficiency of online interaction, Weiguan has become easier to 

perform and more dynamic. Whereas people used to be silent spectators, now they 

participate with microphone in hand to voice their opinions, and they want to be heard. 

The relative ease and flexibility of public participation online has played an important 

role in the popularity of platforms like Weibo: it takes only a second to send a post or 

upload a photo. To put it another way, on one level, Weibo Weiguan links a growing 

audience and combines various surveillance, and disciplinary techniques. On another 

level, people occupy the roles of active or passive audience members. Online Weiguan 

is a spontaneous crowd gathering, and a performance of watching, with the features of 

being virtual, emotional and temporary. Firstly, it happens in an internet-based virtual 

network scenario and onlookers participate beyond physical visual and emotional senses, 

whereas, in the past, onlookers were limited by space and time. Secondly, the 

spontaneous life habit of participating in a “surrounding gaze” or “crowd watching” has 

become a Chinese social norm (Jing 2011). The online activities of “following”, 

“commenting” and “retweeting” are now the practical manifestations of Weiguan (Jing 

2013, p. 56). In this sense, as noted in the Introduction chapter, networked Weibo 

Weiguan is an effective form of public scrutiny for good or bad, and it is 

‘Carnivalesque’, with free access to all as social media continues to grow in popularity. 
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In order to empirically understand what Weibo Weiguan looks like, it is necessary to 

look at one of its dominant internet phenomena: the “Human Flesh Search Engine” or 

“Human Hunting” (rén ròu sōu suǒ 人肉搜索). The “Human Flesh Search Engine” 

(HFSE) plays an important role in how Weibo Weiguan exercises power, as Xu and Ji 

(2008) note: 

[T]he 'human flesh search engine' is not the search engine familiar from Baidu [a 
Chinese search engine] and Google, but the idea of a search engine employing 
thousands of individuals all mobilized with one aim, to dig out facts and expose 
them to the baleful glare of publicity. To do this they use the internet and 
conventional search engines. 

That is to say, the “Human Flesh Search Engine” refers to massive collaboration among 

Chinese netizens as moral vigilantes who identify and release as much information on a 

targeted individual or groups as possible. Wang et al (2010) point out that the “Human 

Flesh Search Engine” accommodates powerful “online/ offline interactions”, it is a form 

that enables “voluntary crowd-sourcing”, whereby “a team of Web users join each other 

to share information, conduct investigations, and perform other actions concerning 

people or events of common interest” (p. 46). The “Human Flesh Search Engine” or 

“cyber-vigilantism” can sometimes change laws or regulations (MacKinnon 2012, p. 34) 

and it now represents a “legitimate form of political discourse in China” (Herold 2011a, 

p. 130).  Whether this new kind of online collective action can end in targeted 

punishment or not depends on the information that can be uncovered by the “Human 

Flesh Search Engine” and the response of the relevant offline authorities (Gao & 

Stanyer 2013, p. 5). Gao and Stanyer (2013) further argue that “the internet role in 

Chinese politics has stretched beyond issues of liberation and the public sphere” (p. 12); 

the “Human Flesh Search Engine” is being used to “mobilize and form groups in 

response to a particular claim or transgression” because of “the lack of formal channels 
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for holding corrupt officials to account” and “the strictly censored traditional media” in 

China (p. 13). 

However, the increasing use of the “Human Flesh Search Engine” as a safety valve for 

Chinese netizens to express dissatisfaction over injustice, to publicly shame and debase 

a person, and to “enforce social norms and moral values” is also seen to lead to an 

infringement of privacy and reputation (Ong 2012, p. 127). Chen Kaige’s new film 

Caught in the Web (sōu suǒ搜索), launched in 2012, pointedly renews discussion of 

internet vigilantism and privacy infringement through the practice of the “Human Flesh 

Search Engine" (Xinhua 2012). This film displays how personal information on persons 

in the news has been revealed by such groups and how morality is currently policed 

online in contemporary China. Chen Kaige, the Chinese director, is internationally well-

known for his critical reflections on culture and society in films such as Yellow Earth 

(1984) and Farewell My Concubine (1993). The narrative of Caught in the Web is 

generated from the “Human Flesh Search Engine”. The film’s protagonist, Ye Lanqiu, 

learns that she has lymphatic cancer and must be operated on within a week. She is so 

shocked by the news that she refuses to give up her bus seat to an old man on her way to 

work and reacts rudely to protests from the other passengers. However, she does not 

know one passenger is a TV reporter on the same bus, filming the scene on a cell phone. 

This cell phone video later goes viral which ignites a media event known as “the 

Sunglasses Girl scandal.” Ye Lanqiu become the target of the “Human Flesh Search 

Engine”, her personal information is revealed online and she has to live a life of hide- 

and-seek. Even the company she works for suffers for her “shameless arrogance” on the 

bus (Young 2012). This movie was adapted from Wen Yu’s popular web novel called 

Human Flesh Search Engine which won the Lu Xun Literature Prize in 2010. The 
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movie poses many cultural questions which are now seen to be worth exploring through 

story-telling about contemporary Chinese society. 

As a further example of the power of current social interest, here is a non-fiction 

example of the way of the “Human Flesh Search Engine”: this is the “Guo Meimei 

Shows off Incident”, which clearly demonstrates how Weiguan channels public scrutiny. 

On 21 June, 2011, Guo Meimei, a 20-year-old newly graduated college girl, showed off 

her wealth in her Sina micro-blogging account. She posted photos of herself with a 

luxury Maserati car and Hermes handbag. Those show-off photos were not enough to 

get her into trouble, but the verified information that she was a “Commercial General 

Manager of the Red Cross Society of China” caught public attention. Since this position 

was verified by the Sina Company, netizens believed that was her true identity. 

Therefore, angry netizens began to search her personal information online. They found 

that in 2008 Guo Meimei still lived in a rental house with an ordinary design, wore 

normal clothes and used a domestic mobile phone. How could such a young girl become 

so rich in less than two years? Netizens wondered whether her wealth came from 

corruption through her position as a China Red Cross Commercial General Manager. As 

more and more netizens became involved in the exposure through the “Human Flesh 

Search Engine”, and the media attention grew. Guo had to respond as follows:  

The Red Cross Commerce that I am at and the Red Cross Society of China have 
a partnership; Red Cross Commerce is a commercial business and is of a 
different nature from the Red Cross Association (Fauna 2011). 

Guo Meimei was found to have taken the same flight as Guo Changjiang, the Vice 

President of the Red Cross Society of China. Therefore, netizens began to wonder 

whether they were father and daughter. Later, many media agencies, such as the 

newspaper of Jing Bao and the Southern Metropolitan, also began to investigate this 
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“Guo Meimei Incident” or the so-called “Red Cross Scandal”. In this case, Guo 

Changjiang had to publicly reveal his travel schedule in order to clarify that the man in 

the photo had not been him and he had nothing to do with Guo Meimei. On 1 July, 2011, 

the Red Cross Society of China made a statement to suspend all commercial activities. 

Through this incident and all the discussion surrounding it, the public widely came to 

recognize that there is no law scrutinising the use of charitable donations, in fact, there 

was a lack of effective and transparent accountability and supervision mechanisms, 

resulting in a serious lack of credibility for the Red Cross. Thus, when there is no legal 

system or other effective way to learn the truth about something, what people can do is 

to Weiguan, exercising the power of networked civil investigation.  

From the above examples, it can be seen that networked online Weiguan is a 

communication phenomenon of current social internet participation (Zhang  2012b, p. 

12), which provides a special form of public scrutiny. Once one incident is exposed 

online, it can quickly stir nationwide public discussion, transforming a local, partial and 

incidental issue into a universal, heated public topic, even into a public event requiring 

investigation by the government. In this way, networked online Weiguan performs a 

political function in that it has high value expectation which is beyond its own media 

property by the public in the current social environment with obvious potential to 

highlight and disseminate social issues, value pluralism and conflicts of interest (Zhang 

2012a) .  

There are certainly overlaps between Carnival and the “Human Flesh Search Engine” 

phenomenon in China in terms of how cultural stories are told and picked up online. 

Both employ inversion, humour and subversion: “All distance between people is 

suspended, and a special Carnival category goes into effect: free and familiar contact 
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among people” (Bakhtin 1973, p. 123). Chen Danqing, a famous social-realism style 

oil-painter, views online Weiguan as something between American democracy and the 

chaos of the Cultural Revolution. The public partly gains the freedom of expression of 

countries like the U.S, but this transitory subversive power is not yet real political 

power (Wang 2011). Through online Weiguan, ordinary Chinese people participate in 

civic activities by posting, commenting, and retweeting as micro-bloggers. Their 

interaction functions additionally as a form of subversion. That is, aided by the power of 

social media and driven by the Weiguan culture, there are more voices and increasingly 

diverse demands from common Chinese in the public sphere than ever before. These 

voices and demands form a ‘rising cacophony’ of personal expression and public 

discussion online (Hu 2009) and an imaginary experience of Carnival (Bakhtin 1984; 

Hirschkop & Shepherd 2001; Stam 1992). This transgression, or Carnival, in 

contemporary popular culture is merely a starting-point (Humphrey 2000, p. 171), but a 

starting-point is worth investigating. To do so, however, the dynamics of contemporary 

online Chinese culture have to be taken into account. 

To summarize, the drift from passive to active Weiguan stimulated by the growth of 

online interactive social media in China is blurring the boundaries between private and 

public, and challenging the traditional structure of Chinese social interactions and 

behaviour norms. In the past, for example, there were different modes of association or 

in Chinese “chaxugeju”, in which “social relationships spread out gradually, from 

individual to individual, resulting in an accumulation of personal connections” which 

formed a network (Fei 1992, p. 70). Historically, this kind of social interaction has 

essentially been based on kinship and place. But today the media revolution is 

permeating every aspect of Chinese contemporary experience (Chu 2008). In particular, 

it has led to the evolution of ‘virtual communities’, which extend the local reach of 
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social interaction to national and global levels; it has formed a far-reaching “network 

society” (Castells 2009). Consequently, Chinese netizens are enjoying and establishing 

new modes of public association and interaction (Chu & Yang 2006) which extend way 

beyond private relationships. Different distinctions between public and private are made 

in China from those in the West, and while the labelling of issues as private or public 

has always been limiting, in fact, the distinction itself needs contesting (Fraser 1995, p. 

296). Indeed, within the inherited tradition of chaxugeju (or social association), “the 

boundary between public and private has never been clear” (Fei 1992, p. 70). That is 

why, today, the general public as Weiguan can exercise powerful public judgements in 

virtual communities without needing the consent of the target.  

Moreover, although technology alone does not define modern society, it significantly 

adds to the cultural, economic, and political factors that shape the modern “network 

society” (Castells, 2012). In any case, while online behaviour tends to mirror social 

trends, it is also seen sometimes to generate them, and many collective protests online 

happen because “Chinese netizens, frustrated with the lack of social justice and 

outraged by government corruption, decide to redress social ills” (Yang 2011, p. 1047). 

Interestingly, a comparative study conducted by the Inter Active Corporation (IAC), a 

leading internet company, and J. Walter Thompson Advertisement (JWT), the fourth 

largest advertising agency network in the world, on the centrality of digital media in 

American and Chinese teenagers’ lives reveals that Chinese youth are even more 

interested in digital self-expression than their American counterparts. In fact, they use 

digital media to “escape the constraints” of real life, “whether local constraints [are] 

imposed by parents and schools or larger societal constraints imposed by governments” 

(Jenkins 2008).  
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It is apparently that there are several reasons for the popularity of Weibo Weiguan in 

China. First, of course, it is so different from the highly regulated mainstream media 

system. But perhaps most important is the general public’s abiding interest in the power 

of discourse. It is the traditional Chinese cultural context which favours public scrutiny 

on state politics. Specifically, Weibo gives ordinary citizens online opportunities for 

personal amusement which simultaneously offer the chance for public comment. 

Chinese people are comfortable with this strategy; it is a practice they are long familiar 

with as a way to live within a highly-regulated society. It is part of the powerful 

magnetism of Weiguan. After all, the successes or failures of Chinese collective actions 

on incremental political changes depend on the strategies adopted to “initiate reforms to 

existing policies” (Zheng 2007, p. 165). Networked online Weiguan constructs new 

kinds of cultural power relations in which civic discourse, on the one hand, is released 

from the suppression of the dominant power. In this it also functions like a social 

pressure release. On the other hand, this discourse also directly or indirectly expresses a 

wide range of public opinions or attitudes, and produces marked impact on society and 

politics through online and offline aggregation actions (Cai 2013, p. 71). That is to say, 

the Weiguan culture or surrounding gaze is being applied and is taking on a positive or 

negative meaning in the internet era; it is viewed as a kind of public participation and 

scrutiny through “the politics of the surrounding gaze” (Hu 2011), which further 

strengthens the public opinion and public scrutiny.  

Overall, then, in networked social media, Weibo reflects the existing and established 

cultural phenomenon of Weiguan; meanwhile new features are continually being woven 

into this online group surveillance. Firstly, social media offers a national platform for 

exchanging information and opinion, with the topic trends they are updated on daily 

basis shaping the focus of public discussion. Also offline, onlookers are unwilling to 
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show their opinions, while online networked onlookers have much more enthusiasm for 

Weiguan and for sharing their opinions. Moreover, revealing their emotional opinions 

increases the visibility of a large group of onlookers’ ideas which in turn leads to the 

exertion of public pressure. This public pressure is enough to create a powerful force to 

give the powerless a weapon, and to put corrupt officials or institutions under scrutiny. 

This is an opportunity to modify the power relations in society. 

4.2.2 The Power of Weibo Weiguan 

The power of Weibo Weiguan depends on the extent to which the network onlookers 

can promote large and small changes, from the national policy framework to individual 

thinking. Individually, to be aware of networked Weiguan offers the potential to change 

Chinese culture. Netizens learn to value their power and actively engage with civic 

discussions. The relevant authorities have to take seriously the information and opinions 

arising in this channel. To a certain degree, the Weiguan process facilitates the 

interaction between the state and society. Therefore, the powerful force of networked 

Weiguan cannot be ignored in China’s further development. 

Weiguan has experienced a character transformation from Lu Xun’s “Medicine” to the 

present online form. As discussed earlier, in Lu Xun’s “Medicine”, Weiguan was 

portrayed as a national disease where people liked to see gory public displays passively 

without expression emotion. However, the new media has transformed the passive 

emotionless onlookers into engaged communities as shown in the example of Guo 

Meimei above. Micro-blogging Weiguan on Weibo represents the rise of ordinary 

Chinese people’s participation in public spheres. Their participation has distinctive 

features: it is playful, sometimes irrational, and highly interactive. Nonetheless, as one 

popular saying has put it, ‘Weiguan is changing China’. The size and demographic of 
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the online Weiguan participants in any context constantly changes. In the past, citizens 

were simply described as “the masses”, since there were very limited channels for 

people to talk as individuals about their political or social concerns. Modern social 

media networks allow a far wider range of people to gather, filter and distribute news on 

the same event. As a result, online public scrutiny has been shown to be influential 

(Havens & Lotz 2012, p. 12). Surely it is the diversity of commentary that is involved 

that makes it powerful. 

Through Weibo, Weiguan is now a vehicle of power. How Weibo Weiguan works 

online is captured by Foucault’s concept of “net-like” power (Foucault 1980, p. 98), and 

more pertinently, it conveys the ability of individuals, who make up a mass audience, to 

connect with each other and participate collectively (Rheingold 2008, p. 100). The 

micro-blogging sphere, as a developing networked public sphere, has fast become an 

essential platform for civic conversations that can take place on political or social 

concerns (Yu 2012). 

Although Weiguan existed before the internet, being able to publicly express social 

concern and get it spread so widely on or off line, is unprecedented in the history of 

civic discourse in China. Historically, unofficial discourse survived orally in unofficial 

spheres, whereas the official sphere structured all public expression through the state-

controlled mass media. Modern technologies, however, have extended the influence of  

non-official, private discourse into the public sphere via interactive social media in the 

internet and SMS message (see also Zhou 2009, p. 45). A popular Chinese saying 

encapsulates the distinction between official and private discourse: “If TV provides the 

wedding photos, the internet provides the everyday life photos”. The saying means that 

whereas most TV news programmes, especially those on CCTV, the national channel, 
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show a very positive picture of life in China, on the internet, critical or negative issues 

dominate. In Bakhtin’s terms, the familiar language of the marketplace (that is, the 

internet) has become a medium through which citizens can speak outrageously and 

unofficially.  

The extent of people’s power as Weiguan on Weibo is a hot topic itself in micro-blogger 

spheres. Zhou Libo, a Chinese stand-up comedian well-known for his frequent 

commentary on urban life in his commercial TV comedy program Mr. Zhou Live Show, 

micro-blogged, “The internet is the place where Chinese netizens throw their private 

shit. When all private shit accumulates, it becomes public shit, then the internet will 

become a real public toilet!” The original post is shown as follows (see Figure 4.1): 

Source: http://www.weibo.com/1682352065/zF0t9Dw0cN (Viewed 29 June, 2012) 

Figure 4.1 People’s Power Online like a Public Toilet 

@ Zhou Libo’s post, typical of many posts and comments online in China, meets 

Bakhtin’s criteria of Carnivalesque; his blog is characterised by profanity, parody and 

civilian protest (a complex feature examined below in Chapter Five). Although @ Zhou 

Libo’s comments aroused public anger among netizens, as they were no doubt intended 

to, such personal irrational comments can stimulate the evolution of more reasoned-

critical debate and, thus, influence public opinion (Habermas 1991, p. 219). That is to 

say, these emotional crude, personal expressions can later be developed into rational 

public discussions on public affairs. In Clay Shirky’s terms, this is the “more promising 

way to think about social media…as long-term tools that can strengthen civil society 
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and the public sphere” (2011, p. 3). Controlled confrontation can lead to collective 

intelligence, it is through daily interaction online that individuals learn how to use 

media power (Jenkins 2006a, p. 4) and those networked individuals act as the basis for 

social change (Castells 2010). Through power and counterchallenge, confrontation and 

collectivity, interactive social media are dynamic resources for citizens (Castells 2011a, 

p. 773).  

Nevertheless, not everyone feels positive about this participatory culture. Some people 

feel that netizens are exercising power outside the scope of justice and law, while others 

believe that internet Weiguan enables people to disseminate false information or 

negativity, or that social platforms may be abused. This has occurred, for example, in 

the cases of “Hidden Paid Posters” (wǎng luò tuī shǒu 网络推手) or the “Internet Water 

Army” (wǎng luò shuǐ jūn 网络水军) or the “Fifty Cent Party” (wǔ máo dǎng 五毛党), 

where bloggers were said to be paid to insert postings. In these cases, the bloggers were 

manipulated by market agencies or they were employed by the Party for propaganda 

purposes (as with the Fifty Cent Party). The employment of web commentators by the 

state or commercial corporations such as those above is a new pattern of deliberate 

public opinion guidance (Bandurski 2008, p. 3). “Hidden Paid Posters” strategically 

post comments online to influence other people’s thoughts, for example, on popular 

social events or commercial markets (Chen, Cheng et al. 2011). Such practices 

undermine the credibility of information online and produce negative responses. One 

example of this was in 2011 after Japan’s nuclear release disaster, when a blogger 

posted on Weibo that there would be a serious salt shortage and this produced salt-

buying panic. Later, this proved to be only a rumour spread by the blogger whose post 

had been secretly paid for by a competing salt business (although consequently it 

benefits all salt-sellers). However, although obviously such posts are irresponsible 



 
 

113 

because they create uncontrolled, emotional reactions in the public domain, it does not 

take long for them to be fact-checked. 

When one significant event happens, networked online Weiguan is a mechanism 

through which the internet users can follow, and post relevant information about that 

event. When this kind of Weiguan extends to the traditional mainstream media, it is 

called “news Weiguan”, which supervises the evolution of media events, operating with 

strong prejudice against injustice and towards justice. However, it should be noted that 

since this is the Weiguan process through which many spectators gather to watch and 

discuss, some netizens will inevitably make some irrational or irresponsible remarks 

(Xie 2012, p. 88). Therefore, it is vital to evaluate the power of cyber-networks’ 

monitoring, that is, Meizhi. 

4.3 Meizhi  

The Chinese netizens’ innovative use of media forms amplifies public opinion, and 

consequently drives direct and strict responses from the government. This desire for 

government response has been coined as Meizhi, which is one of the driving forces 

behind online Weiguan. As noted in the Introduction chapter, the term Meizhi suggests 

the ways in which cyber networks monitor state power and governance. In this context, 

there are similar features to Castells’ definition (2009) of power as a “reciprocal 

relationship” which enables groups of individuals or “networks” to influence the 

decisions of others in social spheres (pp. 10-11). Meizhi helps to explain why the Weibo 

platform is more than a social network having features unlike its counterparts Twitter or 

Facebook.  
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The term Meizhi was proposed by Bai Yansong, a well-known Chinese news anchor, in 

the program News 1+1 (xīn wén yī jiā yī) on 13 April, 2010. Since then, it has triggered 

strong discussions among academics and netizens, as to whether Meizhi makes sense as 

a political process operating much like the rule of law or by those in power.  

Recently, discussions on the notion of Meizhi have occurred in the micro-blogging 

sphere and four examples follow. First, the micro-blog registered account of Southern 

Metropolitan Weekly (2012) had a discussion on the notion of Meizhi (see Figure 4.2a). 

 
Translation: 

@ Southern Metropolitan Weekly V: [Street talk] there is a popular phrase 

“Meizhi” which is the opposite to the rule of law, similar to the rule of people in 

power. Public opinion becomes the driver of the government administration agenda. 

Whether a certain issue is emphasized or responded to depend on whether it has 

media coverage. Once the issue is labelled as a “widespread public concern” or “a 

massive public outcry”, it will finally be addressed by the state. 

Source: http://www.weibo.com/2105426467/y6DYw0Ajm  (Viewed 29 June, 2012) 

Figure 4.2a The Notion of Meizhi 

Thus, the media transmits information and to a certain degree shapes public opinions. 

Unlike the rule of people, which can be directly applied by the person who is in charge 

of governing, there are no formal mechanisms for exercising power through Meizhi (see 

also Chang & Fan 2011; Chen, Lidan & Chen 2011).  
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During the process of Meizhi, there is an interactive cycle between the social media and 

state-run media. This was clearly conveyed on a different occasion when micro-blogger 

@ He Sanwei attached an image of the CCTV building to his posting and said (see 

Figure 4.2 b): 

 
Translation: 

There is a formula for exposing in China: it is dangerous. You can defend yourself 

through civil appeal once; if you go to civil appeal twice, you take the risk of being 

re-educated through labour. However, if you expose something online and use the 

Internet as a tool to defend your rights, senior officials will respond. And if you are 

lucky, you will be reported in the People’s Daily.  

Source: http://weibo.com/1195347197/z7QhBtuoj (Viewed 21 June, 2013) 

Figure 4.2b The Notion of Meizhi 

Based on a similar understanding, a senior media practitioner, @ Chen Chaohua, posted 

an opinion on the role of social media as needing to call for attention rather than aiming 

to govern society (for the original and translated tweets, see Figure 4.2c). He posted: 
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Translation: 
Meizhi acts in the way a dog keeps on ‘barking’ but never bites. Meizhi means 

governing the social through the media or people trying to solve social problems 

through media exposure.  

Source: http://www.weibo.com/1282282193/3f4dfVjDIt (Viewed 29 June, 2012) 

Figure 4.2c The Notion of Meizhi 

Similarly, @ Shenyang, a renowned new media analysis expert, also clearly identified 

the limitations of Meizhi (see Figure 4.2d). 

 
Translation: 

@ Wuda Shenyang V: The power of the internet in China is like the above image. 

The person seems to step on the toy, but in reality he does not. The power of the 

Internet on a certain issue lasts for a few days and then fades. The rule of law 

cannot be implemented thorougher, let alone the ‘Meizhi, the media’. Once an 

issue involves the actual interests of subject groups, a counter attack will occur. 

When it does, the media cannot continuously put pressure on or monitor this 

strong counter power. 

Source: http://www.weibo.com/1652867473/wr0qEefVqh (Viewed 29th June, 2012) 

Figure 4.2d The Notion of Meizhi 
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Gradually, people have recognized that Meizhi can be applied, but it cannot finally 

resolve problems. All the media can do is to monitor the administration of law. A 

micro-blogger named @ Yin Hong commented: “Meizhi is important and needed, but it 

cannot solve problems. What Meizhi can do is to monitor the deployment of law” (Yin 

2011). In the same vein, @ Wang XiaoYu posted: 

Three essential elements are the prerequisite for one successful case of Weiguan 
[a temporary, prominent trend in the micro-blogging sphere where Weiguan 
plays an effective role in facilitating social changes]. Firstly, it needs the 
collective efforts of netizens nationally; secondly, the effort through Weiguan 
lasts for at least one week; thirdly, there is only one topic [being continually 
discussed]. Otherwise, the Weiguan cannot take effect with cases going up and 
down, one after another (Wang 2011).  

However, @ Wang Keqin (2012), a well-known investigative journalist, holds a much 

more positive opinion on the power of Meizhi. In his micro-blogging account he 

discusses why people struggle to seek help from media as shown in Figure 4.3: 

  



 
 

118 

 
Translation: 
 @Wang Keqin V [Why do people turn to media for help?] Whether a problem can 

be solved does not depend on how serious it is, but on how big the social response is. 

If the social effect is big enough, government officials will stand up and respond to 

it; if the social effect is small, then the problem will be covered over and even 

neglected. As the magnifier, media play the key role in whether a problem can be 

solved or not.  

Source: http://www.weibo.com/1700757973/y6YO92KzF (Viewed 29 June,2012) 

Figure 4.3 The Extent of Meizhi Power 

Thus, in the example posts summarized above, media scholars, professional media 

practitioners and netizens point out that the media play a big role in Chinese people 

being able to defend their rights and trigger responses from the state on social issues.  

Through these means the media provide forums where power can be fashioned. The 

logic behind Meizhi is symbolic power. Compared with TV and print, the internet 

pushes everyone’s personal impact to a higher level through empowering ordinary 

people to be creative and spread their ideas (Tang & Bhattacharya 2011). History 

demonstrates that processes of communication and information networks have always 

been essential for power and challenge, and for social change to flourish (Castells 2007, 

p. 238 & 248), so, “power relies on the control of communication, as counter power 
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depends on breaking through such control” (Castells 2009, p. 3). In this sense, Meizhi 

may encourage viable alternative solutions in the current reform-climate of China.  

The effect of Meizhi depends on the interplay between Weibo, and state and commercial 

media. It is about who generates an issue, who responds and who takes up an issue from 

a different sector. What kind of directionality is there to the circulation of ideas and 

issues through these three sectors? What is the role of each in the process of 

amplification? Dan (2011) notes that,  

Operators of Chinese websites do not have the right to interview officials and so 
remain dependent on the traditional media to achieve a social impact. Likewise, 
traditional media need the Internet as information sources to circumvent 
institutional constraints and expand their own investigative reporting. Far from 
representing an independent forum for expression, it is the interdependence 
between online communication and traditional media that marks the 
contemporary practice of ‘‘Yu Lun Jian Du [Meizhi] (p. 113). 

Dan’s description nicely illustrates the interplay between traditional mainstream media 

and new media in China. More importantly, for Meizhi to be influential, a healthy 

interactive relationship among the state, the media and citizens needs to develop. The 

evolving power relations among them will be discussed in the next section. 

4.4 Evolving Power Relations among the Chinese Government, the Media 

and Citizens  

The reporting styles of state-run mainstream media and the interactive social media, that 

is, participatory media, are different. It is necessary, therefore, to consider the evolution 

of media discourse in the context of China’s political system and economic policy, 

which frame the spheres in which each medium function.  
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4.4.1 The Evolution of Media Participation 

The evolution of media control and regulation in China is best understood through 

reference to three distinctive, transitional phases, namely, the rise of party journalism, 

the commercialization of the media, and the generation of participatory media. These 

three phases are discussed here alongside China’s developing economy and 

technological advancement.  

The role of the media is considered by the Chinese Community Party (CCP) to be one 

form of political communication (Zhao 1998), which can back up the authority of the 

state (Thompson 1995, p. 15), in a system known as party journalism. The goal of 

journalists employed by the state is to cultivate the confidence of the people and 

motivate them to accomplish government policies. In this environment, the mass media 

are not independent, so it is very hard for them to provide a public forum outside “the 

party/state apparatus proper” (Zhao 1998, p. 151); they cannot openly challenge state 

power, and are required to be the Party’s instruments or mouthpiece (Zhao 2000a; 

Zheng 2007). This reporting style has been criticized with its authoritarian stance 

considered to be top-down, a style of governance in which “publishing…[is] a sort of 

agreement between power source and publisher in which the former [the government] is 

granted a monopoly right and the latter [gives] support” (Siebert, Peterson & Schramm 

1956, pp. 2-3). The typical news items of party journalism are party meetings and 

activity reports, government activities, achievements and role models 1 . This 

propagandist media model in China has led to a government monopoly of public 

                                                
1 A historical example, is the Cultural Revolution hero, Lei Feng (1940-1962), who, in a feature on the 
front page of the People’s Daily, was portrayed as a role model of hard-working, unselfishness, softness, 
simple lifestyle, helping others at every opportunity, sacrificing without thinking about his personal 
interests. In 1963, Mao Zedong initiated a nationwide campaign “to learn from Lei Feng, our fine 
example (Zhao 1998, p. 145) 
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spheres where official ideology and discourse dominate and alternative perspectives are 

censored or marginalized (Liu & McCormick 2011, pp. 116-117). 

However, in the recent climate the government has been struggling in building or 

maintaining its journalism and communication infrastructure under the increasing 

pressure from the shifting dynamics of power between political and economic capital. 

During the 1990s, despite the favoured propagandist model of communication, the 

Chinese media experienced considerable change, which was commercially driven. The 

most noticeable feature of the Chinese media in this period was a “tension between 

rapid commercialization and continued ideological control” (Curran & Park 2000, p. 17). 

Commercialization turned media into self-interested economic organizations, which 

were forced into “repackaging the official ideology” and selling it for a profit (Zhao, 

1998, p. 147). Newspapers, for example, became popular enough to attract readers and 

be profitable, but they were still sufficiently insignificant to escape government 

attention (Zhao1998, p. 150). Subsequently, apart from the political information, there 

was space for entertainment, critical intellectual debates and even a certain degree of 

“autonomous political criticism” (Liu & McCormick 2011, p. 123). In this way, the 

commercial media model attempted to stimulate a kind of pluralistic public sphere 

where party propaganda no longer had total monopoly of social discourse.  

As the commercial media continues to evolve, “the flow of cash into media 

organizations has encouraged new practices and reshaped journalistic culture” (Curran 

& Park 2000, p. 18). Consequently, the changing media environment has given rise to 

commercial activity and an entertainment culture which may challenge the traditional 

relationship between authorities and the public. For example, throughout the 1990s the 

press within China increasingly opted to use investigative methods in writing their 
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stories. As investigators, the Chinese journalists became much more independent in 

pursuing a professional role and in meeting the audience’s needs (Cho 2010; Zhao 

2000a). The shift to investigative reporting aimed to expose official corruption and 

social problems; it represented a significant media development in China (Zhao 2000b). 

Under the monitoring of public opinion (or in Chinese, Yú lùn jián dū which means 

scrutinizing governments’ power by means of public opinion), the Press has become a 

channel for uncovering official abuses of power and social issues, and journalists have 

been able to cover public concerns with the “cautious blessing” of the Chinese 

Communist Party (Cho 2010). However, a few observers wonder who actually holds the 

power or right to watch the government. Dan (2011) believes that the power and the 

right of the practice of “Yu Lun Jian Du” remains one component of the CCP’s exercise 

of political power and argues that,  

“Yu Lun Jian Du” is best understood as an adaptive reconstruction of the Party-
state’s regime to enhance its administrative competence and legitimacy against 
challenges that have arisen in the twenty-first century rather than as a version of 
the watchdog function of the Western press (Dan 2011, p. 107). 

The CCP continues to “integrate the Chinese media system with its programs of 

providing moral guidance to the population and engineering economic development and 

social change” (Zhao 2012b). In order to maintain its competitive position in the 

commercialized media environment, China Central Television (CCTV), the state 

television channel, has developed a series of anchored programmes that featured 

“investigative reporting, interviews and vox pops aimed at exploring social issues such 

as corruption, health and the environment” (Pugsley & Gao 2007, p. 456). News 1+1 

and Focus (jiāo diǎn fǎn gtán 焦点访谈) were the leading programs to emerge in the 

1990s. Research into the effects of such programs on the lives of Chinese people and 

their influence on the role of the media in China shows that people have begun to see 
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the media as “a channel to voice their views, and demands, and influence policies”, 

although “some bureaucrats [are] very nervous about the TV program Focus, referring 

to the need to “avoid fires, avoid theft, and avoid Focus” (Li 2002, p. 24). Yet, Focus 

has been shown to be “an effective watchdog against corruption”, “… [And] a 

campaigner for social justice” and so, in reality, it is a good example of the media’s 

changing roles and influences (Li 2002, p. 26). 

The Focus program on CCTV mirrors the style of 60 Minutes. It aims to test whether 

government and the public are ready to accept the truth on, and offer trenchant criticism 

of corruption, pollution and other difficult social issues. Favourable feedback on Focus 

shows that TV can play a watchdog role rather than act as the mouthpiece of 

government (Li 2002a). When previous Premier Zhu Rongji visited Focus on 7 October, 

1998, he described it as a “public opinion monitor, the mouthpiece of the masses, the 

mirror of government, and pioneer of reform” as Figure 4.4 shows. However, the sorts 

of investigative reports in the broadcasts are considered to be performing a so-called 

watchdog tied to a party line function, that is, they are seen to operate within certain 

boundaries (Zhao 2000b). 
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Translation: 

@ Sina Media posted: [The History of the Media Today] Focus was founded on April 

1, 1994, based on in depth reports featuring commentary, also one of the highest 

rated programs on CCTV. On 7 Oct, 1998, Zhu Rongji, the former premier, inspected 

the CCTV station, talked with the person in charge of CCTV and the editors and 

reporters of Focus. He wrote the inscriptions for Focus: public opinion monitor, the 

mouthpiece of the masses, the mirror of government and the pioneer of reform. 

Source: http://www.weibo.com/1778758223/yFinU3cfC#1349584906602(Viewed 8 October, 2012) 

Figure 4.4 Zhu Rongji Wrote the Inscriptions for Focus 

Thus recent trends have demonstrated a complex and on-going interplay between state 

and commercial media, and it is into this relationship that Weibo inevitably enters. A 

good example to demonstrate how this has worked in practice can be seen in the debate 

generated by the “Wenzhou 7.23 High-speed Rail Crash”, on 23 July 2011. In this case, 

Bai Yansong, a CCTV commentator and broadcaster of the program News 1+1, 

criticized official statements which emphasized the technological advance represented 
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by the high-speed train and the ridiculous explanation for its crash by Wang Yongping, 

the Ministry of Railway’s spokesman. The News 1+1 program was uploaded on Sina 

Weibo, the Chinese social media platform, where Chinese netizens then showed their 

respect and support for the train-accident report (see Appendix 4.1 and the case study 

discussion in Chapter Six). 

News 1+1 and Focus still face difficulties as a result of their positioning. For example, 

on 8 August, 2011 in the port city of Dalian, a typhoon was reported as having caused 

the leakage of a dangerous pollutant, and local residents were worried. On 9 August, an 

in-depth investigative report, the # Dalian PX Project # [PX means a petrochemical 

plant manufacturing paraxylene], was taken off air at the last minute without any 

explanation and replaced by another program Sincere Communication (zhēn chéng gōu 

tong 真诚沟通), a rerun of a Focus interview. This action caused vigorous discussions 

among netizens. By examining the tweet @ Yueyue and its comments (shown in Figure 

4.5), it is not difficult to see that, on one hand, netizens respected the courage and 

bravery of Bai Yansong, the broadcaster of News 1+1, for uncovering the truth and 

understood that Bai himself did not make the decision to pull the story; on the other 

hand, they were angry and frustrated by this “broadcast accident” (the omission of the 

original program). 
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Translation:  

@ Yueyue: [Bai Yansong’s black Tuesday] the “news 1+1” was scheduled to talk 

about #Dalian PX Project # and news channel aired at 21:30 on # Dalian PX project 

#. However, after coming back from the advertisement, Bai Yansong, could not be 

seen, but instead a rebroadcast of "Sincere Communication", followed by a period of 

weather forecast, and the final replay of today’s "Focus" at 21:38. What happened 

within these eight minutes? Here are videos and truth. 

Source: http://www.weibo.com/1249951150/xiIMa2eEA#1342918921918  (Viewed 29th July, 2012) 

Figure 4.5 The Original Post on the Cancellation of the # Dalian PX Project # 

Despite the fact that traditional mainstream media try to keep pace with all the changes, 

they are still losing audiences. The range and diversity of mainstream media reporting is 

increasingly falling behind public concerns and opinion. Mainstream media items are 

created and selected on the condition that they do not “provoke” audiences or endanger 

“social stability”, therefore Focus, whose investigative reports used to be valued by the 

public, is now accused of being “a watchdog on a leash” (Zhao 2000b) and reflective of 

the conditions which prevailed in the mid-1990s. Others have called this phenomenon 

“dancing with shackles on” (Shirk 2007, 2010; Wang 2010). Cancelling the 

investigative report program # Dalian PX Project #, well illustrates this. As a micro-

blogger @ Wang Yamin commented, “The Focus at that time was the real focus for the 

public”, however, “The past [of Focus] has vanished from memory like wind” (Wang 

2011). 
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4.4.2 Online Discourse as Participation  

In spite of China’s long history of government regulated communication, online 

communication presents new and serious challenges for the government. How Chinese 

netizens in the internet era utilize participatory media to change their private lives, their 

communities, the society they live in, and their political involvement, interests many 

Chinese researchers (Liu 2005; Liu 2007; Qiu 2009; Qiu & Chen 2011; Yu 2006, 2011b; 

Zheng, 2007). Zheng (2007, p. 136), for example, argues that current changes are 

marked by “political liberalization” rather than democratization, and that they depend 

on the relationships between the Chinese state and society being mutually empowering. 

Yang (2009), by contrast, sees the rise of online communities as responding to the 

decline of offline communities, and a corresponding search for meaning in a 

disintegrating society where: “state power constrains the forms and issues of contention, 

but instead of preventing it from happening, it forces activists to be more creative and 

artful” (Yang 2009, p. 7). However, Morozov (2010) points out this analysis ignores a 

fourth possibility, that is, that “the state is harnessing the power of the internet to 

modernize itself and prolong its rule” (p. 172). Thus, although online activism is 

performing an increasingly important function in China’s internet culture, its 

significance can only be appreciated in the dynamic context of change and state power 

and netizen-state relations (p. 175). So, are the internet citizens also dancing with 

shackles? 

The most systematic empirical study to date is anthropologist Liu Huaqin’s (2005) 

ethnography of Tianya virtual community, which is a popular internet forum in 

mainland China. Her study cautiously concludes that Tianya community neither 

transforms social systems nor renews culture, but just offers an interactive platform (Liu 
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2005, p. 292). As she interprets it, social control and power manipulation by Tianya 

management remain pervasive (p. 293), so that this internet forum functions merely as a 

replacement of similar real communities. However, Liu Huaqin’s analysis focuses 

purely on the internal features of online communities, without linking them to a broader 

social context. That is to say, there is a link between personal entertainment, identity 

building, and political civic activities in the Chinese context. This theme is taken up 

more pointedly in Liu Fengshu’s analysis (2011). Having compared Chinese practices 

with those of Western societies, Liu Fengshu is able to draw several conclusions: 

namely, that Chinese youth employ the internet for entertainment to a greater extent 

than their Western counterparts, and as a consequence, Chinese youth learn to view the 

internet as another world, one which offers a different view of being, and that this is the 

factor which drives “online creativity and experimentation with self-expression and 

identity” (pp. 181-182). Indeed, it has been argued that within the new media 

environment, individuals are able to use semiotic power to “(re)construct subjectivities 

and exercise citizenship, especially in times of crises” and people have become full 

participants in “talking, clicking and linking” (Yu 2009a, pp. 79-80). To put it another 

way, the resulting cultural shift means that internet users are motivated to search for 

new information and make links among those convergent media resources (Havens & 

Lotz 2012, p. 206) and these strategies subsequently modify the existing relationships 

among “technologies, industries, markets, genres and audiences” (Jenkins 2004, p. 34). 

It is these developments that have led to online activism (wǎng luò shì jiàn 网络事件), 

which, in China, can be any internet-mediated collective actions to promote, contest or 

resist social changes (Yang 2009, p. 3).  

Chinese people give voice online to a variety of concerns that include the mundane, the 

personal, and the political in chat-rooms, blogs, and comment boxes on web portals, 
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leading to the “cacophony” (xuān huá 喧哗) of personal views and public discussion 

that was noted earlier (Hu 2009; see also Voci 2010, p. 115). Warner notes that:  

It is not texts themselves that create publics, but the concatenation of texts 
through time. Only when a previously existing discourse can be supposed, and a 
responding discourse be postulated, can a text address a public (Warner 2002, p. 
62). 

That is to say, the success or failure of collective actions depends on the strategies for 

interaction that people adopt in China’s political context. Chinese people have learned 

from past experience that stirring up conflict, as in street protests, is rarely productive, 

whereas seeking public interaction through online discourse both gives them voice and 

is a socially and politically acceptable lead into “incremental political changes” (Zheng 

2007, p. 165). As discussed in Chapter Two, this online “Carnival marketplace” is a 

low-risk channel, compared with stirring up conflict, which has the high political risk of 

arrests, detention, and punishment. Since these citizens are not aiming to undermine or 

overthrow the state, the state does not treat their voices as a threat. Instead, citizens’ 

voices give the state social feedback on what it needs to do to halt state decline or to 

improve its legitimacy (Zheng 2007, p. 165). It is in such contexts that social media 

have risen to prominence. 

4.4.3 Weibo E-governance  

The development of this mass self-communication has transformed the media landscape 

in China. This situation has shifted from China Central Television (CCTV) news (xīn 

wén lián bò 新闻联播), a sole state-owned broadcast organization, to ‘National 

Collective Broadcasting’ (quán mín lián bò全民联播) on social networks online, and 

from the Focus program to Weibo E-governance. The distinctions between CCTV news 
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and National Collective Broadcasting are multifaceted. An obvious one is that CCTV 

news has a one-directional communication style while Quan Min Lian Bo is a network 

of communications in which everybody can contribute to the flow of information. As 

well-known Chinese novelist, Liu Zhenyun, has commented:  

The significance of Weibo postings surpasses that of literature. With the new 
media environment of Quan Min Lian Bo, things used to be known merely by 
the minorities, now they are accessed by the majority. More importantly, the 
voices of the silent and the silenced majorities can be heard by the majority now” 
(China Business Journal 2012).  

Both state and citizens have been empowered by these changes (Zheng 2007). In the 

digital age, the CCP has been incorporating the Internet into its system of 

communication. Wang Chen, the Director of the State Internet Information Office set up 

by the Chinese government, discussing how to use the internet to serve society 

(Chinadaily 2011), has called for social media to make online forums for general 

“publicity, guidance and management” (Xinhuanet 2012). This is viewed as “Weibo e-

government” (or, in Chinese Weibo wèn zhèng 微博问政). In this sense, Weibo e-

government combines Weiguan and Meizhi. Weibo e-government is a governance 

strategy, and governance, a catch-all term, encompasses “any strategy, tactic, process, 

procedure or programme for controlling, regulating, shaping, mastering or exercising 

authority over others in a nation, organization or locality” (Rose 1999, p. 15). Weibo e-

government plays a much bigger role in promoting transparency and enhancing 

governance than the traditional mainstream media.  

In the era of new media, it is believed that “public watchdogs are everywhere… public 

opinion is taking an unprecedentedly stern line on the restraining of power” (Chen 

2012). Traditional media exercise “cross-regional media supervision” (yì dì jiān dū 异

地监督) which refers to “media in one part of China reporting on abuses elsewhere” 
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(Tong & Sparks 2009, p. 341). It is a Chinese characteristic of media reportage that “for 

news about local scandals, subscribe to a newspaper from another province; for news 

about scandals elsewhere, subscribe to a local newspaper” (Zan 2008, p. 4). 

Consequently, the gap in media regulation between authorities in different provinces 

opens the space which enables media practitioners and netizens much greater freedom 

as watchdog reporters (Cho 2010, p. 170). Weibo enables them to monitor state activity 

by simultaneously and completely blurring the boundaries between the local and cross-

regional.  

Furthermore, micro-blogging has opened a new battleground among Chinese authorities, 

internet companies and citizens, each testing the other’s boundaries and resolve to 

censor and self-censor (Magistad 2012). For the moment, Chinese netizens are fighting 

to see how much participation they can enjoy and the extent to which they can talk back 

on mass-market content; in this respect the Chinese party-state has managed to curb and 

exploit the growing power of the internet. However, the distinctive features of the kind 

of “networked authoritarianism” that prevails in China are the obscurity of “how 

information networks are shaped, operated, regulated, and policed…” alongside 

“government co-option of the private sector in carrying out political censorship and 

surveillance” (MacKinnon 2012, p. 32).  

E-government can be a means of good governance in that, in a country with a very large 

population (around 1.4 billion), the internet brings government and the governed 

together. China offers an alternative approach of how communication processes interact 

with political processes. It has a government committed to the potential of Weibo as a 

tool of governance; at the same time citizens are striving to maximize their roles as civic 

monitors through the new social media. These two forces, government and citizens, are 
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both struggling for discursive power and their struggles will redefine the face of 

Chinese popular culture. To put it another way, the media can be seen as agents for 

stability when they support the status quo (McCargo 2003). On the other hand, netizens 

use social media to effect change through challenging established cultural norms; for 

example, the # Xiamen PX Project # was eventually suspended owing to a campaign 

waged in the new social media (Lu, Shao & Wu 2012) which has become intricately 

enmeshed in economic and political matters. Yet the media have clearly retained some 

powers of their own which impact on other social structures (Hallin & Mancini 2004, p. 

8). Therefore, communication power depends on “the dynamic interface between 

political networks and media networks” (Castells 2009, p. 423).  

In fact, although the internet has transformed Chinese society in many ways, the 

Chinese government has succeeded in adapting technology to its advantage, actively 

adjusting to the new media environment to maintain “an authoritarian state” 

(MacKinnon 2012, p. 44). One adjustment can be seen in respect to language, so that, 

for instance, the People’s Daily Weibo account (launched 22 July, 2012) is constructed 

to be in tune with the language of the people so that it sounds less like “old” propaganda, 

and it interacts online on the top topics of ordinary people’s lives. This newspaper and 

its micro-blog operation are strategically encouraging more interaction between the 

people and the voice of the “mainstream”, that is, the government.  

Thus, ordinary Chinese people are increasingly having their say, monitoring the 

government, and developing critical approaches and engaging with national issues while 

simultaneously forcing the media to change along with them. Zhang (2006) has 

suggested that, “there are three major driving forces” behind policymaking processes in 

China: most important of all is “economic prosperity”, “public interest and opinion” 
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come next, and “the Party’s fundamental values and interests” come third (Zhang 2006, 

p. 286). In this context, he argues strongly that, although “the leadership has relaxed its 

ideological claims, …[it] still wants to control online content” (p. 271), others have 

agreed. It has been well established that, the participatory, interactive and less easily 

controlled nature of the Internet have enabled the internet public to significantly 

“broaden the terms of political discourse”, while the state has deliberately been trying to 

give more leeway in online communication in China (Zhao 2012, p. 160). Within the 

new communication environment, the relationship between government and netizens 

has been described as “a constantly evolving ‘game’ between control and resistance” 

(Herold 2011c, p. 5). Within this context, participation online is creative, “full of 

humour, play, and irreverence. It is also participatory and contentious” (Yang 2009, p. 

2). Consequently, how these complex relationships find expression, and how the online 

civic participation constructs public discourses will be explored in the following section. 

4.5 Chinese Characteristics of Civic Participation: The Feedback Loops 

between Weiguan and Meizhi 

Some scholars interpret the phenomenon of discussing politics on the internet as an 

observational, on-looking type of political participation in which the overall pattern of 

civic participation is networked online Weiguan. The uniqueness of the on-looking 

political participation lies in that “online discourse” as behaviour and Weiguan as the 

basic form (Lu & Yang 2013). Weiguan and Meizhi have proved fundamental to 

Chinese people’s engagements with civic activities in the relatively brief history of 

media development. With interactivity and participation identified as core elements of 

digital media culture, it is not surprising that Weibo Weiguan is the main platform for 
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current online participation. Weiguan activities have a strong affinity with the non-

hierarchical networks of the virtual public sphere. This section argues the significant 

implications of the feedback loops which function between Weiguan and Meizhi.  

In the past, for Chinese governments, the audience was always regarded as an 

“imagined community” which nonetheless sanctioned the operation of government 

institutions. It was rare to see or hear the views of that audience ‘itself’. Nowadays, the 

traditional conception of the “mass audience” is challenged (Deuze 2006, p. 66; Flew 

2009, p. 97) because Chinese people have become a live audience, comprising active 

participants and “prosumers” (Yu 2006, 2009b).  

Online social media platforms have proved able to challenge the traditional social 

relationships and the bottom-up communication processes have confronted and 

transformed the dominant public discourses. There is no longer one voice in public 

spheres, nor one dominant class online. Via Twitter-type platforms, people receive 

information via retweets not just from the people they are following, as Kwak, et al 

(2010) found in their examination of the diffusion of information online, any retweeted 

tweet reaches “an average of 1,000 users no matter what the number of followers is of 

the original tweet” (p. 591). Evidently, the flow of information in the micro-blogging 

sphere is explosive. In this way, Weibo has stimulated the dialogue between classes and 

among sections of the public. The mass networked communal gaze created on social 

networking platforms amplifies public opinion, enabling public opinion to powerfully 

challenge the dominant state discourse. Foucault describes the positive power of 

networked relationships as follows:  

Power relations permeate all levels of social existence and are therefore to be 
found operating at every site of social life…, power is not only negative, 
repressing what it seeks to control. It is also productive. It produces things, it 
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induces pleasure, forms of knowledge, produces discourse. It needs to be 
thought of as a productive network which runs through the whole social body 
(1980, p. 119). 

The net outcome of mass self-communication evolution is a historical shift of the public 

sphere from “the institutional realm” to a new sphere of communication (Castells 2007, 

p. 247), which empowers citizens to assemble their own versions of social reality. The 

internet is empowering ordinary Chinese people to answer power with truth and “pursue 

justice in unprecedented ways” (MacKinnon 2012, pp. 32-33). An example of this can 

be seen in the feedback loops between Weiguan and Meizhi that reflect the interplay 

between social and mainstream media. Consequently, they can reveal how ordinary 

people in China are constructing a new public sphere via the micro-blogging sphere, 

which has modified the gate keeping capacity of the programmers (Castells 2011a, p. 

780). International research (e.g., Bauley 2011) has shown that Twitter users play the 

roles of filters and amplifiers of traditional media sources. By contrast, in China,  

via the expression of public opinion on the internet ordinary people are able to 
collectively shape and even direct conventional news agenda…[There] the role 
of media is to “direct” public opinion rather than to reflect it, this suggests that 
the interaction between the two forms of communication serves to challenge 
state control over the traditional media (Tang & Sampson 2012, p. 457). 

In some instances, angry buzzes are created among netizens, and then state media 

develop new threads associated with the issue for further discussion, so that even in a 

regime that has a powerfully censored media, the “subsequent interaction between the 

two communication forms can produce a powerful vehicle for citizen mobilization” (p. 

468). Yu describes the creative process of professional journalists in this environment as 

“gate-watching, gate-poking and gate-mocking” strategies situated in the feedback loop 

between the blogosphere and media sphere in general (Yu 2011a, p. 390). The feedback 

loops or the interactive relations between traditional mainstream media and social media 
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empower the networked online Weiguan directly take the responsibility of media 

supervision on society (Cai 2013, p. 71). 

Weiguan and the idea of Meizhi have gone from being propaganda tools of the 

government to being the people’s mechanism for civic participation and defence of their 

rights. Benney’s case studies (2013) of rights defence websites, demonstrates how 

Chinese netizens use the internet to promote and defend their rights; he identifies one 

dominant strategy as “to gather as many members as possible, in order to create the 

largest possible support network” (Benney 2013, p. 102), which the social media can do 

very efficiently. This is one reason why platforms such as Weibo have become so 

popular: they support the interests of normally powerless social groups in contemporary 

China. But, although Weiguan and Meizhi have proved to have a powerful effect in 

monitoring the government, seeking truth, defending discourse freedom, and 

encouraging cultural renewal, their effects have been substantially modified by 

regulation of the media.  

4.6 Conclusion 

The feedback loop of networked watching (Weiguan) is encouraging cultural change but 

also driving media governance (Meizhi). At present the powers ordinary people have 

gained are mostly symbolic (see Bourdieu 1984; Thompson 1995) in terms of civic 

participation. However, in the vacuum between greater more varied public voice and a 

relatively regulated media environment, Carnivalesque discourse (Bakhtin, 1984) 

becomes an appropriate theoretical framework to apply to the rise of Weibo in this 

study. How Chinese netizens adopt a wide variety of strategies to reduce the state’s 

ability to set the public agenda and shape political preferences (Esarey & Xiao 2011; 
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Marolt 2011), and how Chinese internet users test the limits and push the boundaries 

through playing word-games will be examined in Chapter Five. 	  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Playing Word Games: Subversive Pleasures through Civic 
Participation Media Events  

 5.1 Introduction 

In previous chapters, I established that regulation of the media is one of the reasons 

Chinese people employ word games online. This chapter will illustrate how politically 

sensitive contents can survive online through the use of strategic tactics such as word 

plays and why this has become an important issue in China.  

This chapter therefore examines the online discourse practices which aim to subvert or 

make veiled criticisms of the various forms of state, government or commercial 

activities in China that run counter to the lives of everyday people. I identify the 

elements of Chinese black humour that currently shape the way that many Chinese 

engage in public discussion. A shared, national sense of humour encourages these 

games, which depend on polysemy and subversive puns (and more recently these have 

been appearing as internet memes). To make this analysis, I draw on Bakhtin, whose 

concept of Carnival has been examined in previous chapters, and also on Hall, who 

have both argued that meaning is established through dialogue because dialogue gives 

people opportunities to negotiate new meanings. Dialogue allows for contest, protest 

and endless renegotiation within socio-cultural settings which themselves are up for 

contestation. Nonetheless, the language systems and cultural codes which Chinese 

people share enable “meaning to pass from speaker to hearer and be effectively 

communicated within a culture” (Hall 1997b, p. 22). Chinese word games form a 

particular kind of social critique, which works through the process of encoding and 

decoding meaning and it is this meaning that makes word games such an important part 
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of civic participation through the subversive pleasures that China’s netizens gain when 

commenting on public events. 

This chapter foregrounds the subversive pleasures embedded in the word games that 

Chinese micro-bloggers play online. Although many Chinese micro-bloggers do not talk 

about traditional subversive content, such as projects of destruction, or attacks on 

authoritative ideologies, some can set about to frustrate the government by taking 

advantage of the opportunities offered by new media events. Subversive pleasures in the 

Chinese online context frequently combine anger and delight. People’s anger is roused 

by those media regulations that appear to restrict their freedom of expression, while 

their delight comes from being able to discuss important social issues despite and within 

the restrictions. As with all humour, whether online subversive humour strikes a chord 

with the audience or not determines its comedic effect. Online humour depends on the 

interactions between micro-bloggers, for example, those who encode postings and those 

who decode and thread them. The success of subversive humour, therefore, depends on 

the codes Chinese netizens share—on how they construct and manipulate their word 

games around media events within and beyond the parameters of those codes. For 

example, when one micro-blog post resonates with other Chinese netizens, it can evolve 

into a public event. More importantly, “flag-bearers”, as the purveyors of alternative 

subversive discourses, can shape and influence what is discussed online. Thus online 

discourse acquires its Carnivalesque character. As I will show in this chapter, online 

events can be enflamed by the processes symbolised in two commonly used Chinese 

proverbial phrases, ‘stoning the drowning dog’, and ‘smacking with verbal stones’ (see 

Section 5.4), and in this way provide a site for subversive pleasures to be enacted 

through civic participation in social media practices. 
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5.2 The Online Power of Playing Carnivalesque Word Games  

Awareness of the risks in expressing opinions in public has persisted generation after 

generation in China for very good reason. As noted in Chapter Three, a deep historical 

memory has encouraged the Chinese talent for expressing opinions indirectly, and for 

applying constant self-censoring. China therefore has a long history of playing word 

games, which complements the other Chinese “traditions” of censorship and everyday 

humour. This section illustrates how humour and creative word games give ordinary 

Chinese a sense of discursive power online, which enables them to express their critical 

opinions about controversial issues. First, as necessary background, I discuss the 

Chinese language of culture and its sense of satire, irony, parody, humour, and pun. 

Then I examine the discursive modes of the Internet, which have stimulated new 

communicative practices. Finally, I illustrate how Chinese internet memes function to 

facilitate citizen participation in public discussion.   

5.2.1 The Culture of Chinese Media Governance and Word Games  

Every culture has a dominant mode of communication and that mode will shape internet 

practice in that society. As discussed in Chapters Three and Four, Chinese media is 

largely regulated ideologically and structurally. Nonetheless, people still find ways to 

evade censorship mechanisms through playing word games that effectively mix literary 

and political expression. This has been especially evident since the advent of new 

communication technologies and the development of the internet. From 1987 to 1993, 

the internet in China was limited to email usage by a small population, while since 1994, 

the internet has been used for wide applications, commercially, socially and politically 

(Qi 2000, p. 484). Chinese audiences and even Chinese watchers from outside China 
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have become adept at reading “between the lines of censored media texts and com[ing] 

up with esoteric signals and subversive readings” (Curran & Park 2000, p. 24). A 

synthesis of polysemy, homophones, subversive puns and internet memes enable 

Chinese netizens to give vent to their anxieties, concerns, frustrations and values more 

effectively than participating in traditional social campaigning. Indeed, censorship can 

be said to shape communication in many ways, but it is also the imperative behind great 

creativity (Hu 2009) as it “forces people to invent indirect ways [e.g., to use humour] to 

get their meaning across” (Larmer 2011, p. 34). Language has therefore become a 

political tool of a particular kind in China. Overall, specific, shared ways of encoding 

and decoding “hidden” comic messages are increasingly becoming an integral feature of 

online discussion in Chinese social media. 

5.2.2 Techniques for Playing Word Games  

Chinese linguistic forms rest on a set of discursive rules that are closely intertwined 

with their social and political function, and as Hodge and Louie (1998) suggest, 

Chinese language has been the medium in which power in China at every level 
has been exercised, negotiated and resisted for millennia. These political 
functions have shaped it to its core, leaving no part of the language unaffected (p. 
96).   

In the current electronic era, Chinese netizens have become skilled at avoiding deletion 

of their postings by their careful use of language. When Chinese journalists want to 

report certain sensitive social issues, they like to play the game of cā biān qiú (擦边球). 

Cā biān qiú refers to a Ping-Pong ball that just nicks the edge of table. This ball is legal 

but there is no room to spare. Naturally, it is not easy to for a non-native Chinese 

speaker to become skilful at playing cā biān qiú since the boundaries of what can be 

said and what are not permitted is not clear. For example, Nicholas Kristof, a journalist 
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of The New York Times, opened a blog and micro-blog account in Sina service sites 

with the purpose of finding out how to play it. However, he could not play cā biān qiú 

games because he had not mastered the codes of Chinese characters. When he posted: 

“Today I come to the Tiananmen Square, and wonder what happened on June 4 

[referring to the incident in 1989]” (Kristof 2011), the post was deleted by authorities  

just twenty seconds later. Because his post was so direct in talking about the June 4 pro-

democracy protests, it was deleted. Yet there are a lot of skills employed by Chinese 

netizens to play cā biān qiú around the Tiananmen incident. For example, netizens use 

535 to refer to June 4 because people know if you keep numbering the days of May (the 

fifth month), then May 35 is the same day as June 4. Thus, 535 has become a symbol or 

sign of June Fourth. 535 is a good example of the creation of slang in the sense of 

making use of word play. If a person understood the importance of this framing or 

saying, they might be able to prevent their reference from being deleted in that 

particular way. Such games are made particularly difficult because the rules of Chinese 

communication, information dissemination and censorship are constantly changing. To 

cope with this in China, netizens need to be able to play “an informational politics” by 

using cultural and symbolic resources (Yang 2009, p. 63 & 210). This next section will 

dissect the various linguistic techniques Chinese netizens employ in their daily online 

conversations from the perspective of Carnivalesque participation. As noted, these 

techniques depend on sophisticated linguistic awareness. 

Polysemy and Homophones in Chinese Humour 

Polysemy and homophones represent two linguistic strategies Chinese people routinely 

employ in their online humour. Polysemy refers to “the capacity of a sign to be 

interpreted differently by different readers” (Chalkley et al. 2012, p. 93), in other words, 
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humour created this way relies on ambiguity and ‘multiple meanings’, as these are 

understood in specific socio-cultural settings. A homophone is a word that is 

pronounced the same as another word but differs in meaning, spelling, or origin. 

Although homophones exist in languages like English, that language does not have a 

tonal system so there are fewer opportunities. For example, “knew” and “new” are 

homophones in English, but in Mandarin, two such words may have the same sounds 

but different tones, which are coded differently. Because words in Mandarin Chinese 

change their meaning with tone or pronunciation, many more words can be confused 

than in non-tonal languages. Chinese is particularly suitable to manipulation for 

humorous purposes for this reason (Chey 2011, p. 7). Chinese homophones are often 

used to deceive a reader by creating puns or suggesting multiple meanings, something 

very common in Chinese poetry and literature (as in cryptic crossword puzzles in many 

other languages). A simple example of a homophonic pun in Chinese can occur when 

someone says “There will be fish on the dinner table” at the Spring Festival evening 

dinner celebration. The Chinese equivalent of fish is yú (鱼) which has the same 

pronunciation as yú (余) which means ‘surpluses’. Therefore, this speaker is wishing 

that someone will always have more than he or she needs, that is ‘there will be 

abundance in the following year’.   

Subversive Puns  

More recently, in order to criticize the censorship of sensitive words online, subversive 

puns have been created online as a form of satire (Wiener 2011, p. 159). There are many 

examples of various puns which are prevalent in contemporary Chinese text. Many 

words have minimal pairs that can be distinguished only by their lexical tone in Chinese. 

For example, for non-Chinese speakers, it is very difficult to differentiate “妈” (mā 
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mother), “麻” (má hemp), “马” (mă horse), and “骂” (mà scold) because they have 

similar pronunciation though different tones. Changes in lexical tone, consequently, can 

cause a marked change in meaning, such as mǎ for mā (e.g., “horse” for “mother”) but 

also in syntactic category information (e.g., the verb “to scold” or “nag” for “mother”). 

Using these techniques, Chinese netizens cultivate a flexible lexicon to create 

subversive puns. A graphic example of subversive punning is to say “Cao Ni Ma 

(“Grass mud horse”), whose Pinyin (the official phonetic system for standard Chinese, 

similar to the phonetic symbol of English) form cǎo ní mǎ is homonymic in pinyin, for 

cào nǐ mā (literally “fuck your mother”).  

Internet Memes  

The term ‘meme’ was coined in 1976 by Richard Dawkins, an English ethnologist, 

evolutionary biologist, and author. Initially, Dawkins identified that memes act in the 

same way as genes in passing on behaviour traits from one generation to another. Later, 

Dawkins was to revisit this concept beyond its basic scientific purpose to apply it to 

human verbal and non-verbal communication within a cultural setting. Memes convey 

themes, that is, ideas, meanings, trends, and fashions, and constitute units of cultural 

transmission usually via a process of imitation (Dawkins 2006, p. 192). However, in 

2013, Dawkins added that an internet meme, rather than “mutating by random change 

and spreading by a form of Darwinian selection”, can also be seen as “a hijacking of the 

original idea” in which meanings are deliberately altered by human creative activities 

(Solon 2013).  

Generally, online memes refer to online trends or fads. On one hand, as a 

communicative principle, recency is important as “status is achieved by using the most 
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recent meme, and being too slow on the uptake is status reducing” (Zappavigna 2012, p. 

101 & 103). On the other hand, memes are generated by social forces and are usually 

transported via the mass media and popular culture (Hirst & Harrison 2007, p. 22), so 

they can transcend time and location. In the case of social media, memes are discursive, 

which means they have the power to continually evolve and “as a result are often 

likened to viruses” (Chalkley et al. 2012, p. 222). Internet memes function as means of 

social bonding, and online humour supports their currency and spread, especially if they 

involve “a witty observation or simply … [something] absurd but catchy” (Zappavigna 

2012, p. 101). Very pertinent examples have been seen in the more traditional form of 

broadcast media, comic theatrical skits (xiǎo pǐn小品), which have been very popular 

in the Chinese Central Television (CCTV) annual gala in the past two decades. These 

skits generate and spread a number of current metaphorical phrases and expressions 

(Gao & Pugsley 2008; McDougall 1999) and normally their goal is to parody social 

events. But online participants in meme circulation appear to have a stronger sense of 

‘underlying logic’ in their humour, and this sense facilitates both the production and 

reception of memes. Netizens often employ memes as specific tools to ‘defeat state 

censorship (such as proxy servers)’, although being shut down for a specific post may 

incur ‘little political penalty’. There are also broader strategies that everyone uses, for 

example, to share pictures of pets, and these are much harder to shut down (Shirky 2011, 

p. 6) which offer the potential to deliver sensitive message.  

More recently, satire has become particularly popular in internet memes as another way 

that Chinese netizens can comment on events. Consequently, the term ‘internet memes’ 

in my use does not merely refer to funny cat pictures with certain texts attached, but 

refers to types of communication for social resistance. My justification for the use of the 

internet meme is that this concept is a better fit for a broad definition of the slang, 
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jargon, catchphrases, and popular sayings in common use; each meme has then a story 

or media event behind it that becomes spread virally. The creation, circulation, and 

transformation of internet memes have therefore become part of the civic participatory 

discourse in China.  

Chinese internet users are now creating numerous memes which function like viruses 

and consequently stir up fallout in the Chinese micro-blogging sphere. However, due to 

language barriers and cultural differences, it is very hard for non-Chinese speakers to 

understand the subtlety in these memes. As noted earlier, most Chinese internet memes 

derive from media events, and a few examples will demonstrate how they work. On the 

internet, a meme can take the form of texts, poetry, music, images, or videos and can 

spread rapidly through different online sites, such as BBS, blogs, and social networking 

sites. The most popular memes will be replicated or documented as a complete unit, 

something like a proverb. They can be incorporated in movies or TV dramas. A real-life 

example of this is the catchphrase “My Dad is Li Gang” (KnowYourMeme 2010). This 

catchphrase stems from a hit – and - run incident on 16 October, 2010. Li Qiming, a 

drunk driver, yelled at guards and onlookers “Go ahead, sue me if you dare! My Dad is 

Li Gang.”  Li Gang was the deputy director of Baoding Public Security Bureau. Several 

days later, on 20 October, 2010, the “Li Gang” MOP thread (mop.com is another 

influential social network site in China) started; it received over 3500 replies (Mop.com 

2010). The “Li Gang Incident” quickly became a popular topic that hit the public nerve. 

Now people like to make jokes about it or satirize any irresponsible behaviour of the 

“Official Second-Generation” (guān èr dài官二代), referring to the generation whose 

parents are government officials (China Digital Times 2010). Recently, in a popular 

medical TV series of 2012, “Angel Heart” (xīn shù心术), a patient disliked his bed 

number of 44, the number which is a homophone for “death” in Chinese; he insisted on 
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being moved to number 48 despite the nurses’ objections because the number 8 is 

considered lucky in Chinese culture. He shouts at the nurses “Do you know who my dad 

is?” During the exchange, the nurses joke: “His Dad is Li Gang”. A meme can therefore 

grow to create a symbolic network full of allusion and meaning, and take root in society 

with great potential for follow-up applications.  

A second example is the saying: “I am just here to get some soy sauce” (dǎ jiàng yóu 打

酱油). This meme has been in wide use for several years. It is used as a cynical 

euphemism for “it is none of my business”, “this does not involve me”, or “I am just 

passing by” and it is highly applicable when referring to a person who engages in 

Weiguan just for fun (Li 2013, p. 71). A Google search of the exact use of the saying 

reveals over 4 million hits. Its literal meaning is, “I’m just out buying soy sauce”, and 

the expression took the Chinese cyberspace by storm in 2007, thanks to a Guangzhou 

TV news clip of a reporter asking a man on the street his opinion on Edison Chen’s [a 

famous young Hong Kong actor] sex scandal. The man famously replied: “I do not give 

a shit–I’m just out buying soy sauce.” Later, “getting some soy sauce” became a 

catchphrase for political apathy when another member of the public, questioned by a 

journalist about a scandal in the news, said, “It has nothing to do with me at all! I’m just 

out to get some soy sauce!” This expression or catchphrase epitomizes the Chinese 

sense of humour. Emotional young netizens often use it when they feel frustrated but 

want to avoid having their posts deleted by censors.  

But it is not just flippant remarks that can become part of everyday discourses in China. 

Serious media events, even, such as the High-Speed Train Accident of 2011, can create 

catchphrases online. For example, keying “No matter whether you believe it or not, I do 

believe it” (zhì yú nǐ xìn bù xìn, wǒ fǎn zhèng xìn le至于你信不信，我反正信了) into 
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Google or into the Chinese search engine Baidu or sites such as Mop.com or Tianya 

virtual community, will yield more than half a million relevant postings in a second. 

The phrase “No matter whether you believe it or not, I do believe it” has become a well-

known part of the high-speed train discourse examined in detail in the next chapter. 

According to a case study, such as this, online participants read the catchphrase, pick it 

up and use it in a different context, thereby, creating “new opportunities for 

interpretation and appreciation” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 424). 

The internet also makes it easy to “produce follow-up discourse once a powerful symbol 

has appeared” (Tang & Yang 2011, p. 675), so that once a new trend is evident, netizens 

rush to find a new catchphrase to accurately express their worries or dilemmas, often 

applying them in the form of parody (Huang 2011, p. 94). For instance, this is well 

exemplified in the case of VANCL, a popular online fashion agency whose target 

customers are ordinary people. Hanhan, a Chinese writer, blogger and micro-blogger is 

well-known for his literary skills in playing cat-and-mouse games with censorship. 

Hanhan was elected as one of the most influential people in the world in the 2010 TIME 

100 list (Times 2010). By 12 December, 2013, he had more than 29 million followers 

on his Sina micro-blogging account (Han 2013). Hanhan’s commercial advertisement 

on VANCL led to the “VANCL Ti” (fán kè tǐ凡客体), that is, the name phonetically of 

the Chinese characters of Fán Kè (凡客), which means a group of ordinary people. This 

expression style is illustrated in Figure 5.1. 
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Figure 5.1 VANCL Ti 

This VANCL Ti is a type of poetry advocating unique self-expression with a group of 

random statements which differs from traditional mainstream culture values. They show 

an awareness of a new self, an individual who does not want to represent anyone else. 

This VANCL advertisement campaign went viral and inspired a large wave of netizen 

imitations (KnowYourMeme 2012), illustrating the ease which “follow-up discourses” 

can be created.  

Collective usage of communicative events can therefore quickly turn them into common 

sayings. Thus, these internet communications cater to contemporary Chinese netizens’ 

need for entertainment, and they relieve pressure, enabling people to vent anger or 

complain about current politics and policies. For example, the Diageo, Ogilvy & Mather 

 
Translation: 

I Love Internet, love freedom, love getting up late 

I Love food stalls at night, love racing cars 

Also love 29 RMB’s T-shirts;  

I am not a sort of flag-bearer [role model] 

Nor am I a spokesman for anybody; 

I am just Hanhan, I represent myself. 

I am someone like you, 

I am Fan Ke [ordinary people]. 

Source: http://axa333.blogchina.com/970624.html (Viewed 31, August, 2012) 
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Group Shanghai, a Western commercial liquor company, launched an ad and social 

media campaign entitled YuLu (“Words of a Journey”), which became the most 

significant digital social media campaign in China for Johnnie Walker. The campaign 

was produced by the leading director Jia Zhangke and it used a documentary approach 

to tell the stories of 12 Chinese pioneers (Ogilvy & Mather 2011). For example, Wang 

Keqin, a well-known professional journalist and social activist, was chosen to tell his 

life-story in modern China. In the three minute documentary-style advertisement, Wang 

Keqin talks about his empathy with people who are suffering and his passionate belief 

in social justice (Chen 2010). It is important to mention here that in China journalists 

must be accredited and that Chinese investigative journalists struggle to meet 

professional standards, especially those practised by their Western counterparts, namely 

being impartial, objective and truthful. Chinese investigative journalists who meet these 

standards are called “kings without crowns” (De Burgh 2003) for their defence of  

social justice. In contrast with the West, Chinese journalists are expected to treat the 

Party’s interest as paramount, as previously noted. However, in 2007, as a veteran 

investigative reporter, Wang Keqin bravely revealed illegal dealings, for example in an 

investigative story about slave labour at brick kilns in Shanxi Province. This story 

spread rapidly online. Then, after the China Economic Times where he worked was 

purged on 19 July, 2011, interested Chinese netizens used this advertising campaign to 

create an internet-based parody of VANCL Ti featuring Wang Keqin (not Hanhan) to 

express their admiration and respect for the investigative journalist Wang Keqin (see 

Figure 5.2). 
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Translation: 

Real backbone of China 

Loves news, loves truth, 

Loves investigating the dark side [of the news], 

No car, no house, 

What he has is RMB 3000 [a month] 

He is not Li Keqin  

(A Hong Kong based Cantonese popular singer and actor ) 

 or  

Wang Liqin  

(A three-time World Champion Chinese table tennis player), 

He is Wang Keqing. 

The lighthouse watcher of the human rights, 

He lets silent people have their say, 

He is a journalist 

Source: http://weibo.com/1677311094/xfBvn7Tl8   (Viewed 22 August, 2012) 

Figure 5.2 Wang Keqin’s VANCL Meme 
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In short, no matter whether the meme is Johnnie Walker or VANCL itself, they are 

encouraging people to submit their own “action plans” (JingDaily 2012) or “VANCL Ti” 

to express their life goals and feelings. If a meme reflects the voice of the people, it will 

be successful, that is, it will be taken up and be popular. As Chris Reitermann, the 

president of Ogilvy & Mather Group Shanghai, commented,  

There’s no better place to get people talking and sharing ideas about their real 
feelings than in the Chinese social media world. This campaign touched a chord 
with consumers and earned their attention because it inspired them to share their 
dreams and “Keep Walking” towards them (Ogilvy & Mather, 2011). 

In other words, online advertising campaigns help to narrow the participation gap for 

ordinary Chinese netizens. This is part of a convergence culture, which enables new 

forms of participation and offers expanded collaboration potentials. As Jenkins 

highlights,  

Convergence culture is highly generative: some ideas spread top down, starting 
with commercial media and being adopted and appropriated by a range of 
different publics as they spread outward across the culture. Others emerge 
bottom up from various sites of participatory culture and getting pulled into the 
mainstream if the media industries see some way of profiting from it. The power 
of the grassroots media is that it diversifies; the power of broadcast media is that 
it amplifies. That’s why we should be concerned with the flow between the two: 
expanding the potentials for participation represents the greatest opportunity for 
cultural diversity…The power of participation comes not from destroying 
commercial culture but from writing over it, modding it, amending it, expanding 
it, adding greater diversity of perspective, and then recirculating it, feeding it 
back into the mainstream media (Jenkins 2006a, p. 257). 

In short, within convergence culture, Chinese consumers as participants try to modify 

their relations with political power.  

Overall, the examples presented above have demonstrated that social media network 

sites in China have become a Carnival of alternative platforms where netizens use 

humour try to restrain or subvert the official culture. To put it another way, an internet 
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joke is never just a joke in China, a phenomenon not exclusive to that nation, as “Coded 

language has become part of mainstream culture, with the most contagious memes 

tapping into widely shared feelings about issues that cannot be openly discussed, from 

corruption and economic inequality to censorship itself” (Larmer 2011). After all, as 

Fiske argues, “resistance to domination can take many forms” (Fiske 1989, p. 69).  

Digital Culture Jamming through Internet Memes 

How can we understand the emotional energy derived from social media engagement by 

ordinary people who can “jam”, parody and subvert the dominant academic, political 

and commercial norms in online civic participation?  

The convergence between dominant and subordinate social-cultural players can lead to 

culture jamming, where a symbolic form, such as an advertising logo is “reintroduced in 

alternative contexts, turned around or tampered with in ways that reveal a critique 

against the original discourse and simultaneously state the independence and autonomy 

of the protester(s)” (Wettergren 2009, p. 2). Through engaging in this kind of skilful 

micro political power-struggle, people make “use of its feeling and expression rules in 

order to claim small victories” (Wettergren 2009, p. 10). 

 Due to the regulation of Chinese media and the political environment, direct street 

campaigns have risks. Therefore, culture-jamming operating through internet memes is 

an alternative, possibly safer and more effective strategy than live street campaigns. In 

the networked social media, the value of internet memes lies in their great contribution 

to the ongoing process of socio-cultural transformation. The creation, circulation and 

transformation of internet memes allows people to talk about some topics that were 

impossible to discuss before. The key ingredients of culture jamming in Chinese social 
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media are subversive word game playing and entertaining online media events. Through 

playfully subverting state regulation to push the boundaries of what can be discussed, 

alternative perspectives are formed. This can result in further coverage in mainstream 

state and commercial media outlets, thereby playing an active role in reshaping 

conventional media practices.  

The key ingredients of Chinese internet memes are deriving fun and laughter from 

media events, by rejecting the original narrative, using events in quite different contexts 

or offering new interpretations. The original story behind the meme may be left behind 

and netizens will continue to use the meme to engage in critical discussion or debate. 

Internet memes allow netizens to deliver their criticisms in a way that the censor may 

not immediately block and the audience is able to get the point as well, particularly if 

the meme has become well-known and popular among netizens. For example, the meme 

of “Vacation-style treatment” (xiū jià shì zhì liáo休假式治疗) is used to refer to any 

official interpretation of somebody’s disappearance or of being forced to leave their 

position, especially Chinese public figures. Thus, if netizens want to discuss this kind of 

treatment of a certain person, they will say that the person is in “Vacation-style 

treatment”: in fact, he or she may be in prison. 

Where the use of coded language online tends to differ in China and take form as a type 

of subversive discourse is a theme elaborated on in the next section.  

5.2.3 The Participatory Power of Carnivalesque Discourse  

To account for the complex features of online discourses, online word games and 

internet memes can be regarded as “oppositional” readings (Hall, 1980). Online word 

games are formed in the interplay among “residual”, “dominant” and “emergent 



 
 

156 

discourses”, whose coexistence as resources netizens draw on as competing ideologies 

(Williams 1977, pp. 121-127). The resulting convergence between powerful and 

counter-powerful discourse may be described as a kind of culture jamming, where 

alternative perspectives can be formed through civic participation within a 

Carnivalesque discourse.  

Culture Jamming as an Act of Social Resistance 

Although culture jamming has different ‘targets’ in the capitalist and commercial media 

of the West and China, the function of resistant reading is held in common. Reading 

against the grain of dominant mainstream cultures and turning these readings to their 

own interests is still a means for ordinary Chinese netizens to playfully subvert state 

regulation in China.  

In the West, culture jamming is the concerned effort of grassroots organizations in 

online communications to insert “noise” which disrupts corporate media output (Jenkins 

2006a, p. 323 also see Mark Dery 1993). Culture jamming is media activisms in which 

netizens use their shared communicative codes and conventions to subvert and rework 

“the intended meaning of existing media texts or parody major corporations, public 

figures and their media images” (O'Shaughnessy & Stadler 2005, p. 188).  For this 

“jamming” to be effective, uptake is crucial. If individual readers online do not accept 

posted views, they can resist or negotiate the intended meanings by their creators 

(Chalkley et al. 2012). Resistant reading occurs when a message is decoded within 

another frame of reference (Hall 1980, p. 138) from the intended original, which 

“primes” the reader to read critically (Shohat & Stam 1996, p. 163). Resistant reading 

involves struggle, in which one set of associations is broken and replaced with new ones; 

this is Bakhtin’s explanation (Hall 1997a, p. 235). Thus, meaning is never fixed but 
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depends upon the context of a reading and the popular availability of alternative frames 

of reference (Fiske 1987/2011, p. 314).  

Chinese social media has been adapted as a communication platform for culture 

jamming because it is creating new possibilities for civic participation. Internet memes 

as civic participation discourses and a form of culture jamming have great power in the 

Chinese social media context in promoting alternative perspectives. Culture jamming 

celebrates the potential of “ironic, humorous and contradictory political actions” (Peretti 

2001). Chinese netizens celebrate these through resistant reading of national slogans 

and against mainstream media representations. The examples in the following section 

serve to illustrate how netizens pick up the meme and use it in their own experiences 

and then form alternative perspectives.  

Forming Alternative Perspectives: Carnivalesque Participatory Discourse  

Chinese people have historically been viewed as the ‘masses’ that were ‘represented’ 

without their consent. Therefore developing and asserting independent views online has 

been an enormous mind shift for Chinese netizens. Nowadays, ordinary Chinese people 

are observably developing their own individual voices as micro-bloggers in social 

media and finding that they have common ground. Particular styles of online discourse 

are emerging, which govern the ways netizens discuss and understand topics (Hall 

1997b, p. 44) within the micro power of social media. 

Overall, electronic means of mass self-communication offer remarkable opportunities 

for individuals to become more independent and feel that they could rebel against social 

norms on their terms, if they wished (Castells 2007, p. 249). In fact, Chinese cyberspace 

accommodates a range of alternative political discourses, for instance, ‘e gao’ (è gǎo恶
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搞) with the first character ‘e’ literally meaning ‘evil’ and ‘gao’ meaning ‘to do 

something’, together meaning intentionally making an online, critical, parody of 

somebody or something. As one of the emerging participatory cultures, ‘e gao’ provides 

participants with opportunities for voicing political criticism as well as for emotional 

bonding between like-minded citizens (Meng 2011, p. 33; Voci 2010, p. 116). 

Meanwhile, this technology-enabled online parody allows for a power negotiation with 

established authoritative discourses and the possibility to transgress existing social and 

cultural hierarchies (Gong & Yang 2010, p. 3). 

This study’s depiction of this online culture as Carnival is because of the Carnivalesque 

discourses found in such parodies. An example of this is the online commentary on the 

“Say Good News” reportage style on the CCTV News (see Figure 5.3).  

Translation:  

I wish I could live in the world depicted by xin wen lian bo (CCTV News)  

where, 

all children can afford education;  

Poor people can see a doctor without worrying about the cost. 

Ordinary people can live in cheap housing with just 77 RMB rent per month. 

The salary increase rate is 11%  

And the employment rate of new graduates reaches 99%. 

The prices of all kinds of goods stay stable and traffic is always good. 

Floods will not kill people. 
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There is no “gutter” cooking oil, no poisoned milk powder and no pollution. 

The environment has been improved. 

Criminals are always caught. 

People enjoy freedom of speech. 

If one day, I am old and have no resources to depend on,  

Please bury me in the news of CCTV. 

Source: http://weibo.com/1674758845/yx15Ms1Dc (Viewed 31 August, 2012) 

Figure 5.3 Online Commentaries on the CCTV “Say Good News” 

The overall post, especially the last sentence parodies the lyrics of the Beijing popular 

star Wang Feng’s song, “In the Spring”: 

If one day, I am old and having nothing to depend on 

Please leave me, at that time 

If one day, I’ve quietly departed 

Please bury me, in this Spring day 

Source: http://www.chinasmack.com/2011/videos/in-coal-pile-chinese-miners-child-version-of-in-

spring.html (Viewed 10 May, 2011) 

In this case, people who watch “Say Good News” on CCTV news are described as 

“always living in Spring”, which is equivalent to the idea of looking at life through 

rose-coloured glasses. 

Chinese internet users also use a similar metaphor of ‘wedding photos’ and ‘everyday-

life photos’ to differentiate how traditional mainstream media, such as CCTV News, 

and online social media, respectively, report news items. ‘Wedding photo’ reporting 

focuses on the good news or glossy aspects of a story, that is, it still follows the 

reporting styles of Party journalism, whereas ‘everyday-life photo’ reporting includes 
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multifaceted reporting, that is, it covers good and bad news, and the complex social 

realities of everyday life in contemporary China. Interaction on the Chinese social 

media, about the CCTV news style and public resistance to it, has undermined the Party 

style of news reportage and triggered an alternative style of news delivery. 

Thus it is apparent that, in the last two decades, China’s digital information regime 

change has brought potentially significant opportunities for citizens to challenge the 

state in online communities. In particular, Weibo pushes the boundaries of what can be 

discussed and so forces the government to respond to social issues, to the extent, finally, 

of changing some of its policies. However, meanwhile, Chinese authorities continue to 

limit online free speech by combining administrative, legal and technological measures 

(Esarey & Xiao 2011, p. 313). It is in this converging situation that an explosion of 

consciousness occurs that: 

produces a pair of values: one is the positive affirmation of reciprocated updates 
which create and generate new meanings; the other is the negative denial of any 
systems of authority, orders, power or statuses, through the comical “crowning” 
of the subordinate and “uncrowning” of the social elite, like one would find in 
the Carnivalesque (Xu 2012, p. 20). 

The internet memes and the effect of Carnival laughter will be exemplified through 

Chinese Carnivalesque participatory discourse events in the following sections. 

5.3 Flag-bearers and Subversive Pleasures in Carnivalesque Discursive 

Events 

This section now moves to frame the previous discussion on Chinese features of civic 

participation, that is, Weiguan and Meizhi, as Carnivalesque participatory discourses, 

and argues that the lens of Carnival can illuminate Chinese netizens’ activity within an 

authoritarian regime. Chinese online participation, as discussed earlier (Chapter Four, 
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Section 4.5) is characterized by discourses which are social and interactive. A group of 

people online act as flag-bearers for Carnival events, which centre on decoding and re-

encoding Party discourses or dominant powerful interpretations, so as to stimulate 

renegotiation of existing textual and social conditions.  

5.3.1 Flag-bearers Online in China 

Micro-blogging sites such as Sina Weibo provide a platform where anyone can have a 

voice and the power to influence public opinion, but in practice discussion is largely 

held by a select few. Most of them are verified Weibo account users, who are verified 

with a capital “V”, and belong to economic elites, are cultural celebrities, political 

authorities or experts in a particular field. One survey on the opinion leaders of Sina 

Weibo (published on 9 March, 2012 by Fudan University’s Public Opinion and 

Communications Research Laboratory) found that the top 100 opinion leaders in 

Chinese micro-blogging are dominated by media figures, business elites, academics and 

writers (ZhongguoYuqingWang 2012). Most of these leaders cultivate eloquent 

language and know how to cater to grassroots’ thinking.  

However, ordinary Chinese netizens are attempting to construct their individual 

identities and their own ways of using language, in order to consolidate their newly 

obtained discourse power. Among these netizens, a group of flag-bearers has arisen, 

who voice new perspectives in the contemporary Carnival that operates in Chinese 

cyberspace.  

Flag-bearers on Weibo drive discussion, participate in agenda setting, and promote the 

formation of online public opinions. They differ from opinion leaders. This research 

focuses on flag-bearers as having four main characteristics. First, unlike most 
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conventional opinion leaders, they often appear almost by accident. Second, flag-

bearers tend to resist the status quo. Third, they are ordinary people, to whom social 

network media has given the opportunity to become temporarily discourse leaders; they 

are, as it were, ‘mini brothers’ (xiǎo gē 小哥). This contrasts with George Orwell’s 

(1992) term “Big Brother” in his novel 1984, which has entered the English lexicon as a 

synonym for people in leadership who abuse government power, in particular, those 

powers related to mass surveillance. “Mini brothers”, by contrast, are flag-bearers who 

arise from and protect the interests of grassroots society, usually due to their popularity 

with other citizens. Fourth, their popularity and influence fades with the currency of the 

events they flag. In this sense, therefore, they can be seen to have had what Andy 

Warhol called “fifteen minutes of fame”, also in Chinese, Wang Luo Hong Ren (wǎng 

luò hóng rén网络红人, literally it refers to Internet Red People, that is to say, they 

stand out in media events). Wang Luo Hong Ren is not spontaneous, but rather the 

combined result of the common interests. Overall, flag-bearers are the netizens who 

break the silence and take the side of those people who do not have a voice on their own 

for different reasons. Cyberspace flag-bearers are important. As people whose feelings 

and styles of expression resonate powerfully with the majority of ordinary Chinese 

people, they can have an impact on the more-established ideologies set by the state and 

the mainstream media. At a deeper level, as the purveyors of alternative subversive 

discourses, they are helping to construct subversive pleasures for individuals in 

contemporary China.   

As one part of networked communication in social media, flag-bearers have a close 

relationship to surveillance, since their personal expressions have many resonations 

with the majority of ordinary Chinese people and attract a large population to Weiguan 

to form active networked cyber-monitoring. Those flag-bearers are regarded as new 
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opinion leaders, as netizens who focus on news events, stand with the weak, hate social 

injustice, maintain a moral base-line on social issues, and monitor the abuse of public 

power (CNNIC 2008, p. 47).  

They focus on counterargument and act as visible representatives for new perspectives 

in the Carnival that operates in Chinese cyberspace. With the development of the 

socialist market economy, different interest groups are forming online and offline, 

which run with new media events and create new internet memes. Ordinary Chinese are 

now able to enjoy online forums and social media and participate in public discussions 

on the new topics and threads that are introduced (Chen & Li 2012, p. 53 ). Therefore, 

there is fertile soil for flag-bearers to take root and grow.  

5.3.2 Subversive Pleasures on Weibo Weiguan  

Subversive pleasures of the kind examined in this study stem from wide-ranging access 

to information, the power to participate in mainstream discourse, and the freedom to 

express personal frustrations and criticism of social events. At present, ordinary Chinese 

netizens can achieve these pleasures mainly as micro-bloggers through posting, 

retweeting and commenting. Nonetheless, these subversive pleasures are a new form of 

social power. In this section, drawing on Roland Barthes’ (1975) perception of 

pleasures in text as plaisir and jouissance, together with John Fiske’s (1989) discussion 

of this distinction, and Mikhail Bakhtin’s examination of Carnivalesque pleasures 

(Bakhtin 1984, 2006), I use this discussion, in conjunction with an empirical example, 

to deepen my exploration of the subversive pleasures in the Chinese micro-blogging 

sphere and what they may mean in terms of ordinary people’s power of speech in 

contemporary China. 
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The Nature of Online Pleasures in Discourse  

Pleasure can have many different meanings depending on context and culture. This 

study focuses on the pleasures that ordinary people in China derive from online social 

media. John Fiske (1989) has proposed describing the sort of pleasures found in online 

participation as “popular”, “resistant” and “Carnival pleasures” (pp. 49-102). Popular 

pleasures arise from  

the social allegiances formed by subordinated people, they are bottom-up and 
thus must exist in some relationship of opposition to power (social, moral, 
textual, aesthetic, and so on) that attempts to discipline and control them. But 
there are pleasures associated with this power, and these pleasures are not 
confined to members of the dominant classes (Fiske 1989, p. 49). 

Roland Barthes’ perception of pleasures in discourse as plaisir or pleasure, and 

jouissance or bliss adds another perspective. The text of pleasure or plaisir is linked to a 

comfortable practice of reading. It suggests that the text grants joy but the text does not 

break with the culture where it comes from. However, the text of bliss or jouissance 

suggests that the text imposes a state of loss and discomforts the reader’s historical, 

cultural, psychological assumptions, the consistency of his or her tastes, values, 

memories, and then brings to a crisis his or her relation with language (Barthes 1975, p. 

14). He is more concerned with “the ‘play’ of meaning and desire across texts” (Hall 

1997b, p. 42). For example, television texts may offer viewers opportunities for 

meaningful discourse and for playing with the semiotic (Fiske 1987/2011, p. 239). 

Viewers’ pleasure in watching soap operas, for example, comes from playing with the 

boundaries that exist between the representation and the reality (Ang 1985). How 

people view pleasures has been changing as people use new media (Kerr, Kücklich & 

Brereton 2006). For example, women can gain pleasures through playing games online 

which is traditionally seen as a masculine pursuit (Taylor 2003, p. 21). Chinese Weibo 
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users enjoy the pleasure of shared collective reading and seek bliss through resistant 

reading to established ideology.  

Pleasures also arise in social and discourse practices; events that offer opportunities to 

make new meanings (Fiske 1989, p. 49), and to be subversive through resistant readings 

(McQueen 1998, pp. 169-170). Powerless groups decode dominant discourses through 

alternative perspectives which depend on their own “collective life and historical 

memory” (Shohat & Stam 1996, p. 164), possibly leading to authorial knowledge and 

authorial power. For powerless groups, it produces pleasure by sharing authorial 

knowledge and power with a dominant group (Fiske 1987/2011, p. 194). Hence, a 

dominant group and its discourse may be pleasurably subverted. Subversive pleasures 

also require that the resisted as well as the resisters attach the same importance to what 

is being contested (Livingstone 1993, p. 7). Above and beyond such theorizing of what 

is occurring, texting and posting are simple ways that Chinese people can assert 

themselves and gain enjoyment (Wang 2007). Chinese micro-bloggers find it 

pleasurable to be able to talk and spread news that is normally excluded from traditional 

state-controlled media. Texting and posting allow them to vent their real-life 

frustrations and respond to their desires for discourse power and social reforms in China. 

The Carnivalesque notion of pleasure encourages a “subtle and realistic account of 

power, domination and resistance” (Gardiner 2004, p. 45; Stam 1992, p. 92). Therefore, 

it is a meaningful descriptor for online discourse in China. As mentioned in the 

Introduction to this thesis, the subversive pleasures this study focuses on have multiple 

forms or features that can involve pleasures derived from being acknowledged by those 

in power, and also in being used in established texts for their own means. Moreover, 

“subversive pleasures”, the term this study uses here, very accurately captures the 
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subtlety of what is occurring in China. I will demonstrate how this can be clearly seen 

from netizens’ responses to the suspension of the comment function of Weibo for three 

days from 31 March to 2 April in 2012. 

Responses to the Suspension of “Comment” Function  

As noted in Chapter Three, the most favoured functions used by the 1970–1990 

generation, which comprises more than 54% of Weibo users, are the retweeting function 

and the blog-like threaded comments (CNNIC 2012, p. 16). Unlike Twitter’s system of 

individuated replies, Weibo’s comments are listed under the original post as in 

traditional blogs. This feature is very convenient for participants, who can watch a 

whole conversation unfolding. Micro-blogger @ Hu Yanping observed that, a Weibo 

post is not complete in itself, but is completed by being retweeted and having comments 

threaded to it. The collective wisdom is believed to be much closer to truth than the 

view of one individual (Hu 2011). However, on 31 March 2012, the Sina Weibo 

Company made the following announcement:  

Recently there has been an increase in the amount of rumours and other illegal 
and harmful information appearing in micro-blog comments. In order to carry 
out a concentrated clean-up of these comments, from 8.00 a.m. 31 March until 
8:00 a.m. 3 April we will be temporarily suspending the comment function on 
micro-blogs. Following this tidying up, we will restore the comment function. 
Carrying out this necessary clearing of information is in order to ensure a better 
beneficial interactive environment for everyone. We hope to have your 
understanding. Thank you to everyone for your support (SinaWeibo 2012). 

In response, the public were frustrated. For instance, @ Zhangxin said: 

Do “rumours” stop when Weibo is deprived of its “commenting function”? 
What is the best way to end “rumours”? That is transparency. The more you 
suppress free speech, the more rumours there will be” (Zhang 2012).  



 
 

167 

Despite the general unhappiness about the suspension, there were still certain 

subversive pleasures to be found. @ Li Kaifu, one of Sina Weibo’s most famous micro-

bloggers, posted:  

Sina and Tencent [another popular micro-blog site in China] have suspended 
their commenting functions until 3 April. Take this opportunity to post your 
stuff that might be hit with bricks! : ) (Li 2012). 

The advice in this post was to post now while you will not be harshly criticized. Li 

makes use of the smiling face emoticon to suggest [to the authorities] he was only 

joking. This illustrates clearly, the flexibility of micro-blogging in the face of the wide 

scale cleansing of provocative posts.  

A related example concerns the use of two popular girls’ names: Ping’er and Shanshan. 

This example depends on the kind of punning humour explained earlier (see Section 

5.2.2). Shanshan (姗姗) has the same pronunciation as the Chinese verb “to delete”. 

Similarly, depending on its pronunciation, Ping’er (萍儿) can be a girl’s name or can 

mean “to comment”. Thus, Shanshan and Ping’er on Weibo may be girls’ names, or 

taken together, for example, they may mean “delete comment”. Thus, they can be used 

subversively. Shanshan is not just a beautiful and popular girl’s name, but it also 

satirises the “delete” behaviour of the Sina Weibo Company by drawing attention to the 

“comment” and “delete” functions and making fun of them. For example, when the Sina 

Weibo Company restored the comment function, a Weibo user called @ Pan Shiyi 

posted, “Ping’er has come back! A day without seeing you, it goes slowly like three 

whole autumns”. This suggests that the comment function has returned like the 

reappearance of a girl not seen for a long time. Here, Mr Pan sees the comment function 

as a lover. This subversive humour was keenly appreciated, as comments from 

thousands of other micro-bloggers, such as “Sina comment is Ping’er” or “Haaaaaa” or 



 
 

168 

“Yeah yeah” (see Figure 5.4a) confirm. Evidently, Chinese netizens greatly enjoyed 

decoding the message. Playing with words offers freedom and a way to control the 

meanings created (Fiske 1987/2011); posts of this kind are written as fun but they also 

cleverly express writers’ complaints (Barthes 1975, p. 4). 

 

Translation: 

Dear customers,   

The commenting function is retrieved. Thanks for all your support for Sina Weibo!          

Source: http://e.weibo.com/2016713117/ycR4opGOP (Viewed 20 August, 2012) 

 

 
Source: http://weibo.com/1182391231/ycR2psQJb (Viewed 4 April, 2012) 

Figure 5.4a Example of Subversive Humour  
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Retweeting @ Pan Shiyi, the micro-blogger @ Li Kaifu, mentioned earlier, posted: 

“Ping’er brings back another friend called Shanshan”. This attracted hundreds of 

comments, such as, “What I most hate is Shanshan”, “Very funny and intelligent” and 

“A harmonious society needs these two girls” (see Figure 5.4b).  

 

Source: http://www.weibo.com/1197161814/ycUxi75UI (Viewed 5, April, 2012) 

Figure 5.4b Example of Subversive Humour  

Yet, another Weibo user @ Luo Zhiyuan posted that Ping’er had come back, but that 

Shanshan was at loggerheads with her” (Luo 2012), by retweeting a letter to Shanshan 

written by @ Li Kaifu as follows:  

To Shanshan: Why you are making such a fuss about such small things? 
Shanshan, why you are so brutal? You take away our love [being able to micro-
blog or comment] but leave the fake signals that we still own it? (Li 2012). 

Chinese micro-bloggers clearly take delight in such strategies, and they are necessary 

for them to be able to sidestep the internet censorship which is unique in the Chinese 
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context. As well as a form of fun, they offer a form of “catharsis” which appeases 

netizens’ frustration and anger.  

To know the codes and the conventions, and be able to use them skilfully, gives 

netizens cultural power. Thus, Weibo is a social platform for netizens to protest, as well 

as have fun; they take part in and shape the Carnival. From this participation, flag-

bearers emerge and shape online discourse and subversive pleasures further channel 

netizens’ energy into Carnivalesque media events.  

5.4 Carnivalesque Media Events  

There are many symbolic representations of social behaviour shared by Chinese people 

and constructed in their language. These representations of deeply held values are easily 

mobilised in networked communities. In this section, I analyse Chinese online media 

events by using two commonly used Chinese proverbial sayings: ‘Stoning the drowning 

dog’ and ‘Being stoned with verbal rocks’ in accordance with the theoretical framework 

of the Carnivalesque participatory discourse established in Chapter Two. The Chinese 

saying of ‘Stoning the drowning dog’ conveys the punishing of wrongdoers when they 

are already suffering. On the other hand, “Being stoned with verbal rocks” means that 

persons are heavily criticised for what they said or did. These two sayings can be used 

effectively to demonstrate the empirical process of Carnivalesque participatory 

discourse analysis.  

5.4.1 “Stoning the Drowning Dog”  

As explained in Chapter Two, Bakhtin’s semiotics of the “grotesque body” offers a 

frame for understanding the web phenomenon of “Stoning the drowning dog” as it 
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occurs in Chinese social media. There exist different figurative uses of “dog” in Chinese, 

together with their emotional attachments, varied semantic representations, and cultural 

implications. According to western culture, dogs are most often portrayed as loyal in 

nature and treated as a family member. However, in Chinese culture, dogs are also 

connected with betrayal and traits of grovelling, similar to the English use of the word 

“cur”. For instance, if somebody describes another person as “a running dog” (zǒu gǒu 

走狗) that means the person described is a fawning lackey: a person who follows his 

master no matter what his master does as long as the master looks after him. The 

“running dog” label was widely used during the Sino-Japanese war (1937-1945), and 

the Chinese civil war between the Communist Party and Guomintang (1927 to 1950) to 

refer to people who betrayed their friends or the nation for their own personal interest. 

“Stoning the drowning dog” is a Chinese proverb Tong Da Luo Shui Gou (tòng dǎ luò 

shuǐ gǒu 痛打落水狗) which literally means collectively “stoning the dog in the water 

in order to beat it”. It analogically represents the public getting together to punish a 

person who has a bad record. The saying originates from Lu Xun (1981), referring to 

completely crushing one’s defeated enemies. Fa Bu Ze Zhong（fǎ bù zé zhòng 法不责

众）is an additional social basis for “Stoning the drowning dog”; it refers to when a 

group crime (for example civic violence) goes unpunished. That is to say, the law will 

not punish the masses if many people do the same thing. It is similar to the English 

expression of “safety in numbers”. Furthermore, according to Zhu Huaxin, the Secretary 

of the People's Daily Online Public Opinion Monitoring Centre,  

Many netizens have the spirit of Robin Hood. They play the role of protecting 
the weak and constraining the strong. As long as you belong to the subordinate 
group, they support you. They are holding sceptical and resentful attitudes 
towards government officials, the rich and experts, etc (Tian 2011). 
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Group judgement or public supervision is enforced through using the Human Flesh 

Search Engine. The Human Flesh Search Engine, as discussed earlier in Chapter Four, 

is one tool which can successfully enforce “Stoning the drowning dog” in a form of 

Carnival democracy (Herold 2011a). The Human Flesh Search Engine is a recent 

phenomenon of cyber-vigilantism in China which involves “mediated search processes 

whereby online participants collectively find demographic and geographic information 

about deviant individuals, often with the shared intention to expose, shame, and punish 

them to reinstate legal justice or public morality” (Cheong & Gong 2010, p. 472). The 

process is seen to provide “an alternative method of information retrieval in China’s 

restricted media landscape and a snapshot of emerging media’s empowering potential to 

enhance collective intelligence for critical civic participation” (Cheong & Gong 2010, p. 

482). The search engine acts as a form of ‘street democracy’, enabling public juries to 

spontaneously declare “their binding verdicts on how civic disputes should be resolved”, 

refusing to let “the antagonists leave until the group’s judgment is enforced” (Wang & 

Savitt 2011).  

In this group judgement, everything is judged based on a simple principle of good or 

evil, whatever the complex facts of a situation. In the process, everybody tends to pay 

attention to their rights and to neglect their social responsibilities or obligations. Since 

judgements are subject to the rule of law at an individual level, but not a group level, the 

tendency can be toward a mob mentality in Chinese online civil society.   

5.4.2 “Being Stoned with Verbal Rocks” 

“Being stoned with verbal rocks” (bèi pāi zhuān被拍砖) is the latest catchphrase or 

internet slang used by hundreds of millions of Chinese netizens. Literally, when 

netizens are “being stoned with verbal rocks”, they are being harshly criticized or 
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verbally attacked for what they post or what they have done which has been exposed by 

other active netizens. For example, netizens might say “Please smack me with a rock” 

meaning “they are ready to be criticized with harsh words”. However, this narrative 

context can totally “undermine or question the meaning intended by the speaker” 

(Hirschkop 2004, p. 53). The metaphorical concept of “verbal rocks” shares features 

with the literary mode of the Carnival: it can be ambiguous, combining “praise and 

abuse” and merging both “glorified and humiliated” aspects (Bakhtin 1984, p. 418).  

Most of the time, the targets being stoned are persons, but this is not always the case. 

For example, the master narrative itself, or the traditional, positive reporting styles of 

the state can be the target of verbal attacks. One good example is seen in response to the 

Beijing floods that occurred on 21 July 2012. The spokesperson Liu Hongwei, Chief 

Engineer of Beijing Flood Control Headquarters, commented on the government’s 

response to the flood on CCTV as three “well done jobs” (dào wèi 到位), namely, well 

forecast, a timely early warning, and good pre-arranged planning. This comment 

triggered massive numbers of angry responses in the micro-blog sphere (see Figure 5.5). 
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Source: http://weibo.com/1855011874/ytJot9h8m (Viewed 23 July, 2012) 

Figure 5.5 Beijing Flood Comments 

The comments on the post included: “Could you be more shameless than this?” “No 

shame and no moral boundaries” and “well done jobs (dào wèi 到位), disgusting (dǎo 

wèi 倒胃)”. The pun of “dào wèi” has similar pronunciation with “dǎo wèi” (disgusting). 

Hence, it can be seen that the sarcastic humour permeates into the comments on 

government response to the flood. Such comments with obvious carnivalesque nature 

are seen as verbal rocks, used by the mass to stone the person or object caught in the 

target range.  

The Human Flesh Search Engine has been used in numerous cases against public 

officials who are considered to have abused power and to be corrupt. The empirical case 
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known as “Smiling Official Yang Dacai” is another illustration where Carnivalesque 

discourse online can be easily identified. On 26 August, 2012, local official, Yang 

Dacai, head of the Shaanxi Provincial Work Safety Administration, was pictured 

smiling in front of wreckage during his inspection of a fatal truck crash which killed 36 

passengers in Yan'an, Shaanxi province. The photo was posted on Weibo and suddenly 

he became notoriously famous. Quickly, media exposure of this incident led to a public 

outcry against government official corruption. In order to cope with this crisis, Yang 

became the first government official to try to deal with a personal public crisis by 

opening a Weibo account in which he explained that he smiled in order to settle the 

nerves of some of his colleagues (see Figure 5.6 for his image and his posting).  
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Translation: 

When we came to the scene, we felt deep sorrow. Because the accident was so 

terrible, our comrades [officials] in the lower level of the public service were 

extremely nervous. Some of them have such a strong accent, that I could not 

understand them. I was trying to help them to relax a little and perhaps was too 

careless with my facial expression. In fact, I feel deeply guilty.  

Source: http://www.weibo.com/2975212160/yzrua4h3M (Viewed 12 September, 2012) 

Figure 5.6 Smiling Official Yang Dacai at the Accident Scene and His Post  
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However, micro-bloggers were not satisfied with his explanation (see Appendix 5.1). 

Through the Human Flesh Search Engine, Yang was shown wearing a collection of 

eleven luxury watches in different photos. Despite his claim that he bought the watches 

with his legitimate income, Shanxi provincial discipline started an investigation into 

Yang’s affairs. Later on, @ Wu Qilun posted: 

Yang Dacai, the watch brother (biǎo gē表哥, here using the pun of cousin and 
watch brothers), has been removed from his official position and accused of 
disciplinary violations (shuāng guī 双规) this morning! Probably, officials will 
now be cautious of smiling at the wrong time; they will hesitate to wear luxury 
watches; probably, officials now hate Weibo deeply. 

As a consequence of this dialogue, this media event became one of the most popular 

topics on Sina Weibo. On 5 September 2013, he was given a 14-year jail sentence for 

corruption. Yang Daicai has become the most well-known “brothers” in the Chinese 

media; his name was mentioned around 2,315,923 times (see Appendix 5.2).  

The case of Yang Dacai is most likely the first anti-corruption campaign caused by a 

smile. Yang would not have been punished if the public had just paid attention to his 

inappropriate smile; however, the smile stirred netizens’ anger to search for the photos 

of him wearing at least eleven various luxury watches which raised the doubts of 

corruption. As Gong and Yang (2010, p. 471) argue, “the identification of corrupt 

officials and circulation of their private data online amplified attention on their abuse of 

power and pressured the authorities toward greater accountability”. Indeed, the trends in 

Weibo surveillance are an expensive watch, a luxury belt, famous brand cigarettes and 

an expression are likely to stir the online anti-corruption fuse (Zhu, Liu & Shan 2012). 

The whole process of the Yang Dacai event, from the initial exposure of the smiling 

photo to the latest responses on it, worked well through the netizens’ network Weiguan. 
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Obviously, incidental occurrences, such as this process alone, can not offer long-term 

solutions to systemic corruption or exert a rigorous monitoring force, but the capacity of 

the Human Flesh Search Engine to respond to corruption is clearly demonstrated in this 

case. This is always an active issue in Chinese civil society (Ma 2012). Although, 

individually, the social force of netizens’ responses to each incident and the media 

exposure their responses attract can escalate rapidly, their impact may then fade quickly. 

In sum, however, it is reasonable to argue that social accountability can be made 

through social pressures afforded by the online Weiguan process.  

5.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has shown how Chinese netizens’ attempts at freedom of speech are 

realized in veiled, roundabout ways that contain elements of the Carnivalesque, in 

which irony, indirectness and entertainment combine to form a strategy for civic 

participation in China via the social media. Subcultures and online communities grow 

alongside technology; together they challenge assumptions about truth and traditional 

values in China. The Chinese cyberspace has opened up opportunities for people to be 

creative and entertaining at the same time, as they strive to make sense of life. They 

achieve pleasure from being subversive in a wide variety of outlets, with word games 

and puns at the forefront of commentaries in large-scale and minor media events. 

Chapters Six and Seven will demonstrate and examine this variety and difference in 

scale.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

A Case Study of China’s 2011 High-Speed Train Accident  

6.1 Introduction  

This case study considers the phenomenon and impact of the Carnivalesque 

Participatory Discourse at the macro-level, considering the macro structures in Chinese 

society and media landscape whether significant shifts in power can be identified. The 

case studies in the following chapter consider the micro-level impacts and practices and 

whether they can be seen as significant. Civic participation as previously discussed 

allows for public scrutiny and commentary on events as well as engagement with 

authorities at a new level. This chapter compares these new patterns of civic 

participation with the ‘Carnivalesque gaze’, that is, public scrutiny of events and power. 

An example of Chinese netizens’ playful, subversive behaviour in which the two 

characteristics of Weiguan and Meizhi are evident is the case of China’s “High-Speed 

Train Accident” in 2011. This chapter argues that China’s tragic high-speed train crash 

in 2011 became a widespread media event because Chinese micro-bloggers produced 

and disseminated additional information and perspectives on the crash. This case study 

examines whether micro-bloggers’ discourse online on this event could be seen as 

undermining the authorities’ control of the circulation of information, while 

simultaneously affording netizens enjoyment through online word games. Although 

examples in earlier chapters have illustrated this research concern, the Chinese high-

speed train crash in 2011 offers an opportunity to investigate the characteristics of 

Chinese netizens’ discourse and online participation more deeply. It demonstrates a 

networked citizen scrutiny of the official response to the event, and the gap between this 

official version and the eye-witness accounts. The issue escalated through the interplay 
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between micro-bloggers and commercial or mainstream media, giving it an 

unprecedentedly high profile in the official agenda-setting media, such as CCTV. 

As mentioned in Chapter Three, of the 591 million Chinese internet users in July 2013, 

more than half utilize social media (CNNIC 2013, p. 5). That is to say, in a period of 

less than three years, the number of micro-bloggers in China expanded to more than 300 

million; this phenomenon is highly significant under a regime where “truth” and 

political stability need to be carefully regulated by the state for serving a political 

purpose. Because the international social media sites Twitter and Facebook have been 

blocked in China, many Chinese have chosen to communicate through the social media 

service of Weibo. The data collected in this case study comes from Sina Weibo which is 

the dominant social media platform and is the leading online media company in China. 

It has built its strong position based on consumer demand for a long time (Cao 2011). 

Weibo is a tool of unprecedented empowerment for the Chinese public: “Weibo is the 

best thing that has happened to the Chinese people in 5000 years because we have never 

had a public platform that we can voice our opinions [on] and the government has to 

listen” (Li 2012, p. 87). For the first time, ordinary Chinese people have an alternative 

media platform on which to present the everyday realities of their lives and be followed 

by other netizens. 

In the case of government interaction with microbloggers—Weibo provides a platform 

that encourages the “silent” majority to express their opinions and it facilitates 

communication between government officials and the public (China.org.cn 2011). The 

micro-blogging sphere in China has enabled ordinary internet users to produce 

alternative perspectives and increasingly drive the authorities to respond to them.  
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Chinese discourses online have been shaped by the new forms of communal gaze 

(Weiguan) and media potency (Meizhi). Applying the Bakhtinian framework of 

Carnival illuminates the new forms and dynamics of civic involvement in political 

discourse in China. Bakhtin suggests that Carnival brings temporary liberation from the 

established order and its norms (1984, p. 8). His view of Carnival is of a literary 

semiotic mode applied to the dominant conventions with its nature of subversion (Edgar  

& Sedgwick 2002). Hence, Carnival is both a concept and a textual practice which 

comprises an “alternative representation” (Jefferson 2001, p. 214). There are two 

different styles of representing the reality of China today. One is the positive reporting 

style of officialdom and the other is multifaceted accommodating the diversity and 

dynamics occurring in the civic sphere. As Yang (2009) puts it: 

The most unorthodox, imaginative, and subversive ideas can be found in 
Chinese cyberspace. Authority of all kinds is subject to doubt and ridicule. 
Ordinary people engage in a broad range of political action and find a new sense 
of self, community, and empowerment. All this forms a sharp contrast to the 
official newspapers and television channels, where power and authority continue 
to be narrated in drab tones and visualized in pompous images, so as to be 
worshipped (p. 2).  

That is to say, the comments from citizens on Weibo form an important alternative 

representation to official discourse. The resulting clash between official media discourse 

and online interaction has created a politics centred on information (Yang 2009). 

Foucault interprets such interplay of knowledge, power and truth as “discursive 

formation” which is shaped and governed by what is allowed at that particular point in 

time. There is a “general politics” of truth in each society which decides what kind of 

discourse is acceptable (Foucault 1980, p. 131).  

However, in the internet age, Weibo is testing the tolerance of the authorities for what 

can be said and known in social media. In fact, the micro-blogging sphere in China is 
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fast becoming the most important forum for public conversations on political or social 

concerns (Yu 2012). In contrast with Habermas’s conception of the public sphere as a 

place for “critical-rational discussion” (Habermas 1992, p. 423), the micro-blogging 

sphere is more a place for catharsis where people vent their frustrations, complaints and 

anger, the most prominent emotions prompting people’s Carnivalesque gaze in China 

today. 

This chapter locates the 2011 high-speed train crash within this broad background of 

social transformation in contemporary China. This accident coincided with the public 

discussion of the importance of the national high-speed rail project. Thus, this chapter 

begins with the crash, and then presents the background to the high speed train project 

and content regulation in the Sina Weibo community. Then this chapter moves to 

responses on Weibo to the train wreck, and the statements of the Ministry of Railway in 

order to investigate micro-bloggers’ anger when the “truth” about the accident was 

covered up. Through the interaction between Chinese netizens and government officials, 

this case study demonstrates the dynamic nature of changing power structures and 

social transformation in China and the role of media within these changes.  

6.2 The Train Accident  

Two high-speed trains collided at 8:27 pm on 23 July, 2011 in eastern Wenzhou, 

Zhejiang Province in China. One high-speed train crashed into the back of the other. At 

least 40 people were killed and 200 were injured (see Figure 6.1). 
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Figure 6.1 The Train Crash between D301 and D3115 

Chinese netizens tweeted a stream of on-the–scene reports on Sina Weibo. Seven 

minutes before the train accident, Weibo user @ Smm-miao posted “What’s wrong with 

the high-speed rail? It is running slower than a snail ... [I] hope nothing will happen” 

(see Figure 6.2).  

Source: http://weibo.com/1890955222/xg7bqukah (Viewed 20 August, 2011) 

Figure 6.2 The First Posting  

Four minutes after the train crash, Weibo user @ Yuan Xiaoyuan (袁小芫), who was on 

the train, posted “D301 train crashed in Wenzhou. A sudden emergency stop and then 

two big crashes! All the power goes off! I am in the last carriage”. This posting (see 

Figure 6.3) was two hours quicker than China’s mainstream “news agency” report. 

Source: http://weibo.com/profile.php?uid=1144332832&page=5 (Viewed, 20 August, 2011) 

Figure 6.3 The Post Just Four Minutes after the Train Crash 

 

Source: http://topic.weibo.com/hot/25876?refer=index_hot_new (Viewed 23 July, 2011) 
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Thirteen minutes later, another passenger @ Yang Quan Quan Yang (羊圈圈羊) sent 

the first post calling for help: “Save us, D301 is off the track and we are not far from the 

Wenzhou South Stop! Inside the train is full of children’s crying! No attendant here! 

Come to save us!” (see Figure 6.4).This post was reposted more than 114,000 times.  

Source: http://weibo.com/1736782135/xg8irxsHw (Viewed 20 August, 2011) 

Figure 6.4 The First Post Seeking Help After the Crash 

Two frequently retweeted posts and comments concerned voluntarily donating blood 

and circulating the information about the injured for their relatives. At 12: 07 pm of July 

24, Weibo user @ Yaoyaosz posted information about waiting in line to donate blood 

for the injured and this post later was reposted over 120,000 times and received more 

than 22,000 comments on Sina Weibo (Yaoyaosz 2011). At 5:18 pm 2 days later @ 

Zhejiang tongshenghui uploaded a name-list to help victims to find their relatives. This 

post was reposted more than 600,000 times and received 50,000 comments 

(Zhejiangtongshenghui 2011). Thus, Weibo played an important part in information 

dissemination in the 48 hours following the event and turned it into a big media event.  

Subsequently, there were two aspects of the accident under scrutiny online. Firstly, the 

initial investigation blamed the accident on equipment failure caused by a lightning 

strike. Secondly, the railway workers quickly buried the first collision car at the scene 

of accident, claiming this decision gave better access to rescue workers searching for 

survivors. Up to 26, July, when the Sina Weibo Company removed it from the hot topic 

list, there were 1,400,000 postings on this train accident. In sum, Chinese netizens 

posted more than 85 million tweets on Weibo complaining of a cover-up and corruption 
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('The high-speed train crash'  2011). This barrage greatly contributed to the amount of 

information circulated about the train accident. The passionate desire for transparency 

and safety concerns drove the public to dig deeply for the truth.  

In order to better understand this, I now examine the background to the accident, that is, 

the China high-speed rail project, the regulated coverage of sudden incidents in China, 

and self-regulation in the Sina Weibo Community. Then I will examine specific Weibo 

responses to the high-speed train crash. 

6.2.1 The Chinese High-Speed Rail Project  

Hundreds of millions of people in China depend on its railways especially for “Spring 

Festival Transportation” (chūn yùn春运). Chun Yun refers to a period of travel in 

China with an extremely high traffic-load around the Chinese New Year. This peak 

season has been called the largest annual migration in the world, and there were over 3 

billion passenger journeys during Chun Yun in 2012 (People.com.cn 2012); the number 

exceeding the population of China. The train is the most used form of transport in China 

even though it is known for being overcrowded. It could be said that every Chinese 

person is a train passenger. With increasing modernization, infrastructure and 

transportation have had to develop very rapidly. In 2003, Liu Zhijun, China’s Minister 

of Railways, took charge of plans to build 7,500 miles of high-speed railway. China’s 

railway boom entailed a total investment of more than two hundred and fifty billion 

dollars; the undertaking was to be the world’s most expensive public-works project 

(Osnos 2012). The high-speed rail network offers a vast improvement over the 

traditional rail network. High-speed trains can travel as fast as 220 km/h. For the 

rapidly-growing middle class in China, these trains form a new class of intercity 
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commuter train. However, critics complain that high-speed rail serves the country 

poorly because the vast rural population prefer to pay less for slower service because 

ticket prices for high-speed rail are commonly triple the cost of a standard ticket. The 

tickets are so expensive that most ordinary Chinese cannot afford them. For most of the 

lower-paid labourers, price is a more important consideration than the speed of the 

journey or luxury seats. 

As the project took shape, large-scale dissatisfaction with official behaviour was voiced, 

following a number of corruption cases involving railway officials. Former Railway 

Minister, Liu Zhijun, had been expelled from the party for corruption in 2011 and 

Zhang Shuguang, deputy chief engineer at the Ministry of Railways, was detained on 

suspicion of corruption. Consequently, with the High-Speed Rail Project being accused 

of corruption, there was general speculation that costs had been cut, raising widespread 

concerns over safety leading up to the crash in 2011. The crash raised new questions 

about corruption and misconduct that was believed to have contributed to the tragedy. 

In fact, despite continuing economic development, the Chinese people are enduring 

what are known as “Tofu Dregs Projects” (Dòufu zhā gong chéng豆腐渣工程), a term 

which means poorly constructed schools, bridges and other infrastructure. After the 

2008 Wenchuan earthquake disaster, in which school children died in school buildings 

that collapsed, poor construction became a national concern and people believed 

corruption played a big role in it. Concerns over development safety and corruption, 

therefore, became a hot topic. A micro-blogger @ Shinian Kanchai proposed the term 

“corruption terrorist” to cover the influence corruption has over people’s lifestyles of 

various social class levels. He explained that 

in the earlier stage of corruption terrorism, the middle class do not need to worry. 
You do not worry about the mining accidents or other accidents since you will 
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not work as a mining assistant or streamline workers. In the middle stage of 
corruption terrorism, the majority of people cannot avoid being hurt by it, since 
you have to take a train or subway; you have to drive the car to pass over the 
bridge. Also the quality of your house is not insured and you have to buy food 
from the supermarket. In the later stage of corruption terrorism, even the 
privileged group are not safe from it (Shiniankanchai 2011). 

Liang Xiaosheng, a scholar well known for his analyses of society in transitional China, 

published the book “The Depressed Chinese” (yù mèn de zhōng guó rén 郁闷的中国人) 

in January 2012. He asserts that their depression is worrisome but not terrible, because, 

as long as there is an outlet for emotion, the current situation offers the Chinese 

government opportunities to improve how it handles problems. Regardless of eventual 

outcomes, people generally tend to use accidents and disasters as immediate outlets for 

anger and frustration which would otherwise be suppressed. In the last three decades, 

however, the reforming and opening-up China strategies have increased not only the 

complexities in society but have also pluralized the way politics is developing (Gries 

2010; Mertha 2009). Of special benefit has been the general, openly-expressed 

scepticism among the public which, in itself, has the power eventually to confirm that it 

is acceptable to criticise (Bell  2010). The mushrooming of public discussions on an 

issue amplifies the range of public opinions and now challenges traditional ideologies, 

for example, on authority and hierarchy. Over time, public opinion and influence may 

have a cumulative effect. 

6.2.2 Regulated Reportage: The High-Speed Train Crash as a “Sudden Incident” 

In an effective media system, the national range of political and economic interests 

should be represented in the public domain (Curran 1991, p. 47). However, the “nation-

building” reporting style still dominates the mainstream media in China (Zhao 2000a). 

Additionally, the Central Propaganda Department habitually issues warnings to 
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newspaper outlets not to report on “sudden incidents” so as to avoid stirring up social 

unrest (Polumbaum & Xiong 2008). It has been suggested that the propaganda 

authorities ordered China’s domestic media to report the 2011 train accident based on 

the following guidelines (translated by the author, see Figure 6.5 for the original source):  

1. Number of deaths reported should be based on statements by the relevant 
authorities. 

2. The frequency of reporting on the accident should be controlled.  
3. Reports should focus on positive themes: e.g., blood donors and volunteer 

taxi drivers. Reports should not investigate the cause for the rail wreck.  
4. Reports should not elaborate or comment on the accident.  

Source: http://weibo.com/2063308555/xggoO8lXi (Viewed 23 July, 2012) 

Figure 6.5 The High-Speed Train Accident Reporting Guidelines  

Micro-blogger @Yuan Baoguo pointed out that CCTV spent just twenty minutes 

reporting the train crash. Twelve minutes were used to praise policemen’s and hospital 

workers’ timely and the appropriate rescue of victims. Seven minutes described how the 

Central Government responded and how government officials themselves were on the 

spot. Only one minute covered the actual train accident. No time was spent investigating 

reasons for the accident and relevant responsibilities. All the comments on Yuan 
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Baoguo’s post complain of CCTV’s selective reporting (see Appendix 6.1 for the 

original source).  

On 24 July, 2011, after the train crash, the front pages of four Party newspapers, namely, 

the People’s Daily, The Economic Daily, Guang Ming Daily and Jie Fang Daily, 

reported the ceremony for promotion to the rank of general awarded by the China 

Central Military Commission; it was accompanied by a large photo. One experienced 

media practitioner netizen and analyst @ Chuan Mei Lao Wang posted these four 

newspapers’ front pages online as an image, which stirred up serious criticism among 

Netizens. Comments ranged from “It is such a pity!”, “I have nothing to say. These 

newspapers should be concerned with people’s daily life rather than this trivial 

ceremony” to “This is the shame of the media. This accident should be live broadcast on 

TV for 24 hours”. The original screenshot of posting and comments is shown as Figure 

6.6. 
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 Source: http://weibo.com/1661598840/xgc2SofTY (Viewed 23 July, 2012) 

Figure 6.6 Comments on the Four Party Newspapers’ Front Pages after the Train 
Accident  

6.2.3 Weibo Responses to the High-Speed Train Accident 

I consider three main sets of responses on Weibo to the train crash: firstly, comments on 

the rescue of the “Miracle Girl”; secondly, sarcasm provoked by the Railways Ministry 

spokesperson, Wang Yongping, at the press conference on the accident; and, thirdly, 

comments on issues of safety. 
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A Miracle Girl  

Various narratives were invoked as the story of the high-speed train crash unfolded. For 

instance, netizens watched the process of saving a three-year-old girl, Xiang Weiyi 

whose parents both died in this accident. She was saved after the train rescue had been 

declared over. One micro-blogger @ Chen Lihao promised that he would donate one 

Chinese Yuan to Xiang Weiyi, every time anybody reposted his posting once (Chen 

2011). This post was reposted around one million times. 

When asked whether the Railway Minister considered saving people as the most 

important principle, and why Xiang Weiyi was found even after the announcement was 

made of no people remaining alive, the Railway Deputy Minister, Lu Dongfu, 

responded that “It hurts our feelings when you are sceptical that the number-one 

principle is saving lives”, when he was interviewed by the state-run CCTV 13. This 

response was strongly criticized, because he had taken an “official and bureaucratic tone 

(guān qiāng 官腔)” in the micro-blogging sphere (see Figure 6.7 for the original source). 

A bureaucratic tone on such occasions can undermine public trust and ignite rebellious 

responses from netizens in China.  
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Source: http://weibo.com/1640601392/xhisNcyjK (Viewed, 23 July, 2012) 

Figure 6.7 Criticism of Official Comment on the Train Accident  

Although the response is emotional rather than informative “it hurts our feelings” is not 

a “rational” or informative response, so in some ways it taps into Weibo emotional 

discourses. Comments on the Deputy Railway Minister’s response included many 

similar to the following:  
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@ Gongshang So-CrazyLunhuashe: “your official tones are disgusting. You 
simply spoke from your memory. How many humble public servants are left! 
Where is the hope for China?”  

@ Xiao Muwuding: “What are you talking about? I have never seen any person 
like you without any sense of shame.”  

It would seem, then, that the convention of the “Say Good News” behaviour collapsed 

as far as this episode was concerned.  

“It Is a Wonder” and “No Matter Whether You Believe It or Not, I Believe It” 

The official press conference addressed by Wang Yongping, the spokesman of the 

Ministry of Railways, stirred up the public’s anger and strong criticism over his 

explanation of the collision. When responding to the critical query “Why was the rescue 

effort halted so soon; Xiang Weiyi was found after the official rescue effort ended?”, 

Wang replied, “It is a wonder”; when questioned “Why was the wreckage piled up into 

shallow pits before there had been a proper investigation into the accident’s cause?” he 

said “That was to make saving people easier; no matter whether you believe it or not, I 

believe it” (see Figure 6.8). 
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Source: http://www.weibo.com/1618051664/xjLA2EJc4 (Viewed 1st July, 2012) 

Figure 6.8 The Railways Ministry Spokesperson Wang Yongping at the Press 
Conference 

It suffices to say that Wang Yongping drew upon established “institutional broadcasting” 

guidelines (Hall 1980, p. 129), however, he did not expect that netizens would reject his 

interpretation. The general public did not consider his claim valid and so Wang 

Yongping was heavily “stoned with verbal bricks”. Later, “This is a wonder” and “No 

matter whether you believe it or not, I believe it” became a meme and Chinese netizens 

quoted his words to express sarcastically their suspicion of official statements. People 

have even used these two replies as a logo on T-shirts (see Figure 6.9), which 

subsequently have sold very well online.  
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Source: http://e.weibo.com/1653689003/xgxxSg6hp (Viewed 20 August, 2011) 

Figure 6.9 Public Sarcasm at the Railways Ministry’s Official Response 

Initially, this kind of commercial response on line would seem to be designed to 

increase consumption. But, micro-bloggers employ consumerist discourse creatively, 

intending to promote public, critical diversity. As Yang (2009) notes, internet 

businesses have encouraged and generated an unusual synergy between commerce and 

online activism. Such synergies display the developing complexity of the 

interrelationships among citizens, business corporations and the state. 

Compared to overtly serious political discussion, “satirical play,…invites and 

encourages laughter, typically a more socially acceptable form of exchange” (Jones 

2013, p. 403). Indeed, such satire functions as an effective shield behind which people 

can establish an alternative truth and seek social changes, as well as benefit from 

consumer responses. It is Carnivalesque behaviour, because it takes place outside “all 

official spheres of ideology” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 73). The pleasure of participation online 

in the Chinese social media lies in decoding the official ideology and then mocking it. 

The 2011 high-speed train accident led to the creation of black-humour memes, such as 
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“The High-Speed Rail Meme”, whose nature and power are discussed later in this 

chapter. 

Public Opinion Raises Safety Concerns due to Train Wreck 

On 24 July, 2011, a Weibo user @ Tong Dahuan (童大焕) posted an eloquent appeal 

for more care and caution in China’s rapid development; the post was widely cited by 

other media including The New York Times: 

China please stop your flying pace, wait for your people, wait for your soul, wait 
for your morality, and wait for your conscience! Don’t let the train run out of 
track, don’t let the bridges collapse, don’t let the roads become traps, don’t let 
houses become ruins. Walk slowly, allowing every life to have freedom and 
dignity. No one should be left behind in our era (Johanson 2011).   

Within one day, this post was retweeted more than 250,000 times. Micro-blogger @ Xu 

Wenguang commented: “Because the 7. 23 [23 July] train accident became a historical 

moment, people also will remember the historical question of that time from Weibo 

about rapid development” (Xu 2011). In response, on 27 July, 2011, People’s Net, the 

state-run media outlet, published an editorial with the headline “No Development 

without Safety”.   

Development safety was discussed in thousands of Weibo postings. @ Shiyue Ershi Qi 

posted, “Overseas newspapers cover the train crash as headline news. Why do Chinese 

media lack such courage?” Another micro-blogger @ Junwang Daoci Ye Ditou, 

commented, “The tragedy of the high-speed train, the power of micro-blogging, the 

voice of civilians”.  @ Haoge Ai Zheteng commented, “The time of interaction between 

mass self-communication and mass media truly comes”. @ Gemeng Liya even posted: 

“When power overruns lives, when all things can be explained by “This is a miracle”, 

here is a nation without soul and ridiculous displays are going on show every day”. 
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Evidently, Chinese citizens had begun to worry about problems underlying the railway 

boom which the train disaster had exposed in China. Moreover, being somewhat 

sceptical of formal institutions and authorities, many Chinese people do not believe the 

explanation of opinion leaders, such as the spokesman of the Ministry of Railways. In 

addition, they have been given hope for information transparency from Weibo.  

6.3 The Rail Accident: Weiguan and Meizhi Interaction as Carnivalesque 

“Gaze”  

Netizens’ public scrutiny online of the 2011 high-speed train accident can be considered 

as part of “Carnivalesque gaze”. This term links Bakhtin’s concept of Carnival to the 

Chinese cultural phenomenon of Weiguan and Meizhi. Overlooked in state decision-

making processes, ordinary Chinese people have opportunities online to vent their 

frustrations, and to publicly scrutinize mainstream media coverage and official 

responses, and have fun doing so. Weibo Weiguan pushed reporting on this accident to 

become investigative. However, how far the boundaries of reporting can really be 

extended, depends on where the interaction between micro-bloggers’ responses and 

mainstream media leads. At present, the influence of Weibo Weiguan can be seen in 

some responses from the mainstream media and the government.  

According to statistics on the first year of micro-blogging in China, that is, up until 

August, 2010, 466 mainstream news organizations had Weibo accounts. This total was 

composed of 118 newspapers, 243 magazines, 36 TV channels and 69 radio stations 

(Sina Market White Paper, 2010, p. 6). This is despite early indications that the 

mainstream, traditional media did not support the concept of social media. That is to say, 

at the beginning of the internet age, the traditional media cried “The wolf is coming” 
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but very quickly it could be that they were dancing with the wolf. China Youth, Global 

Times, The Economics Observer and the People’s Daily are the pioneering newspapers 

who opened micro-blog accounts. As an aid to understanding how these media outlets 

use their Weibo accounts within the state-run media system, I give an example of the 

People’s Daily which launched its Sina Weibo account with the biography message 

“Participation, Communication and Recording the Times” (in Chinese, cān yù, gōu tōng, 

jì lù shí dài 参与,沟通,记录时代) on 22 July, 2012. This Party mouthpiece joined in the 

wide-ranging Weibo discussions and has sent more than 16,000 tweets so far (up to 17th 

September, 2013). One of the most popular tweets has been retweeted 73,555 times and 

has received 15,000 comments up to 28 July, 2012. The original posting and its 

translation are shown in Figure 6.10.  
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Translation: 

[Hello Tomorrow] in the last seven days, one heavy storm makes us feel uncertainty 

about the value of lives. 

Meanwhile, we recognize all kinds of drawbacks and insufficiencies. 

We are also impressed by the kindness the disaster brings out in people. 

It is the guarding and defence of responsibilities. 

As the popular saying goes, 

Where you stand is your nation. 

 How you behave will decide what your nation looks like. 

What you choose will decide China’s future. If you have the light, China will not stay 

in the darkness. 

Good night. 

Source: http://weibo.com/2803301701/yursR781G?mod=weibotime (Viewed 16 July, 2013) 

Figure 6.10 The People’s Daily Tweet on Beijing Flood 

At first, netizens wondered whether the People’s Daily’s Weibo account was 

highjacked by somebody, with Wertime (2012) suggesting that “The contrast between 

the People Daily’s web presence and readers’ expectations has given many observers a 

pleasant surprise”. Most netizens expressed their support and felt the Party newspaper 

was beginning to care about their interests, not just propagandizing the will of powerful 

bureaucrats. @ Xiuzi de xiu said, “The People’s Daily finally has the sense of people”, 
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meaning that the People’s Daily was now showing its human side and promoting 

“positive feelings”(zhèng néng liàng正能量, it is positive reporting but different from 

what they do elsewhere, the tone is changed) on the social media. What netizens 

perhaps hate is not the People’s Daily itself, but that this Party newspaper had been 

persistently blind to citizens’ appeals. If it can from now on respond well to sudden 

incidents, and the public desire for information transparency and public criticism, it can 

win public support. On the one hand, the People’s Daily is trying to participate on 

Weibo since Weibo already has the ability to critique government actions and 

investigations. On the other hand, the People’s Daily changes its tone and responds to 

Weibo “reporting”, as one part of a power dynamic, to compete with alternatives. These 

technical accommodations made by mainstream media maybe indicate a shift in power 

relations.  

The reverberations online between networked Weiguan and Meizhi, as noted earlier, 

form the “feedback loops” between the micro-blogging sphere and the mainstream 

media sphere, as demonstrated by the online interaction on the 2011 train accident 

between Weibo and the traditional mainstream media which has been the focus of this 

chapter. Despite warnings from the Central Propaganda Department, newspaper outlets 

are now employing a number of creative solutions to cope with regulations, including 

waiting until someone posts a story online or a foreign newspaper publishes a story 

(Polumbaum & Xiong 2008); once a story is out, they republish it, adding context and 

other information to produce deeper reporting.  

Word games and other forms of pleasurable subversion were also played online on the 

reporting of the 2011 High-Speed Train Crash. Similar to the public discussions on 

Weibo, “protest waves” have happened in the commercial mainstream newspapers. On 
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27 July, 2011, the state-run Global Times published an editorial with the headline 

“Everybody is a Boat on the River of Public Opinion” (suǒ yǒu rén dōu shì yú lùn hé liú 

shàng de chuán, 所有人都是舆论河流上的船). On 30 July, The commercial media of 

Economics Observer published an article headed “We are All Passengers on the Train” 

to draw citizens’ attention to the high-speed train crash and its implications. In the 

Chinese context, the term  “passengers” implies being active compared with “watchers”. 

The outspoken newspaper Southern Metropolitan, famous for its critical and 

investigative reporting, publicly expressed its dissatisfaction with the authorities and 

questioned the persons responsible for how the crash was handled (see appendix 6.2 for 

the original source). The newspaper used an all-black, blank front page to introduce its 

special 16-page coverage with the main headline “Truth is the Best Memorial”. Blank 

spaces, dubbed skylight windows (kāi tiān chuāng 开天窗), were often used as a protest 

against censorship before 1949.  

In order to express their discontent on the abuse of power and satisfy their desires to 

monitor its abuse, people choose Weiguan. And “Weiguan makes the media, especially 

the social media powerful” (Fan 2010). Netizens show their appreciation for making 

“media protest waves” or “creating media activism” about events such as the train 

accident by the mainstream commercial media. For example, on July 30, 2011, Yao 

Chen, the queen of China’s micro-blogs with more than thirty-two million followers, 

posted “Tonight, this is a salute to all the people engaging the media” (Yao 2011). Later, 

Yao added: “I feel so sorry for journalists who speak for so many people in the normal 

time [i.e., when there are no extraordinary restrictions on reporting]. At this time, you 

badly need support, encouragement and comfort. I believe you know that we all support 

you [professional media practitioners]” (Yi 2011).  
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Furthermore, the media output at this time triggered heated discussions on citizens as 

passengers instead of being watchers or onlookers. Shenyang, a professor in Wuhan 

University and a respected Weibo analyst, states that interaction on Weibo stirs up 

Netizens’ concerns about social issues through its agenda. Concerning Weibo 

interaction on the high-speed train crash, he points out, “The event reflects the publicly 

decreasing spectator awareness while [there is] increasing passenger awareness” (Shen 

2011). On July 25, 2011, the official newspaper of China Youth Daily published an 

article headed “It is time for the internet to force reformation from the bottom up” (Zhu 

2011). Certainly, as @ Huai ren commented,  

Up to now, netizens’ most important concerns are frequently mentioned on 
television [such as number of deaths in the train crash]. Look, Weiguan’s calling 
to account and scepticism work and certainly make an effect. Keep striving. 
There are no spectators but passengers in the historical high-speed train (Huairen 
2011).  

In other words, it is assumed that netizens as Weiguan on Weibo can change China. For 

example, Lu Guoping, a columnist and famous micro-blogger, posted a tweet on the 

2011 rail accident which was retweeted 97,537 times and received 21,888 comments. 

The translated version follows:  

Thanks to Weibo’s pressure, yesterday, the buried wreckage of the train was dug 
out for investigation. Some people claim that it is the strong sceptical voice on 
Weibo that compelled the state investigation team to do this. This is a good step. 
Please give us a satisfactory reply. We are keeping an eye on it through Weibo 
(Lu 2011).  

It can be clearly seen that Weiguan and Meizhi compelled the government to respond. 

Figure 6.11 shows Former Premier Wen Jiabao (2003-2013) apologizing to the family 

of victims, who were involved in the train accident on 28 July 2011. 
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Source: http://weibo.com/1197186093/xgZiUatBa (Viewed 20 August, 2011) 

Figure 6.11 Premier Wen Jiabao Apologizes to the Family of Train Crash Victims  

This is a historic moment, the first time that the country’s top leader has travelled to the 

accident scene to apologize to the victims. The record of the conversation between 

Former Premier Wen Jiabao and the victims’ family was retweeted over 100, 000 times 

and received 20, 243 comments (see Figure 6.11). 

In the past, the number of dead in the rail accident or other mass tragedy events has 

been a sensitive topic. However, the Minister of Railways listed the names of victims 

publicly instead of publishing cold numbers. The Chinese government organized a 

special investigative commission to investigate the cause of this accident and promised 

to make the investigative report public on 20 September 2011. As a result, train speeds 

were reduced and the initial spokesman, Wang Yongping, was dismissed. Under public 

pressure, the special investigative committee released the cause of the accident and the 

State Council made it public on 28 December, 2011. According to this long-awaited 

report on the 7.23 (23 July) accident, this train crash was due to faults in the design of 

the traffic-signal system and 54 officials were punished. The previous Railway Minister 

Liu Zhijun (2003–2011), and the former deputy chief engineer Zhang Shuguang (2004-

2011), were considered responsible for this accident. The present Railway Minister, 

Sheng Guangzu, was required to do critical self-reflection for inadequate supervision of 

the public bidding process on the traffic-signal equipment design (SinaWeibo 2011). On 
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July 8, 2013, Liu Zhijun was sentenced to death with a reprieve. There are more than six 

million postings and comments about this on Sina Weibo (see Figure 6.12). 

 
Source:http://huati.weibo.com/195429?refer=index_hot_new&pos=1_6&ver=5&order=time 

(Viewed 18 July, 2013) 

Figure 6.12 Postings on Liu Zhijun’s Corruption Case 

In China, the public sphere is no longer represented by the monopolistic, state discourse. 

Instead it has opened up public debate on pluralistic discourses which draw on and feed 

alternative sources of information and opinions (Liu & McCormick 2011). The micro-

blogging platform, in particular, offers networks through which people can receive and 

spread information beyond their immediate settings, thereby creating a wide-ranging 

incidental “network society” (Castells 2009), which builds on daily events. The current 

transformation of power relationships, built on the new communication networks, is 

rapidly stimulating a reconfigured media system, which itself feeds and diversifies the 

power relationships as well as springing from them. It is a complex relationship of 

mutuality among politicians, ordinary people and the media networks (see Castells 2007, 

p. 252) that is characterized by the continual feedback among all its players, such as the 

constant looping back and forth between mainstream TV stations and Sina Weibo.  

The phenomena Weiguan and Meizhi are essential to the operation and survival of 

Weibo. So far, it appears to be transforming traditional communication in China on 

political matters. The internet in China is having a democratizing effect: it is reducing 

the long, tortuous chains of communication of traditional bureaucracy and hierarchy, 

which frequently used to distort information, and developing an increasingly interactive 
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flattening and non-linear communication infrastructure (Pan 2011; Tang & Iyengar 

2011).  

Online freedoms, although constrained, have created support for freer reporting in 

commercialized media, and Weibo Weiguan stimulate communal groups, which aim to 

discuss and mobilize unrest (Su, Zhao & He 2013, p. 35) in ways which weaken further 

the state’s hold on how information is disseminated. These virtual networks 

increasingly play an important, direct role in defending citizens’ rights, because they 

override the traditional, slow pathways (such as petitions) which offered too many 

opportunities for state intervention along the way (Benney 2013, p. 160). The virtual 

networks encourage good-humoured mockery of events as they occur. Networked 

Weiguan and Meizhi illustrate how effective this Carnivalesque discourse can be in 

effecting social change.  

6.4 The Impact of the High-Speed Train Accident on Online Discourse 

Online discourse about the high-speed train crash has given rise to a new literary mode 

of Carnival. This can be defined as “grotesque realism” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 63), because 

micro-bloggers are pursuing their own purposes, often, despite the original micro-

bloggers’ intentions or the event which stimulated their participation. This section 

demonstrates the cathartic power of Weibo for netizens in China today through the 

analysis of the linguistic features of online discourse on the high-speed train crash.  

These days, when a slogan or image reaches a significant target audience, it does not 

stop there; this is just the beginning of its circulation. As noted earlier, when Wang 

Yongping, the spokesperson of the Ministry of Railways, said “No matter whether you 

believe it or not, I believe it” in his press conference, to persuade the public to believe 
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the official explanation of the high-speed train crash, this saying spread like wild fire in 

China. People even organized sentence-making competitions to ridicule this saying 

(Yueguangboke 2011). Among the sentences circulated in virtual communities, many 

criticized the spokesperson’s condescending, authoritarian tone. The example in Figure 

6.13 epitomizes netizens’ subversive pleasures.  

 

Figure 6.13 An Example of the High-Speed Train Meme 

The sentences in Figure 6.13 can be translated as follows: 

An apology to the Ministry of Railways 

My dearest, I am sorry, oh my dearest 
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We failed you, my dearest, since so many people died; it has caused a black spot 
on your record. 

We bother you, my dearest, the Ministry of Railways 

That’s why you, my dearest, came here in your chartered plane  

Is a small five star hotel okay, my dearest? 

Do the rural dishes cater to your taste, my dearest? 

Without proper certification, we strongly condemned this very bad excuse of 
thunder and lightning [everything needs a certification in China is satirized] 

My dearest, you are busy with lofty undertakings, 

You deal with many rumours and dark evils at home and abroad; oh my dearest. 

Still we trouble you with our trivial matters; oh my dearest. 

You know we cannot afford a house to live in or a grave after death, oh my 
dearest 

Just one ticket for heaven, oh my dearest  

And a bonus for a funeral and burial ground, my dearest 

Whether others believe it or not, let them be 

I do believe it, oh my dearest 

Do not doubt; do not question; do not guess; do not rumour; 

Do not trouble the “motherland”, oh my dearest 

I am so sorry, my dearest, for annoying you, oh my dearest 

Thanks, oh my dearest. 

We are moved to tears; oh my dearest. 

Even as ghosts, we are joyful; oh my dearest. 

Source: http://www.weibo.com/1674758845/xgKhGyxVT  (Viewed 20 August, 2011) 

These sentences together form a poem. In this poem, the tone seems to cosy with 

somebody by addressing as “my dearest” but actually it is a satirical attack on the 

authorities’ initial responses and behaviour in dealing with the high-speed train crash. 

Far from seeking to resist the official discourse, an outpouring of anger was spurred into 
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corruption and high housing prices. The smart netizen who initiated the outburst used 

the “Taobao Talk” (táo bǎo tǐ 掏宝体). Taobao, similar to eBay, is a Chinese website 

for online shopping in China. Taobao Talk was originally used by retailers to describe 

their goods and chat with their customers. The style of talk fits in the current socio-

cultural context, and it has become very popular because of its apparently sweet humour. 

It is the way of talking that has been adopted online to discuss the high-speed train crash. 

The poem illustrates that some netizens are openly sceptical of Wang Yongping’s 

claims and mock them. Despite the fact that the high-speed trains are named the 

“Harmony Express” (hé xié hào和谐号), train passengers and those affected by the 

accident are struggling with their inharmonious situation. 

The Ministry of Railways has great power in China and people have given it a nickname, 

“Mr. Big Iron” (tiě lǎo dà 铁老大). In the example of high-speed train discourse (see 

Figure 6.13), the author addresses the Railways Ministry as “my dearest” to reflect upon 

the Chinese people’s feelings of subservience to powerful “Mr. Big Iron” or “Boss 

Rail”. On March 10, 2013, the Ministry of Railways was dissolved and Chinese people 

said farewell to “Mr. Big Iron” (bié le, tiě lǎo dà 别了, 铁老大). Multiple reasons led to 

reconstruction the Ministry of Railways, the most important reason is that the CCP 

authorities injected vast capital into the high-speed rail development project, but 

management of that capital lacked transparency and supervision, which led to many 

major corruption cases and public criticism for it. The Railways Ministry, as the sole 

state department that combines government functions and enterprise management, was 

split and a new company was launched to take over its commercial operation. Wang 

Feng, deputy director of the State Commission Office for Public Sector Reform, the 

government department that formulated the reform plan, said “the new company needs 
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to establish a modern corporate system to carry out future investment and financing 

reforms, while the state will continue to support it through appropriate means” 

(Xinhuanet 2013).  

The Railways Ministry spokesperson’s comment “No matter whether you believe it or 

not, I believe it” was met with “resistant readings” (Shohat & Stam 1996) which 

together began to form an “oppositional code” (Hall 1980). This led to a meme “No 

matter whether you believe it or not, I believe it”, which was used when talking about 

something that was implausible. The resulting grotesque image or expression is so 

powerful that it can develop its own logic of practice distinct from the author’s original 

intention, and sometimes even opposing it (Bakhtin 1984, p. 63). The Railway Ministry 

spokesperson’s comment is a good example of such grotesque realism.  

The whole poem in Figure 6.13 is an example of satire, a parody through which is 

communicated complaints, frustration and anger on various social issues. For example, 

“Without proper certification, we strongly criticize this very bad excuse of thunder and 

lightning” (line 9 & 10), vents strong dissatisfaction with the need for certification on 

everything in China and the ridiculous excuse of thunder and lightning being offered as 

the reason for the train crash. Also, “You know we cannot afford a house to live in or a 

grave after death, oh my dearest” (line 14) explicitly attacks the increasingly high 

housing prices. 

The stanzas in this internet poem vent strong emotion. People easily identify the 

motives behind their use; whereas sarcasm without a familiar context misses the mark. 

Anyone using the line “No matter whether you believe it or not, I believe it” will be 

understood. Humour, paradoxically, ensures that posts are noticed and taken seriously, 

but because they are humorous they are acceptable and will not be deleted by the social 
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media servers. An internet meme functions rather like the emoticon sequence :-). It can 

soften online criticism. In this way, the internet meme of “No matter whether you 

believe it or not, I believe it” acts as a vehicle of empowerment in civic participation. 

Moreover, the discussion inspired by the high-speed train accident can be seen by other 

people as another “May Fourth Movement”. In 1919, the May Fourth Movement 

signalled the era of Chinese Renaissance, because it highlighted those enlightened 

intellectuals who were promoting social change and encouraged sceptics to accept the 

emerging culture. However, as with the May Fourth Movement not all thinkers are 

being listened to, and a number of Weibo accounts have been removed and many 

postings are not retrievable.  

After an outburst of online rage in the immediate aftermath of the crash, the 
government moved to muzzle all professional media coverage and also tightened 
the screws on internet companies and social networking companies to track and 
censor critical postings especially any that linked the crash to broader national 
governance failures or attempted to organize offline responses. As a result, the 
spontaneous outpouring of anger-which was too big and sudden to be contained-
that followed the crash was prevented from morphing into offline protests or any 
broader movements for political change (MacKinnon 2012, p. 44). 

As a consequence, in order to gain more opportunities for political participation, like 

white ants eating out from the inside, Chinese netizens have to push the boundaries 

slowly and smartly. Uniquely, subversive pleasure assists this process, even in the face 

of continuing government restrictions.  

6.5 Conclusion  

Whether access to technology will ultimately promote regime-supporting or challenging 

activism, or both, remains uncertain. The internet will not fundamentally change China, 

since the Party allows limited “release of emotion” to “advance social harmony” 

(Doctoroff 2012, pp. 238-239). Only through analysing the different discourses and 
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rationalities in such government practices, however, can alternative modes of talking 

and practice be mobilized (Henman 2012). This is what appears to be happening online 

through Carnivalesque behaviour. Sina Weibo is enforcing a more open, two way form 

of civic communication between government and netizens; it is certainly offering an 

alternative form of monitoring and governing by netizens.  

The case study in this chapter illustrates how Chinese micro-bloggers seek their own 

truths through participating subversively in the social media and producing alternative 

perspectives in a pleasurable way. The case study analysis of netizens’ reaction to the 

2011 high-speed train crash shows the extent to which subversive word games 

conducted in the public sphere, that is, online, can extend the limits to their freedoms of 

speech.  

The study demonstrates that some measure of government response and action was 

triggered by Weibo reportage and Weibo interactions with other media, but it is too 

early to say whether this Weibo monitoring of corruption and other major governance 

issues will be effective in the long term. The extent to which micro-bloggers and micro-

blog sites are repressed to date depends on each individual case. That is, reform is 

happening at a micro, not a macro level. The 2011 high-speed train crash is just one 

case in the ongoing battle people are fighting over which best defines truth in China.  	  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Chinese Social Media, Empowerment and the New Sense of 

Entitlement: Case studies of Panbi and Can I Say Dirty Words?  

7.1 Introduction  

This chapter focuses on two seemingly insignificant events. Unlike the traditional focus 

on how the Chinese government uses media as one of the most powerful tools available 

to shape public opinion in the changeable socio-economic environment, this study 

concentrates on how the Chinese people respond to such a dominating form of control. 

Chapter Six examined netizens’ subversive pleasure in participating and exerting 

influence in a major macro-level media event. This chapter examines the subversive 

pleasure they derive as Carnival participants in the seemingly insignificant micro-level 

media events in China’s micro-blogging sphere.  

Using two empirical case studies, this chapter investigates how word games and 

repeated catchphrases as well as memes become powerful tools with which to 

undermine dominant discourses. Firstly, this chapter studies the complex case of “Panbi” 

(潘币, Pan Currency, one Chinese digital currency), in which an initial response to 

Steve Jobs’ death and the issue of cheap iPhones led to a media call-to-arms for micro-

bloggers who were upset about China’s high house prices. This case began on Weibo. 

Secondly, I examine the media event known as “Can I Say Dirty Words?” during which 

the central participant became an unexpected flag-bearer who encouraged an 

undermining of traditional Chinese cultural values. This case, unlike the case of Panbi, 

started in the mainstream media but was picked up by Weibo, ensuring its wider impact 

and commentary.  
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This interrelationship between different media forms is important to understand in the 

Chinese context. In both cases, an alternative voice was generated on the internet by the 

subversive responses of citizens whose views would otherwise have been 

underrepresented. Thus, tiny media events can have major repercussions in a nation 

with around 600 million internet users. However, studies of this phenomenon to date 

have not taken into account its potential importance as a mechanism for social change. 

In general then, this chapter interrogates how alternative, resistant, and disbelieving 

discourses enter the public sphere in Chinese life at the micro level. It focuses on the 

ways in which Carnivalesque subversive pleasures are fashioned in online media events, 

when traditional values are confronted with alternatives, via an emerging popular 

culture and through the everyday, banal practices of using social media. Thus, this 

chapter is intended to contribute to an understanding of how modern Chinese society is 

informed by a powerful, alternative, everyday discourse constructed online.  

This is particularly well illustrated by recent generational change. The terms “80 hou”, 

“90 hou” and “2000 hou” (hou means “after” or “post”), refer to people who are born 

after 1980, 1990 and 2000 respectively, and are frequently used in public forums on 

topics of public concern such as education reform, tight job markets, and high house 

prices. These three generations, 80 hou, 90 hou, and 2000 hou, have grown up during 

the current “Reform Period” (which began in 1978), which is characterized by the 

increasing prominence of consumption and entertainment in everyday life. For modern 

Chinese consumers, having an iPhone or any other Apple product, and owning property 

have become status symbols. However, many people in China still cannot afford such 

goods. Another noticeable feature of these generations, known as part of the “net 

generation”, is that 80 hou, 90 hou, and 2000 hou people are technologically literate and, 

as a consequence, they have broader networks (Liu 2011), which offers high potential 
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for a personal experience to resonate with collective observations and experiences of 

their generations. 

Despite their interconnectivity via electronic networks, the new generations feel 

underrepresented in public discourse on how their lives and identities are defined 

(Powell 2011). That is to say, they are seldom acknowledged as individual, respected 

citizens who are able to think and decide for themselves about their lifestyles and 

identities, because nation, family and clan are still the key “pillars of individual identity” 

in China (Doctoroff 2012, p. 24). These Chinese younger generations joke about being 

said “to be represented” (bèi dài biǎo le被代表了) because they are “energetically 

represented in the public sphere, but only as an abstract term associated with the grand 

discourse of the ideology” (Liu & McCormick 2011, p. 119). This has to be traced back 

to “Three Represents” put forward by former President Jiang Zemin at the 16th CPC 

Congress speech, in November 2002. Jiang said the Party should always represent “the 

requirements of the development of China’s advanced productive forces”, “the 

orientation of the development of China’s advanced culture”, and “the fundamental 

interests of the overwhelming majority of the people in China” (People.com.cn 2006). It 

is claimed that they are represented by official papers, but they know their interests are 

not represented. “To be represented” has become a new Chinese expression and has 

been added to the 6th version of the modern Chinese dictionary as an ironic voice. But, 

the status of “to be represented” is changing as new communication technologies evolve, 

especially in the social media sphere. 

In the social media in China, a new culture of participation has arisen which is affecting 

society generally. Weibo is breaking down social barriers and offering people with a 

variety of backgrounds immediate access to public discourse and the power to join in 
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and talk about what matters to them. They now have a measure of freedom to speak 

from their own experiences. When a person’s experience converges with what is being 

publicly canvassed, the outcome can be popular tweet streams, which develop into 

public events and create a new way of communication, a new internet discourse, and 

lead to a different kind of social critique as discussed earlier (see Chapter Five, Sections 

5.2.2 and 5.2.3). This new public discourse is associated with the redefinition of 

traditional values, cultural identities and citizenship that is occurring in China and also 

at a global level, as van Dijk (2012) notes: “the most fundamental values of our society 

are at issue when it comes to the development of new information and communication 

technologies” (p. 3). Also the emergence of a consumption-oriented middle class with 

different lifestyle values is challenging the traditional “habitus” (Bourdieu 1984). For 

instance, people have changed their idea of what is an appropriate manner for 

interviewers and interviewees to adopt in front of the TV camera. Such confrontations 

between different “habitus” are indicative of what is happening online as netizens in the 

‘network society’ have fun being subversive.  

This chapter begins with the background to “Panbi” and “Can I Say Dirty Words?”, and 

then examines the important role flag-bearers play in these two civic Carnivalesque 

participatory events and the subversive pleasures embedded in them. Finally, I discuss 

people’s new discursive power realized in the diversity of online information and 

perspectives that can now influence future developments in Chinese society.  
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7.2 Panbi: A Response to the Death of Steve Jobs 

7.2.1 Background  

Consumerist culture and the construction of self-identity are closely connected in 

modern China. People all over the world have good reasons to feel strongly about the 

ways in which Apple products have affected their lives. However, beyond their “cool” 

functions of regularly updating software to make it easier to use social platforms such as 

Sina Weibo and the most powerful Chinese search engine Baidu, to have an iPhone or 

iPad in China is a status symbol and a signifier of success. Chinese consumers use 

Apple brand to construct, maintain and enhance their self-identities. There are, therefore, 

Apple cults in China (Beech 2012), as illustrated by the case of the high school student 

who stole wheels from his family’s car and sold them to buy an iPhone. When found out 

by his mother, he defended himself saying, “Almost all my classmates have an iPhone, 

what is wrong with me buying an iPhone?” (see Figure 7.1). 

 

Source: http://huati.weibo.com/25621?refer=index_hot_new&pos=2_2&ver=5&order=time(Viewed 10 

December, 2012) 

Figure 7.1 The Weibo Trend “Removing Car Wheels to Buy iPhone”  

Despite the iPhone and iPad factory being located in Chengdu, a south-west Chinese 

city, an iPhone is a luxury product that costs more to buy in China than in the U.S. The 

cost of an iPhone is 260 per cent more than the average monthly income in China 

(Beech 2012, p. 34). This fact needs to be considered alongside the process of 
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urbanization, which sees more and more rural people migrating to cities. These migrants 

face extreme pressure in buying a house, especially as, according to Chinese traditional 

values, owning a home rather than renting a house is more important, otherwise you feel 

homeless. Thus, millions of “mortgage slaves” (fáng nú 房奴) have become a new 

social phenomenon in China. Within this social context, any art, literature, film or TV 

series, which portrays the public’s massive discontent about high house prices, is 

extremely popular. For example, the TV series Dwelling Narrowness (wō jū 蜗居 or 

Snail Houses) “a painfully realistic portrayal of contemporary China” (Yu 2011b, p. 34) 

struck a chord with people because most people can only afford the narrowest homes. 

Indeed, this Chinese TV series touches upon some of the most sensitive yet prevalent 

topics, such as, corruption, mortgage slaves and “nail houses” (dīng zi hù 钉子户), a 

pun coined by property developers for a resident who refuses to move out of their house 

to make room for development with their house standing there like a nail on the 

spacious construction site.  

It is not hard to see that many Chinese people wish to buy a house but cannot afford it. 

For example, Mo Yan, winner of the 2012 Nobel Prize, for literature, announced that he 

wished to buy a house in Beijing with the prize money. People made jokes about this 

saying “If you want to buy a house in China, the only way is for you to win the Nobel 

Prize”. The case study that follow elucidates how ordinary Chinese people were keen to 

grasp an opportunity to vent their distress about China’s high house prices by 

responding online to the issue of cheap Apple products and Steve Jobs’ death.  
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7.2.2 Panbi: China’s New Unofficial Currency  

Pan Shiyi was born in a small village in Gansu Province and became a billionaire as a 

commercial real-estate developer. He exemplifies the Chinese dream in which anybody 

can get a better life as long as they work hard enough. On the one hand, his social origin 

of poverty made his story fascinating and won him great popularity among Chinese 

micro-bloggers. By 13 December, 2013, he had more than 16.5 million followers on his 

verified account on the Sina Weibo platform (Pan 2013). On the other hand, as a 

wealthy real-estate developer, he is widely considered to be a “public enemy”.  

On 5 October, 2011, the death of Apple founder Steve Jobs triggered an emotional 

reaction among micro-bloggers in China. Pan Shiyi posted a tweet on his Weibo 

account which drew fire:  

The best way for the Apple Company to commemorate Steve Jobs is to 
manufacture the cheaper version of its iPhones and iPads that are under 1000 
Yuan RMB [less than $200], so more people can afford those Apple products. 

Retweeting this post, @ Tang Ruoding9983 (see Figure 7.2) smartly responded:  

If Mr Pan passes away, [could your company] please offer houses below 1,000 
Yuan RMB per square meter. At that time, more than one billion people will 
commemorate you. 

Source: http://e.weibo.com/1660452532/xruHVoImF (Viewed 6 July, 2012) 

Figure 7.2 @ Tang Ruoding 9983’s Comment  
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This response resonated with Chinese internet users depressed about unaffordable 

housing prices. Netizens think that if Mr Pan, a property developer billionaire, does not 

lower house prices, how he can make demands about the Apple Company. As a 

consequence, this reply made @ Pan Shiyi an object of ridicule online and people called 

him “Pan One Thousand (pān yī qiān 潘一千)”. Meanwhile, micro-blogger @ Tang 

Ruoding9983 became famous online, as thousands of internet users searched for the 

historical tweet he had posted to show their respect and offer their support.  

Responses to @ Tang Ruoding9983’s post illustrate the delight people felt in making 

fun of the real estate developer. For example, @ Balei CHACOTT said, “What you said 

was fabulous, but “Pan One Thousand” deleted the original post so rapidly”. Similarly, 

another user called @ Xiao pangzi maimai said, “One reply to Pan Shiyi’s tweet on 

Steve Jobs’ death meant Mr Pan deleted [his post]. This is where Pan One Thousand 

came from. This person [@ Tang Ruoding9983] definitely will become famous”.   

Other examples show more clearly how netizens celebrated this event as a type of 

Carnival event. Netizen @ Princess-deng~I love Yaoming commented, “I come here to 

worship”, also @ Triple-A posted, “Worship [you], you have a great talent for guiding 

public opinion” (see Figure 7.3). 
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Source:  http://www.weibo.com/1699763530/xrs1E0eSt (Viewed 6 July, 2012) 

Figure 7.3 @ Tang Ruoding 9983’s Original Tweet and Its Comments  

Micro-blogger @ Tang Ruoding 9983 did not expect his reply to Pan Shiyi’s post to 

cause such a large-scale event, nor cause Mr Pan to delete his original post, which was 
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retweeted around three thousand times and commented on hundreds of times within just 

one day. Micro-blogger @ Lecerque commented, “Brother, you are famous (nǐ huǒ le

你火了); Baidu Bai Ke has collected Pan One Thousand”. Baidu is the biggest search 

engine in China and Baidu Bai Ke is the Chinese Wikipedia. If an event is recorded and 

collected by Baidu Bai Ke, this event is seen as having historical significance. Netizen 

@ Sassica commented, “I came purposely to see your micro-blog ☺ you stirred up a big 

event!” (see Figure 7.4)  

  

Source: http://www.weibo.com/1699763530/xrsXShw35 (Viewed 6th July, 2012) 
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Figure 7.4 @ Tang Ruoding 9983’s Reflections on His Original Post  

Incidentally, micro-blogger @ Tang Ruoding 9983 became the flag-bearer in the 

Carnivalesque Panbi event. Meanwhile, the real estate billionaire Pan Shiyi became “the 

drowning dog” who was “beaten” by the public “with verbal stones” (see Chapter Five) 

and many netizens went online to censure him for his “bad behaviour record”. 

In the main, Chinese netizens believe it is property developers who raise house prices. 

Therefore, in Pan Shiyi’s case, they pelted him with “verbal stones” to vent their 

frustration over high house prices and called for his response. For example, @丁丁-

DeanDing demanded that Pan Shiyi reveal his position and not hide his head like a 

turtle. The comments added to his post are full of humour. They include: “[Tang 

Ruoding 9983’s post] reads peoples’ minds; Mr Pan thought he would be supported by 

the public. He never thought he would be poked by the public”, “This talented post 

brings us ongoing amusement” and “It is much more significant and appropriate for the 

Chinese national situation [than Pan Shiyi’s post] and represents the interests of the 

poor” (see Figure 7.5).  
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Source: http://www.weibo.com/1737881711/xrsK10i64 (Viewed 6th July, 2012) 

Figure 7.5 @ 丁丁-Deanding’s Tweet and Comments  

The interactions typify oppositional decoding (Hall 1980, p. 138) because the netizens 

have chosen to read different meanings into Pan Shiyi’s post from what he had intended. 

Pan Shiyi eventually acknowledged that Chinese people are very discontented with high 

house prices and have targeted him as the object of ridicule and even claimed that 

Chinese property developers are equal to public enemies in his Weibo account (Pan 

2011). Pan Shiyi initially deleted his post on Steve Jobs’ death and kept silent. However, 

it was too late. Netizens had entertainingly created a kind of Chinese unofficial currency 

called Panbi or “Pan Currency”. As a parody, the “One-Pan Banknote” looks 

deceptively like China’s 100-yuan banknote, except that it has Mr Pan on the front 

instead of Mao Zedong. The back features the architecture of Pan Shiyi’s SOHO 
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Company. But, what the public was most interested in was Panbi (that is Pan Currency) 

rather than Pan Shiyi or his SOHO Company. So, Mr Pan decided to offer his own 

version of Panbi and posted it on his Weibo feed to attract suggestions and comments 

from his followers. Thus, as people made fun of him, Pan Shiyi tried to find a role for 

himself in this event.  

One week afterwards, Pan Shiyi posted: “I responded to the Panbi event. Let us 

exchange views. I wish I could bring you moments of happiness for the weekend!” The 

official Weibo account of @ SOHO China posted a short video, in which Pan Shiyi said:  

I am a big fan of Mr Jobs. The frustration of the high house price of the public is 
reflected and vented through the ridicule of me. We have never developed 
residential housing, only commercial properties. However, I could not defend  
myself (see Figure 7.6 for the Chinese version). 

Source: http://www.weibo.com/1182391231/xsIW2vgKF  (Viewed 1 July, 2012) 

Figure 7.6 Pan’s Response to the Panbi Event  

Finally, the images of currency in the promotion of Pan Shiyi’s company were reported 

as inappropriate by the mainstream media. For example, CCTV 12 reported that by 

issuing “Panbi”, Pan Shiyi did not respect the RMB (the official Chinese currency) and 

was suspected of breaking the law. Similarly, The Southern Daily reported that Pan 

Currency violated the China Business Banking Law. So, Pan Shiyi posted that “Those 

who use “Panbi” or “One Pan” to mock me are at the risk of breaking laws. We have to 
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stop now.” Netizens responded: “It does not matter; we have so many techniques to 

ridicule the real estate developers” (Pan 2011). Thus, netizens were entertained by Mr 

Pan’s embarrassment.  

Finally, the Panbi event concluded happily. The Chinese site of the Financial Times 

Chinese believed, “The person who hears Panbi is entertained and the person who gets 

the Panbi is delighted. Pan Shiyi’s Panbi caters to the netizens” (see Figure 7.7). 

 
Source: http://www.weibo.com/1698233740/xxJjr8YiH (Viewed 29 December, 2011) 

Figure 7.7 @ Financial Times Chinese Weibo Account Post about “Panbi” 

#Panbi# has become an internet meme, which implies light entertainment, subtle 

frustration and veiled criticism. For instance, in the dispute between China and Japan 

about the ownership of the Diaoyu Islands, Chinese netizens have suggested that the 

Chinese government should buy the Diaoyu Islands with Panbi after Japan claimed to 

have already purchased them. Since Panbi is not a real currency, netizens are trying to 

express that Japan’s claim to have bought Diaoyu Islands is ridiculous. Here, people are 

using Panbi as a tool to mock, as well as be entertaining and humorous.  

As for the public power-play in the social media, a powerful man can be seen to have 

been undermined by Weibo discourse. However, sometimes the powerful man who is 

talented at public relations can reclaim power. In the case of Panbi, the self-mocking 

spirit of Pan Shiyi rescued him and he was able to take advantage of this crisis to 

publicize his company. Not everyone, however, can leverage ridicule into the raw 
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power of public relations for their company in this way. Pan Shiyi is not an ordinary 

property developer with a billionaire title. He has grassroots social origins and he 

deliberately runs humorous feeds on Weibo to cater to his followers and encourage 

interaction with them. Moreover, Pan Shiyi is one of the few to be so self-aware that he 

is able to exploit his origins and achievements. In short, he knows how to engage with 

the dominant groups in the Chinese micro-blogging sphere.  

Irony and self-mockery are important elements in humour which, in micro-bloggers’ 

cases, bring them moments of Carnival laughter. Thus, the Panbi event became an 

occasion for Carnivalesque online when netizens gave full vent to their frustration over 

high house prices by mocking of this prominent property developer. 

7.3 Can I Say Dirty Words? 

On 20 March, 2012, the petrol price in China had risen again and had reached 8 Yuan 

per litre (about AU$1.20). A local TV journalist from Jiaxing, Zhejiang province, 

China's 19th largest metropolis, interviewed passers-by on the street for their opinions of 

the current petrol price adjustment. One man responded to the journalist with the 

question, “Can I say dirty words?” The journalist a little shocked, asked, “You are angry, 

are you?” The man replied, “If I cannot [say dirty words], I have nothing to say” (see 

Figure 7.8).  



 
 

229 

Source: http://topic.weibo.com/weibostar/21623?haspic=1&pos=0&lable_t=tips&page=4(Viewed 25 

March, 2012) 

Figure 7.8 The Trending of “Can I Say Dirty Words?”  

This response was posted on Weibo and the video of the interview was retweeted tens 

of thousands of times. As in the Panbi case, netizens were astonished. Unlike in the 

west, this broke all sorts of rules. The topic resonated with them and it was promoted as 

one of Weibo’s “trending” topics. The interviewee, Xue Yifeng, was crowned the 

“Petrol Prices Brother” (yóu jià gē 油价哥) and became an internet celebrity. After he 

became well known, he opened a Weibo account using the pseudonym @ Zui Weixiao 

ssss. The verified information states that he is “a university student in Zhejiang province 

who became a celebrity on Weibo and people like to call him the “Petrol Price Brother” 

(see Figure 7.9). In Chinese internet culture, any nickname suffixed with “brother” has a 

funny connotation, which is specific, that is, it has historical context. Historically, China 

used to call the Soviet Union “Big Brother” (lǎo dà gē 老大哥) and addressed all 

comrade members of the Chinese Communist Party as “brothers and sisters”. Since then, 
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internet celebrities in the blogosphere have jokingly been called “XXX brother or 

sister”.   

 
Source: http://www.weibo.com/u/2678541663 (Viewed 6 July, 2012) 

Figure 7.9 @ Zui Weixiao Ssss’s Weibo Verified Account  

Later on, Petrol Prices Brother, @ Zui Weixiao ssss posted (see Figure 7.10) on his own 

Sina Weibo feeds: 

“Can I Say Dirty Words? Otherwise, I have nothing to say!” I said this to a 
journalist. Unbelievably, the journalist broadcast it in its original form, which 
was circulated online and met with wide popularity among the public. Does 
everybody think in the same way?  

This post makes clear that Xue Yifeng did not know that the interview was being 

broadcast live and that he was also surprised by the overwhelming public support as 

well for what he said. For example, micro-blogger @ Tu Mi Kai Dao Ye Wei Yang 

posted, “Hahaaa, finally I find the Petrol Prices Brother ~rapidly Weiguan (in Chinese 

huǒ sù wéi guan 火速围观)”. The term “rapidly Weiguan” refers to when events are 

fascinating enough to attract netizens to participate swiftly.  
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Source: http://weibo.com/2678541663/ybgzJkWIG（Viewed 23 August, 2012） 

Figure 7.10 The Unexpected Fame of the “Petrol Prices Brother” 

Most of micro-bloggers praised Petrol Prices Brother for reading their minds. For 

instance, @ Zi Doudou Shijie commented, “This [Can I Say Dirty Words?] is most 
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civilised language”. Another micro-blogger @ Sihai Weijia1258 said, “Weixiao Brother 

[Petrol Prices Brother], we would like to promote you to be a delegate to the National 

People’s Congress” (see Figure 7.11). These comments demonstrate the main reason for 

the Petrol Prices Brother’s fame was that he reflected widely-held public opinion and 

had the courage to express it in public. The rapidity of the event’s escalation was aided 

by the interview being a live broadcast. Therefore he is huo le (火了). In Chinese, the 

term “huo le” means somebody who has suddenly captured public attention, positively 

or negatively, becomes an internet celebrity or a topic that has developed into an 

internet meme. Literarily, the Chinese pictographic “huo” means “fire” because the 

image is of illumination, and the spreading speed of fire is hard to control. 

Chinese netizens gave further reasons for the overwhelming popularity of the media 

event “Can I Say Dirty Words?” Micro-blogger @ ysf-xiaoyu said, “What is fascinating 

is not the dirty words, but what you said is what others are afraid to say”. A typical 

comment is from @ Wang Yuanyuan Lawyer, who remarked,  

[You are becoming famous] because you spoke the public mind or because your 
sincerity drove people to want to know you in depth. [The reason] Chinese 
netizens Weiguan is for a moment of entertainment. As Lu Xun [the famous 
satiric novelist] said, it is one of the funny things that are spoken about after 
meals [in Chinese, chá yú fàn hòu de tán zī bà le 茶余饭后的谈资罢了 which 
means gossip people talk about after meals or tea-time to entertain each other].  

The way Petrol Prices Brother performed in front of the television camera entertained 

the public and that is why the public likes to Weiguan him. For example, micro-blogger 

@ pitmcn posted emotionally, “Not everybody has a chance to say dirty words in front 

of television cameras. The chance that it is actually broadcast in its original form is even 

rarer when somebody says dirty words” (see Figure 7.11). Petrol Prices Brother was 

lucky to be interviewed during a live broadcast, which made it impossible for him to be 
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edited. The interview clip of the Petrol Prices Brother went viral because it was 

unexpected, a characteristic feature of the new media and the way it creates a new kind 

of culture (Allocca 2012). 

 

 

 
Source: http://weibo.com/2678541663/yby3sDCez（Viewed 23 August, 2012） 

Figure 7.11 Petrol Prices Brother’s Self-interpretation  



 
 

234 

Although Petrol Prices Brother’s response expressed natural human emotions, they were 

improper according to Confucian values. It is an offence, even, for people to respond in 

that way in public, let alone in a live TV broadcast. In Chinese culture, citizens are 

disciplined for breaching Confucian rules of decorum; they are expected to act as 

gentlemen (jūn zǐ 君子) in public, that is, they must speak and behave properly. The 

most important rule is Ke Ji Fu Li (kè jǐ fù lǐ 克己复礼) which means “subdue the self 

and follow the rites” (Fei 1992, p. 74). So, no matter how much they want to, people 

should not swear in public. The cheers which greeted Petrol Prices Brother’s revelation 

of his true feelings contradict the country’s reputation for conservative attitudes towards 

politeness and appropriateness, but this case suggests there may be room for more than 

one attitude. Importantly, Petrol Prices Brother gave netizens subversive pleasures by 

serving as an outlet for their anger about high petrol prices and other frustrations.  

In fact, the Petrol Prices Brother appears to symbolize ordinary people’s rebelliousness 

about stereotypical Chinese behaviour with this vent, and this qualifies him as a flag-

bearer. That is, the kind of language he used plays well to public outlets for most 

ordinary Chinese and these language styles are adapted and celebrated by other ordinary 

Chinese people. Consequently, the saying of “Can I Say Dirty Words?” became a 

signifier of rebelliousness, resistance and the importance of expressing the truth, rather 

than being about dirty words themselves.  

As with other participatory media events, “Can I Say Dirty Words?” did not end online. 

In the mass media, topic trends in the micro-blogging sphere are scanned and themes or 

issues are selected for mainstream audiences. As a result, “Can I Say Dirty Words?” 

appeared on countless front pages and main websites. For example, it has been used in 

advertisements and even became the headline in mainstream newspapers. When the 
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newspaper Chang Zhu Tan Bao ran a story about how manufacturers make sub-standard 

medicines from waste products, the large headline read “Can I Say Dirty Words? You 

sell us these bad medicine capsules made from these waste products. What can I do but 

say dirty words?” (see Figure 7.12). 

Figure 7.12 The Front-Page of Chang Zhu Tan Bao Newspaper  

Micro-bloggers cheered for Chang Zhu Tan Bao’s headline with comments, such as, 

“Chang Zhu Tan Bao is geiliable! (“gěi lì ” is created from two Chinese characters “gei” 

and “li”. Literally, this Chinese internet buzzword means "giving power," but is now 

widely accepted as an adjective describing something that's "cool" “awesome” or 

“exciting” (Ni 2010) ). At the same time some netizens worry that it will not be long 

before there is a crackdown on the regulation of the whole newspaper industry. Also, 

there are many less celebratory retweets and comments such as, micro-blogger @ Feng 

Source: http://www.weibo.com/1937192010/yf9foEFEE (Viewed 6 July, 2012) 
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Xin Cheng posted, “Who is the person I could say dirty words to?” (Feng 2012). 

Overall, netizens do not know who is in charge of health and safety and they want to see 

further investigative reports.  

In sum, the “Can I Say Dirty Words?” case illustrates that it is possible for one 

seemingly small incident to find its way from TV to the micro-blogging sphere and 

from there back into mainstream discourse as a significant event, to the extent that the 

meme which encapsulates it is reused in a story about bad medicine. It may just 

temporarily change petrol prices, but it effects on other levels, such as the behavioural 

norms and the public courage to openly critique. 

However, “Can I Say Dirty Words?” as a meme, is not just utilised by the mainstream 

outlets. It is reused by netizens to frown upon any culturally disagreeable behaviour in 

everyday Chinese conversation. Here is a case in point: On 30 May, 2012, during a 

heavy storm, rainwater flooded a classroom in Huadong Normal University. Female 

students let the “cleaner aunt” (清洁阿姨) carry them across the water in order to attend 

lectures (see Figure 7.13). The story triggered anger among micro-bloggers, with one 

commenting that: “If this is true, “Can I Say Dirty Words?” to show her anger over 

these students’ questionable behaviour (see Figure 7.13).  
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Source: http://www.weibo.com/1870258801/ylwZmp1Kl (Viewed 10 July, 2012) 

Figure 7.13 “If this is true, Can I Say Dirty Words?”  

The lady in question was a cleaner. Cleaners are in a subordinate social and economic 

position in China. Traditionally, they are believed to be strong and bold. Therefore it 

does not matter at all if they get wet. Whereas, university students are talented, slim and 

weak, so conventionally it used to be unacceptable for them to get wet. Although these 

perceptions are now questioned, they reflect traditional thinking and practices. 

In China, it is very difficult to pass the National Higher Education Entrance 

Examination (gāo kǎo 高考), so, once a student passes and becomes a university student, 

he or she is called “son of God (tiān zhī jiāo zǐ 天之骄子)”. This saying originally was 

used about students who passed the “Imperial Examination (known as kē jǔ zhì 科举

制)”. Anyone who passed that examination, became a high-ranking government official. 

Despite the difficulty of such prestigious examinations, according to the China 

statistical yearbook, China has more than 5.7 million students who graduated from 

Chinese universities in 2011 (compared with 270,000 in 1977 when Deng Xiaoping 

revived the gāo kǎo). The 2011 success rate does not include the students who 

graduated overseas. Consequently, it has been impossible for all those graduate students 

to have an “iron rice bowl” (tiě fàn wǎn 铁饭碗), that is, a paid job with lifelong tenure, 
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education and housing benefits. For current graduates, it is very difficult to get a job, 

but they still feel they enjoy their highly privileged social status compared to a cleaner.  

This typical example demonstrates that a thousand-year-old tradition of perceiving 

graduates as “sons of God” is being challenged. As Hall suggests, a different discourse 

or episteme produces, in its turn, its own authority, madness and truth to “regulate social 

practices in new ways” (Hall 1997c, p. 46). In other words, when different ways of 

talking arise, they tend to point to social changes and later may come to be seen as 

reflecting historical moments. 

In this case, what people are revealing of their beliefs about culture in the media event 

of “Can I Say Dirty Words?” can be said to be promoting equality among citizens, as it 

is followed from TV to Weibo to mainstream newspapers and back to online daily 

conversations, out of which flag-bearers emerge and millions of ordinary participants 

become involved in creating media events as a Carnival, supported by and supporting 

the special discourse it generates. The “Can I Say Dirty Words?” event typifies such 

Carnivalesque phenomena. 

The Petrol Prices Brother became a discourse leader and soon became a popular guest 

on many entertaining TV programmes. He was invited to participate in the well-liked 

Chinese TV games show Fei Chang Liao De (非常了得), on 25 April 2012. When 

asked by the host “What do you think about your being famous?” He kept on repeating, 

“It was a great surprise, a surprise” (Jiaxing19lou 2012). Not only this, as the “Can I 

Say Dirty Words?” event developed, it stirred public debate on petrol prices. Fu 

Chengyu, President of the state-owned China Petroleum & Chemical Corporation, 

became “a dog in the water”, a figure of “grotesque realism”. He responded to the 

media that he had never heard of the “Can I Say Dirty Words?” media event, a reaction 
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that isolated him from ordinary Chinese netizens. Not surprisingly, he was smacked 

with “comment bricks” online. Two examples from mainstream newspaper Weibo 

accounts: Xin Jing Bao and Yangzi Wan Bao make this clear (see Figure 7.14). Micro-

blogger @ Zhaozhaocy said, “He does not care about the gloomy feelings of grassroots 

people, since he holds a high official position”; and @ Hamuxiaodi commented, “Does 

he never watch TV or surf online?” A few others said, “I really have nothing to say 

[about him], since he turns a blind eye to this issue.” 

 

Source: http://www.weibo.com/1644114654/ycRyLzqHn (Viewed 9 July, 2012) 

Figure 7.14 @ Xin Jing Bao on Fu Chengyu, the Figure of Grotesque Realism  

Yangzi Wan Bao created a headline of “The President of China Petroleum & Chemical 

Corporation, Fu Chengyu, has never heard about a citizen who wants to say dirty words 

as petrol prices go up again” (see Figure 6.15).  
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Source: http://www.weibo.com/1653603955/ycVodhXDC (Reviewed 9 July, 2012) 

Figure 7.15 @ Yang Zi Bao on Fu Chengyu, the Figure of Grotesque Realism  

All the following comments seriously criticized and cursed Fu Chengyu for his response 

to “Can I Say Dirty Words?” Nevertheless, On 9 May, 2012, petrol prices went down 
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0.27 yuan per litre, although later on the prices fluctuated again. Seeing the price down, 

some netizens told @ Petrol Prices Brother “Haaaa, you can be civilised now [Since the 

petrol prices have gone down, you do not need to say dirty words any more] 

(LijingMermaidhuayou 2012).  

The above two cases in this chapter illustrate the feedback loops between social and 

mainstream media. Sometimes the cumulative effect of interaction between the different 

forms of media appears to be socially transformative. At the very least, cyber-culture is 

gradually making inroads into mainstream culture and can be termed as creating “a 

contested and evolving discourse” (Bell  2007). 

The calmness and truthfulness of an ordinary citizen in front of a TV camera in China 

falls outside most people’s traditional expectations; the live broadcast of this interview 

was a surprise as well. Most CCTV public interviews are tightly-scripted performances 

consisting of civilized language and soft smiles. Interviewees’ answers about their 

feelings may not be truthful at all. This is what audiences have come to expect. An 

internet episode known as "very erotic very violent" illustrates this further.  

On 27 December, 2008, in order to justify the internet filters, a CCTV journalist 

interviewed a primary school girl who was supposed to say “when I was surfing the 

Internet, a web page popped-up. It was very erotic, very violent, so I quickly closed it”.  

Through the Human Flesh Search Engine, this schoolgirl’s personal information was 

revealed including name, home address, and phone number and was discovered that she 

was employed by CCTV in order to legitimise the coming internet regulations. This 

incident was widely parodied and undermined CCTV’s credibility. However, recently, 

some routine questions on CCTV have received unexpected answers (netizens jokily 

call them shén huí fù 神回复, a godly response, reply, or comment to one question), 
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which has been widely circulated online, as in the case of “Can I say dirty words?” For 

example, on 5 October, 2012, the most highly circulated interview episode online was 

as follows:  

“Are you happy?” (nǐ xìng fú má? 你幸福吗？) 

This sounds like “Is your family name Fu?”  (nǐ xìng fú má? 你姓福吗？) 

To which the answer is that “My family name is Zeng” (wǒ xìng zéng, 我姓曾) 

A journalist who asks about someone’s state of happiness is not asking for his family 

name. This is a yes or no question designed by CCTV; the answer is supposed to be 

“yes” since it is very difficult for Chinese people to tell their true feelings in front of a 

TV camera. As @ Yu Jianrong said, the “happy China” (xìng fú zhōng guó 幸福中国), 

similar to the “harmonious society” (hé xié zhōng guó 和谐中国 ), is a new 

administration slogan (Yu 2012). 

This question has been rated the most famous in 2012 and was rebroadcast again and 

again. Netizens like this video clip because it is distinct from the usual CCTV report. 

This kind of video could not have been rebroadcast before then. Its broadcast in 2012 is 

evidence that the mainstream culture is being influenced by internet culture. This is not 

untypical in any society. 

The way people think determines the fate of the institutions, norms and values 
on which societies are organized…if a majority of people think in a way that is 
contradictory to the values and norms institutionalized in the laws and 
regulations enforced by the state, the system will change, although not 
necessarily to fulfil the hopes of the agents of social change (Castells 2012, p. 5). 

In China, people’s influence on the state now works through Weiguan and Meizhi 

functioning together on the internet to stimulate constructive social and cultural 

transformation. “Can I say dirty words?” and events like it seek  “not to challenge or 
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overthrow but to influence the society of which they are a part” and they are also 

“produced and shaped by the forms of government they confront” (Dean 2009, p. 21; 

Death 2010, p. 241). In the following section, I discuss how online Carnivalesque 

discourse and subversion, as illustrated by the two cases in this chapter, work to 

counteract state power and create alternative flag-bearers as well as providing a source 

of pleasure to ordinary people. 

7.4 Counter Power, Flag-bearers and Subversive Pleasures 

In the two seemingly insignificant media events discussed in this chapter, public 

opinion is no longer driven by elites. Instead, flag-bearers who emerge and promote 

resistance, are venting opinions which are widely supported by ordinary Chinese people 

who would otherwise be underrepresented in mainstream discourses. The leadership and 

the popular resistance they encourage represent a significant social development in the 

late-reform era (1978-2012) in China. The notion of counter power (Castells, 2007) and 

“habitus” (Bourdieu, 1984) are appropriate theoretical tools to use in interpreting the 

subversive pleasures demonstrated in these two cases and others like them. The 

emergence of such events and their flag-bearers reflects the idea of habitus and the 

changing expectations of people; expectations not only of having a voice but of being 

heard. 

7.4.1 Counter Power  

The concept of “counter power” occurs when people have opportunities to “challenge 

and eventually change the power relations institutionalized in society”, they are usually 

“self-generated in content, self-directed in emission, and self-selected in reception” 

(Castells 2007, p. 248) and become a force of mass communication among a mass of 
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individuals-hence, mass self-communication. This is the situation in each of the two 

cases described in this chapter, and is how the Chinese social media function and have 

flourished. That is, Chinese netizens produce a huge number of comments to form 

counter power through resistant readings of the original posts and produce alternative 

interpretations.   

But power is always subject to cultural interpretation, or “taste”, as Bourdieu calls it 

when discussing his concept of habitus (1984). Taste is influenced by the relationship 

between education and social class, each of which influences not only what skills 

people have but how they apply them (pp. 65-66). In the case of Pan Shiyi, he interprets 

Steve Jobs’ death differently from the ordinary, less successful netizens. Most netizens, 

because of their lower levels of achievement were “predisposed to…[express] very 

different values” (ibid ) from someone like Pan Shiyi.  

Navarro suggests, building on Bourdieu’s cultural interpretation of power, that if 

resources and activities go unrecognized by other social groups, they are transformed 

into mere symbols of power, to the extent that their legitimacy may even be destroyed 

and offer opportunities for alternative social formations (Navarro 2006, p. 19). The 

resistant readings, so prevalent in the Chinese social media, do sometimes appear to 

counter the power. For instance, in “Can I Say Dirty Words?” Petrol Prices Brother 

responded so unexpectedly in the journalist’s interview by expressing his true feelings 

that, even if only momentarily, the traditional formula for interviewee behaviour in 

public was transformed.  

In China, it was seldom that people from different social backgrounds and customs 

(“habitus”) interact with each other. However, with the result that within the new media 

environment, more alternative voices and modes of expression are entering the public 
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sphere and constructive confrontation is possible every day. The Panbi case shows how 

differently people reacted to the death of Steve Jobs depending on their social 

backgrounds, but, at the same time, that the social media were offering platforms for 

rich and poor to talk openly with each other.  

Different social and educational backgrounds are also reflected in people’s senses of 

humour and how they express their emotions, as was evident in the different behaviours 

of Pan Shiyi and other ordinary Chinese netizens. Pan Shiyi, as a real estate mogul, was 

not sensitive to the struggles that most netizens experience in their daily lives. Ordinary 

Chinese people love Apple products as much as Pan Shiyi does, but they cannot afford 

them. However, compared with their not being able to afford an iPhone or iPad, their 

inability to pay high house prices is a much graver hardship. That is why Pan Shiyi, as a 

billionaire real-estate developer, touched a raw nerve with his focus on Apple products. 

Most netizens preferred to “beat” the person they believed was causing them such 

financial burdens over housing costs. 

However, Pan Shiyi was able to counter their “counter power” because of his similar 

social origins. Born in a poor village, to a certain degree he was able to connect with 

ordinary citizens through humour, self-mockery and shared ways of communicating. 

Consequently, the Panbi case concluded without further acrimony. 

7.4.2 Flag-bearers 

As discussed earlier, flag-bearers are crucial to countering established power (see 

Chapter Five). In mass top-down communication, it is hard to discern any real 

acknowledgement of public opinion in China. Traditionally, most ordinary Chinese 

people are used to be being represented by small policy advisory elites on cultural, 
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political and commercial matters. Those elites, as so-called “experts”, represent the 

discourse power of the masses in mainstream media, education and government. The 

ideas the elites express on culture, economics and politics, however, accord with their 

own interests and values, and dominated the mainstream discourse. They were not 

representative of the population at large at all. 

The cases of “Panbi” and “Can I Say Dirty Words?” show a significant change in how 

public opinion is formed in China. With the rise of Weibo, ordinary Chinese people 

now have a forum to be heard on and mean to challenge traditional ways of canvassing 

public opinion. Weibo empowers them to present valuable, alternative voices, which are 

now challenging the so-called established experts. The wave of anti-authority sentiment 

is increasing online in China. For instance, netizens parody experts and professors, 

calling them “bricks” (zhuān jiā 砖家) which sounds like “expert” or “specialist” 

(zhuān jiā 专家) and “screaming animals” (jiào shòu 叫兽) which pronounces like 

“professor” (jiào shòu教授) respectively. In fact, the main objective of anti-authority 

discourses is not so much to attack particularly a powerful institution, group, or elite, or 

class but rather to use discourse as a technique, a form of power (Foucault 1982, p. 781). 

Chinese netizens are challenging these established authorities online. As part of this 

struggle, flag-bearers, in the networked Weiguan, emerge every day to stir up counter 

power to resist the status quo. In the cases discussed in this chapter, @ Tang Ruoding 

9983 and @ Zui Weixiao ssss were flag-bearers who set the pattern for participating in 

the two Carnivalesque media events. They were “tricksters and entrepreneurs who 

create[d] new meanings out of the clash of difference, including the clash of 

incommensurable systems” (Hartley 2012, p. 199). 
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The kinds of power employed in these examples operate as “productive network[s] 

which [run] through the whole social body” (Foucault 1980, p. 119). Flag-bearers 

through their own actions and strategies online, release capacities in other netizens to 

counter established power and try to shape cultural behaviour. Flag-bearers’ ability to 

redefine commonly-valued beliefs and behaviours can thus lead to the overturn of the 

established practices of an authoritarian regime. Protected by the guidance of flag-

bearers, other netizens, through decoding official discourses can also criticize the status 

quo and the traditional dominance of the state. Thus, “the silent majority” (Wang 1997)  

is urged to participate in online discourse to express their frustrations, stresses and 

confusions passionately and reasonably in ways not previously possible. A mass of 

individuals is brought together, united “in their feelings of restriction from certain rights 

and experiences…[by a] larger reference group” (Meyrowitz 1985, p. 132). The online 

self-projection in “Can I Say Dirty Words?” represents underprivileged groups. The 

resulting convergence of old and new media has the potential to “collapse the social and 

political spheres by creating new forms of discourse…which prioritize lay experience 

over professional expertise” (Bell, DJ et al. 2004, p. 142). Through the literary Carnival 

online, new discourses are constructed which display people’s real social conditions. 

However, this literary confrontation is not peaceful; it is a constant battlefield of 

counter-claims about knowledge, power and truth. Foucault did not believe that any 

form of thought could claim an absolute ‘truth’…outside the play of discourse (Hall 

1997b, p. 48). 

Power and knowledge are being continually contested, subverted and redistributed via 

the social media, in ways that bring pleasures and glimpses of power to ordinary 

Chinese people. 
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7.4.3 The Pleasures and Subversion of Carnival in Media Events  

Ordinary Chinese netizens often participate in ongoing media events as a way of 

striving for social changes or relief, therefore the campaign slogan “Weiguan is 

changing China” has captured public attention. However, not all netizens take their 

participation seriously. Most of all, it is enjoyable to Weiguan. But, if beyond the 

immediate, and fleeting subversive pleasures of online discourse power there can 

eventually be tangible social change and some redistribution of power, the satisfactions 

of Carnivalesque discourse may become more long lasting. 

For the moment, through the social media, Chinese netizens are experiencing a greater 

sense of social entitlement to speak, to be heard and to effect social changes that was 

not possible previously. This confidence is evident in the increasing public questioning 

of statements and events. The public dialogues online are creating “a culture of shared 

understandings” with large audiences of people who are coming to “interpret the world 

in roughly the same way” (Hall 1997, p. 1). This can further develop into a public event 

as happened in the case of “Can I Say Dirty Words?”. Media entertainment stimulates 

debates about values, identities, understandings of society values and norms which can 

feed into the democratic process (Curran 2011, p.82). The entertainment features of 

“Panbi” and “Can I Say Dirty Words?” with their irony and satire, also encompassed 

debate on the need for social changes and economic redistribution. If nothing else, 

online Carnival potentially allows around 600 million individual netizens to form and 

express their own opinions, however, as Barthes once noted:  

[T] he pleasure of the text is not certain: nothing says that this same text will 
please us a second time; it is a friable pleasure, split by mood, habit, 
circumstance, a precarious pleasure (Barthes 1975, p. 52). 
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Diverse interpretations of posts and comments online encourage disaffection and 

individuality, features which create spaces for divergence and novelty, as is evident in 

the internet memes, and catchphrases that keep emerging in the Chinese social media.  

In the cases discussed in this thesis, catchphrases generated became tools other netizens 

could use to veil their criticisms or vent their anger, functioning as virtual forms of  

“ideological DNA” which spread “ideas, meanings, trends, and fashions” (Hirst & 

Harrison 2007, p. 22) (refer to Chapter Five, section 5.2.2). Internet discourses can thus 

be rich resources for netizens as Weiguan in the online Carnival. Internet memes and the 

humour in them have been particularly effective tools in transforming how different 

forms of media function culturally in China. 

The images of @ Tang Ruoding9983 in “Panbi” and @ Petrol Prices Brother in “Can I 

Say Dirty Words?” have come to symbolize these flag-bearers as heroes, whereas Pan 

Shiyi and Fu Chengyu accidentally became targets of “grotesque realism”. “Comic, 

linguistic counter-attacks”, typical of the Petrol Prices Brother trend, enable the “Can I 

Say Dirty Words?” media event to confront regulation and control, and target socio-

economic government practices. In such cases, social media enhances the growth of 

popular knowledge and power. Personal expression carries more weight in cyberspace 

than it does in mainstream media, one reason being that it requires “only minimal 

coding and decoding skills” (Meyrowitz 1985, p. 161) and may impact on traditional 

hierarchical social structures. In mainstream media, the discourse power is held by 

political, economic and cultural elites, but in the self-communication era of social media, 

the actions and language of “authorities and high status individuals” have become “less 

exclusive and mystifying…[and consequently changes may be possible in] the overall 

balance of power between leaders and followers” (ibid ). Netizens are proving adept at 
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shifting constantly between being communicators and commentators. Those internet 

memes created by netizens spread like viruses, infecting the masses through the spread 

and efficiency of online networking. 

The case studies in this thesis demonstrate that subversive humour is prevalent online. 

Black humour, an inseparable part of Chinese humour in everyday life, is used as a 

protective mechanism in online criticism and satire. The popularity and relevance of 

online satires depends on humorous word games employed to mock established values 

and become types of cultural capital because people associate social values and their 

own personal identities with them. Ordinary Chinese netizens rarely personally 

encounter someone like Pan Shiyi. However, in the virtual community, anyone can have 

a discussion with Pan Shiyi and even poke fun at him. This brings excitement in a 

society which is so structured and restrictive. For the majority of people who have little 

power, being able to construct “one’s own culture…[and] experience the offensive 

pleasures of resisting the structures of domination” is highly pleasurable (Fiske 1989, p. 

58).  

In short, two types of discourse are embedded in online Carnivalesque participation: one 

involves humour and entertainment; the other is critical and subversive. Together they 

create the phenomenon of subversive pleasures discussed in this study. The discourses 

enable ordinary Chinese people, first, to talk with elites and more importantly, to 

criticize them. As a result, ordinary citizens can begin to resist dominant state ideologies 

and experience a new sense of personal entitlement to have their say independent of the 

state. 
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7.5 Conclusion   

Through the examination of “Panbi” and “Can I Say Dirty Words?” in this chapter, I 

have considered signs of cultural transformation in China. This is emerging through the 

mass online participation in Chinese social media which is encouraging diverse ways of 

thinking and communicating. This phenomenon of Carnivalesque discourse in the 

micro-blogging sphere is beginning to challenge dominant ideologies throughout China. 

The social media in China have provided a virtual sphere through which alternative, 

resistant discourses can enter the mainstream. This examination has focused on the 

subversive, pleasurable aspects of this phenomenon. 

Mocking Pan Shiyi or Petrol Prices Brother certainly does not have the same impact as 

parodying Wang Yongping, the spokesperson of the Ministry of Railways (discussed in 

Chapter Six). Pan’s rags to riches story is inspiring for other ordinary Chinese, who 

dream of a better life and opportunities, so they respect what he has achieved. In 

contrast, Wang Yongping, when speaking for the Ministry of Railways, was defensive 

and trite in ways which upset public feelings. In both cases, netizens modified their 

discourse to be subversive in ways which would communicate their feelings but not 

make themselves targets for state censure. The differences in netizens’ engagement in 

both media events show the flexibility of the Carnivalesque discourse as a form of 

online Weiguan. It has subtle power, and so is highly effective in contesting the 

entrenched hierarchy in Chinese society. Carnivalesque discourse, through its gaiety 

and mockery, has come to reflect ordinary people’s struggle against fear of suppression 

and superior powers (Bakhtin 1984, p. 352). In hierarchical societies and authoritarian 

regimes, resistance has to begin at the micro-level. At this level, the validity of criticism 
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and resistance “is not dependent on the approval of the established regimes of thought” 

(Foucault 1980, p. 81), so may pass unchallenged or interrupted by the state. 

The popular internet events of “Can I Say Dirty Words?”, “Panbi” or “No matter you 

believe it or not, I do believe it” appeared hostile against Pan Shiyi and Wang Yongping. 

In reality, netizens were using all of these incidents to complain about other things such 

as inappropriate responses to disasters, state irresponsibility, lack of information 

transparency and high house prices. In short, in these cases, netizens found ingenious 

ways of challenging institutionalized norms and values, and therefore were able to 

contribute to their reconstruction. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 Conclusion  

8.1 Defining Characteristics of Ordinary Chinese People’s Everyday Online 

Participation  

This study has investigated and illustrated the characteristics of ordinary Chinese 

people’s everyday online participation, focusing on Sina Weibo and its capacity to serve 

netizens’ needs to access and express diverse views in an era of constantly evolving 

social media platforms. 

As mentioned in the introductory chapter, this study was inspired by my own 

experience of subversive pleasure online. My participation online attracted censorship 

and led me to want to systematically observe the media practices of other ordinary 

Chinese people. In order to investigate the questions presented in my Introduction 

chapter, I first analysed a case study of a major media event arising out of the “2011 

High-Speed Train Accident” and then two case studies of the minor media events of 

“Panbi” and “Can I Say Dirty Words?” 

This study has revealed distinct patterns of civic participation in Chinese social media. 

Weiguan and Meizhi, as cultural elements, can at least partially explain the social 

changes which have begun to occur in China. Originally the Chinese government 

frequently employed Meizhi to promote public support for current policies or to reassert 

its legitimacy. Meizhi, however, has now also become a public strategy which gives 

ordinary citizens the opportunity to monitor official corruption and to defend their rights.  

With the new media environment of Meizhi and the development of online Weiguan, 

netizens have become watchdogs as well. In other words, there are now two watchdogs 



 
 

255 

watching each other in China. One is the government watching civilians; the other is the 

ordinary Chinese monitoring the government and officials or any other authoritarian 

institutions. To a certain degree, government surveillance is therefore counterbalanced 

by the mass monitoring of the state, its officials and institutions as exercised by ordinary 

Chinese people. 

Chinese social media have empowered ordinary people to enjoy expressing their views, 

resulting in online Carnivalesque entertainment, such as the playing of word games, 

which can encourage subversion through irony and satire. However, whether these 

pleasurable activities can act subversively to challenge the state’s information control in 

the long term is still an unanswered question.  

The effectiveness of participatory media as watchdogs and agents of empowerment has 

been examined in different chapters of this thesis. I have used a Carnival perspective to 

characterize ordinary Chinese netizens’ online participation in public debate on several 

key media events, both major and minor. Case studies have been used to provide 

empirical evidence. Chapters Four and Five drew on earlier media events to illustrate 

the development of cultural traditions, such as the underlying cultural roots in the 

playing of word games online which were examined in Chapter Five. Chapters Six and 

Seven, utilizing the concepts and theories presented in the previous chapters showed 

how netizens produce alternative truths and develop a new sense of civic entitlement. In 

spite of the unique aspects of each case, the Carnivalesque features are evident in the 

online discourse and patterns of participation in all the cases presented and discussed in 

this thesis. 

These features are summarized and evaluated in this Chapter, and grounded in the 

Chinese socio-cultural context.  
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8.1.1 Dissent through Carnivalesque Participation  

Underlying the playing of word games online in the Chinese social media is the issue of 

intellectual dissent. In 2000 years of Chinese history and culture, information flow has 

been strictly regulated by imperial and state leaders. There have been few channels for 

public dissent, however, the playing of word games, a traditional form used by 

intellectuals, has now become a much more equitable tool of modern citizenship; it is a 

way for ordinary citizens to challenge China’s public culture, while at the same time 

maintaining its essential harmony and moral virtue.  

Throughout this long history, within the dominant controlling narrative in China, unless 

you worked in ‘schooling’ (wéi xué为学) and ‘farming’ (wèi nóng为农), you were out 

of favour with the Chinese state (Louis 1986). Nowadays, different political attitudes 

and levels of general satisfaction with market values and activism are held by 

intellectuals, some of whom are inside-system (tǐ zhì nèi, 体制内) and some are outside-

of-system (tǐ zhì wài, 体制外) scholars, or party and non-party intellectuals (Tang 2005, 

p. 170). Inside-system intellectuals enjoy the benefits of current policies and can 

express their opinions through official channels to influence government decision 

making. The outside-the-system intellectuals can use unofficial channels to influence 

social change. The majority of ordinary grassroots Chinese are farmers and ordinary 

working class people, not scholars, so they are not comfortable with, nor do they have 

the confidence for, direct confrontation. However, modern citizens have created a 

subversive and enjoyable way to be heard, as civic participation in social media makes 

this possible.  

The Chinese internet has publicly brought together a range of dissenting voices: liberal 

intellectuals (lawyers, writers, academics, journalists, etc.), grassroots rights activists 
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motivated by individual cases of social injustice, and young urban netizens whose main 

agenda is cultural opposition to state regulation and internet censorship (Zhang & 

Tomlinson 2012, p. 56). Using diverse practices in social media, these disparate actors 

seek to create social change. How internet users organize and circulate the message 

depends on their cultural and living environments. As Jenkins notes, how audiences 

engage depends on the “cultural and social protocols” rather than on “the technology 

itself” (2006a, p. 331). To a certain extent, online Chinese dissenters act as “paradigm 

shifters” because, by contributing to the debates on social and state issues discussed 

online, despite not being involved in national “policy formulation, they do have the 

capacity to influence… [its] interpretation and implementation” (Keane 2001, p. 784). 

To sum up, powerful Carnivalesque elements are fashioned in Chinese social media 

practices with the characteristics of being entertaining, popular and free, and serving as 

a watch-dog function. The playfulness in the subversive play of words is certainly 

abundant in Chinese social media and this plays a key role in the message delivery in 

internet communication. These kinds of online forms of the Bakhtinian Carnival serve 

as tools for parodying government authorities and challenging the established status quo 

through an articulation of very tiny but also quite large media events.  

The range and variety of online Carnivalesque discourses in China provides an 

emotional outlet for a large portion of the Chinese population. The main point is that 

Carnival is very difficult for the Chinese authorities to pin down and censor, because 

netizens are constantly figuring out creative ways to talk back and to monitor state and 

institutional abuses of power and instances of corruption. Their concerted efforts, which 

generally elude censorship mechanisms, are enhancing information transparency. 

Consequently, two mutual watchdogs, the state and its citizens, gaze at each other in a 
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kind of productive and dynamic tussle for power. As Foucault says, power is a never-

finished process, always dynamic, being negotiated. It is not possible to predict with 

any confidence how the power relations in China will continue to evolve; that will 

depend on how the Chinese networked public sphere develops and how the Chinese 

government responds to it.  

8.1.2 Civic Engagement: From Onlookers to Engaged Citizens 

As noted, the Chinese cultural practice of Weiguan is enhanced by internet technologies 

which encourage social participation and entertainment. Social media interaction creates 

celebrities out of ordinary people, such as the “Petrol Price Brother” in Chapter Seven, 

and generates novel internet memes and sayings which are reused and grow in influence. 

It is as if the interaction of play, culture, and life experience transforms “social 

butterflies” into engaged citizens (Foth et al. 2011). As the case of the high-speed train 

crash revealed in Chapter Six, Chinese netizens recognized that “we are passengers on 

the train” and encouraged citizens to stop looking and become participants. This shifts 

civic participation from a ‘watching’ form of Weiguan to a ‘participating’ form of 

Weiguan.  

As Chapter Five demonstrated, Chinese netizens create diverse, novel ways of engaging 

in public debate through the social media. Their civic participation embraces more than 

public debates. It also includes consumer discourse and a shared sense of entertainment 

and fun. Online discourse is, in fact, easily stimulated. Posts often do not make sense, or 

have value, until they attract comment. This development is helped by the main Chinese 

language, Mandarin which allows constructions of threads in which the topic has no 

“independent thematic role but depends on elements inside the comment” (Shi 2000, p. 

383). Therefore, speakers often have to refer to comments attributed to a particular topic 
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in order to articulate or enhance that topic’s significance. This characteristic favours 

interactive dialogues and promotes the sort of oppositional decoding of mainstream 

news that Chinese netizens practise. Furthermore, comments enlarge a topic and 

increase the likelihood of its being picked up by other media reports, leading to the 

feedback loops between online Weiguan and Meizhi examined in Chapter Four. 

8.1.3 Online Subversive Pleasures as Carnivalesque Participatory Discourse 

The main characteristic of online participation in this context is its offering of 

subversive pleasures, those features of Carnival first identified by Bakhtin (1984). That 

is the dominant, dynamic thread of this thesis, and I have argued that this Carnivalesque 

discourse is transforming the role of all Chinese media, and creating a new 

interrelationship among the media, the state and its citizens. Because online 

participation has become popular and widespread, the general populace has become part 

of the process of modernization in China. The deeply embedded tradition of “report-

only-good” news by the mainstream media has been thoroughly undermined by the 

media events that developed out of the 2011 High-Speed Train Crash, which was 

analysed in Chapter Six. This event revealed the importance of the new forms of social 

media and news-reporting which are unfolding. Public opinion online has been able to 

influence how news is reported and discussed. Moreover, these new forms of media 

ensure that the general populace is better informed and therefore better equipped to 

influence institutional decision making and political change in China (Tang 2005, p. 

197).  

Netizens joke that they have a dream of living in CCTV news, because its programs 

always portray China as a harmonious society (see Chapter Five). In December, 2012, 

Xi Jinping, the current Chinese president, put forward “the China Dream”, which is ‘the 
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rejuvenation of China as a great nation’. But what this means has not yet been clearly 

defined. Many people think it is merely a new propaganda campaign, whereas others are 

more positive and interpret it as the signal that China’s new leaders will carry out 

political reforms in China (see Figure 8.1). For example, the Southern Weekly's 2013 

New Year Greeting dared to interpret the China Dream as calling for the rule of law 

(zhōng guó mèng, xiàn zhèng mèng 中国梦, 宪政梦). Other indicators of how public 

administrators and the government can promote a harmonious society and realize the 

Chinese dream of moving to the next stage of social, political and economic 

development, are discernible in the case studies in this research. These case studies 

demonstrate how public interest and support have become engaged and how ordinary 

people can contribute to China’s modernization through their involvement with social 

media platforms.  
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#CHINA DREAM# “I have a dream!". And at no other time in history have the 
Chinese people so openly declared their hopes, their dreams, [and] their vision 
of a better future. Millions inside China are nurturing their China Dream, while 
millions of people outside are fascinated by life in China. Share your China 
dream with the world and inspire others! 

Source: http://huati.weibo.com/28567?refer=index_hot_new&order=time (Viewed 20 October, 2013) 

Figure 8.1 #China Dream# 

This study has also shown how online civic Carnivalesque participation can facilitate or 

jeopardize social change; clearly the outcome will depend on how the government 

responds to the playful online subversion. In fact, Carnivalesque discourses bring 

underlying social issues and discontent to the surface in ways that cause least offence 

and so can promote social harmony. However, if government authorities and institutions 

do not modernize their thinking and governance, “the China Dream” will never be 

realized.  

The analysis in this research enables some generalizations to be proposed. These are 

explored through a new conceptual theory (CPD) which brings together the previous 

theories of discourse, Carnival and the public sphere often used for these types of 

analysis. Above all, the proposed theoretical framework offers a site for a critical 

analysis of the discursive and cultural participatory strategies used within Chinese social 

media practices; the new behaviour patterns of how people use social media for civic, 

social and political participation can therefore be better understood as a means of 

subversive empowerment. This approach could act as a model to support further 

research. This model synthesizes the arguments in this thesis and modifies the diagrams 

presented in Chapter One (see Appendix 8.1). 

This model in Appendix 8.1 links Weiguan, Meizhi and the playing of word games 

online, showing how these traditional activities are being adapted in the Chinese social 
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media to effect social change, however small this may be at the moment. Social media 

is proving influential for ordinary people in matters concerning social justice, 

disseminating alternative views of events from the official ones and new forms of 

personal expression rather than merely those represented by officials. These media have 

removed some of the peoples’ fears about initiating and participating in public debate 

and have made public participation enjoyable. Furthermore, these pleasurable events 

can be educative because they free participants to be appreciative as well as critical. 

Participation in them gives people ownership of the issues and the outcomes in 

memorable ways (see also Race 2008, p. 420). At the present time, most Chinese 

netizens are grateful to be able to express their personal feelings without fear of 

oppression. Gradually, they may gain confidence and develop a new sense of 

entitlement to contribute to public affairs, as was illustrated in Chapter Seven.  

Subversive pleasures found online in social media are a significant form of social power 

that has warranted the examination conducted in this study. It is important to explore the 

forms in which abstract social power can be embedded in everyday media practices to 

explain the development of social and cultural transformation in the 21st century in 

China.  

8.2 Significance of this Research 

This study has outlined some central features of how online subversion works in 

modern China. This kind of social media activity is simultaneously a form of 

entertainment and a means of constructive criticism of an authoritarian regime. My 

research here contributes significantly to scholarly analysis of how Chinese netizens 

obtain and disseminate information and how the interactive processes are transformed 
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by the complex interaction between traditional and new media. By synthesizing the 

theory, discourse analysis and personal observations, I have shown how social change is 

effected through social media. From this analysis, it is also possible to understand more 

about the Chinese media’s relations with and roles in society and the world (Couldry 

2012), because the internet is not just “a ‘tool’ used in offline society, but “a ‘space’ 

linked to and interacting with offline China” (Herold & Marolt 2011, p. 9). These 

conversations online enter real space—the street, the plaza, the traditional forums people 

are accustomed to frequenting to demonstrate and express their opinions publicly (see 

also Tierney 2013). Thus, this ground work is conducted in a new era where mass self-

communication dominates, providing the grounded foundation for understanding 

contemporary China. 

The case studies in this thesis provide powerful illustrations of how the digital era can 

be theorized. In the Chinese social media, satire and parody are proving to be effective 

styles that reach wide audiences. This style generates corresponding forms of political 

participation. A new kind of citizenship has been generated by the self-organizing 

discursive practices created by the participants themselves so that purposeful play is 

beginning to model new civic possibilities. Online self-empowerment has given people 

a sense of civic entitlement, even though it is impossible to judge how effective the 

social media will be in the long term at revitalizing China’s political system. The online 

influence at the moment is social, although it includes political commentary. However, 

Chinese people are gradually becoming more aware of their civic rights. They feel they 

have the right to be heard and to draw the government’s attention to their needs. As I 

have shown, this is a giant step towards democracy.  
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This is illustrated by my own experience in the social media. It was novel and liberating 

when one of my Weibo posts was picked up and broadcast by CCTV 13, one of the 

state-owned TV channels. During the 2013 “Liang Hui” or the “Two Meetings” period 

(referring to the annual meetings of the National People’s Congress and Chinese 

people’s political Consultative Conference), CCTV 13 launched an activity called # 

Weibo Kan Liang Hui # to encourage netizens to propose solutions on highly debated 

social issues such as traffic congestion and food safety. I posted that “[in order to reduce 

the traffic congestion] it is proposed that sidewalks, bus lanes, small car lanes, and 

bicycle paths must be strictly separated” (for the original Chinese post, see Figure 8.2).  

Source: http://huati.weibo.com/28789?refer=index_hot_new&pos=1_1&ver=5&order=time 

 
Source: http://weibo.com/1830797425/zmTeriWm8 (Retrieved March 13, 2013) 

Source: http://tv.cntv.cn/video/VSET100152188967/e6abd920ebf84e22b70a3c2c645a2114 
(Viewed 13 March, 2013) 
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Figure 8.2 My Post was Picked Up by CCTV 13 

When I knew this post had been broadcast, at first, I felt I had said and done something 

important. But on reflection I wondered whether I had really posted exactly what I 

meant to say or it was just a continuing dialogue with myself, part of a more important 

learning process focused on personal empowerment? Regardless, once you have 

experienced personal recognition, however fleeting it is, it cannot be forgotten. You 

may feel angry if you do not feel it again. It is a new feeling. In China, we, the silent 

majority, are used to being represented rather than creating our own ideas through self-

expression. By contrast, where recent generations have grown up in the information age, 

this experience has created in them a strong sense of entitlement. This study has 

documented the contributing factors to such a societal transformation through the 

description of a small participation of commentary online.  

Given that the virtual communication environment as described is continuing, it could 

give rise to fundamental social changes and play a big role for the direction of Chinese 

society in the future. The new sense of citizen entitlement can be the driving force of 

further political and social change, critical thinking, and the escalating rise of a creative 

country. With the growth of China as one of the largest economies in the world, this 

ground work is extremely valuable for understanding how China may operate in the 

future, and provide clues for how to engage with Chinese citizens. Whether the social 

media will drive substantial political change and social creativity is not yet clear. What 

is evident now is that China has the largest internet base in the world, so how internet 

activity develops there is of especial interest to global scholarship.  

As mentioned in Chapter Three, although the online community that this study focuses 

on only represents a part of the Chinese population, the issue of having or finding a 
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voice is spreading throughout the broader population. People are in communication with 

each other; they feel they are entitled to have their voice, to be heard and be understood. 

This can be seen as the exponential rise of a form of expression that could be considered 

as middle class, even if economically most of the citizens still belong to working class. 

8.3 Further Research Directions 

Will the government find new ways to censor? This is part of what I have investigated 

during the period between 2010 and 2013. This does not mean it will be the case forever. 

Continuously evolving events are promoting social and political movements almost 

daily. As already mentioned in Chapter Three, the regulatory environment is changing. 

The new policy emerging around rumour also suggests further research directions.  

Clearly, in the light of such radically changing social behaviours, further research needs 

to expand the range and depth of study, perhaps following the analytical framework 

provided here so that current social impacts can be appropriately weighed. For example, 

further research could investigate how different authoritarian regimes, such as that in 

Singapore, push the boundaries of what is possible and compare the patterns of citizens’ 

public discourse with those of China. Also, further research on online patterns of 

behaviour in China is warranted, for example, investigations of the possible 

consequences of the challenges and opportunities posed by Weibo in comparison with 

other social media platforms in China (such as Weixin) and cultural preferences. 

Additionally, it has been noted how, through the imitative behaviour of many netizens, 

the central government has been forced to address some of its inefficiencies, particularly 

at the lower levels of government. How the central government and lower levels of 

government hold different attitudes will influence this pattern on Weibo, where 
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“netizen-led initiatives have facilitated the mobilization of online public opinion and 

forced the central government to intervene to redress acts of lower level malfeasance” 

(Sullivan 2013, p. 1).  

Together-in-difference in the Carnival, people are stimulated to more and more 

creativity, which is an element often-cited as badly needed for the sustainability of 

China’s development. Shifting the power dynamics in the Carnivalesque marketplace is 

happening in contemporary China, and this provokes some pressing future research 

questions as outlined below:  

• Will ‘Weibo Weiguan’ and ‘Meizhi’ (or a media form like them) give 
citizens the capacity to supervise government at high levels?  

• To what extent, and how, should a legislature regulate the media practices of 
ordinary Chinese people? What are the risks of doing so? And of not doing 
so? 

• The theme of Carnival has been around for a while. When is the Carnival 
over? If online social practices influence offline behaviour, will the Carnival 
practices online assist the sustainable development of democratic practices 
and stimulate a sustained creative economy in China?  

Finally, I conclude with a metaphor on smoke signals. In the past, smoke signals were 

deployed along the Great Wall as an ‘information highway’ to signal impending attacks. 

In this new communication era, as the social media plays an increasingly crucial role in 

almost all aspects of daily life, netizens are the smoke signials on the internet, who 

spread their ‘fire’ rapidly. Many messages have been sent online as Carnivalesque 

smoke signals. If the problems rose online can be fixed, the “China Dream” has more 

hope of being achieved. In short, the mediated subversive pleasures identified in this 

thesis offer new insights into China. They may start with individuals but they have a 

high potential to spread to a national level. The cumulative revolutionary effect that 

may be generated may be liberating for the majority of ordinary Chinese people.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1.1 Carnivalesque Participatory Discourse (CPD) 
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Appendix 3.1 Hidden Paid Poster One of @ Qin Huohuo’s Weibo Account 

 
Source: http://weibo.com/u/3198027857 (Viewed 26 August, 2013) 

 
Source: http://weibo.com/2803301701/A5MlBEo4y (Viewed 26 August, 2013) 
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Appendix 3.2A: The Southern Weekly's New Year Greeting Incident: Sina 

Weibo Manager Discloses Internet Censorship Practices 

Last night in [Sina] Weibo, apart from the Propaganda Department, my work unit was 

the second most popular target of netizens' verbal attack. The screen was full of the 

terrifying note: “The micro-blog has been deleted.” The platform looked like a sinking 

ship with thousands of holes on it. My boss, Lao Shen's [Sina] Weibo's page is full of 

cursing. In particular, after the Southern Weekly incident had been reported by Netease 

[a popular web portal] extensively yesterday, attacks on Sina's cowardice and its role as 

the running dog [of the Propaganda Department] reached a climax. I was so frustrated 

and finally fought with a famous online script-writer. After I cooled down, I reflected 

upon the whole thing, feeling the urge to write a long micro-blog to explain the situation 

in detail. Very often, you can't see the truth when you just see the phenomena and when 

you are overwhelmed with anger. 

1. If we don't delete your post, the alternative is that your account will be banned. This 

platform belongs to the public. It has changed our life and can exercise influence on the 

society and government through the spread of opinion. On the one hand, we have 

millions of netizens, on the other hand, we have, not Sina [Weibo, but the government 

and the authorities]. Since the day [around the end of March 2012] when Sina Weibo 

suspended its comments function for three days, a special group of people have the 

authority to decide on the criteria for giving out alert signals, and can make [Sina] 

Weibo go “game-over” as simply as treading on some ants without giving a damn about 

people's needs. When they issue urgent orders (like the Emperor's 18 golden orders in 

ancient time), you have to execute them. 
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We need [Sina] Weibo to deliver voices. But a hand is manipulating behind us. 

Someone is doomed to be sacrifice in this game. We live in a country full of special and 

sensitive barriers and we have to operate within a set of rules. 

2. With such background, we have the second thesis: The strategy on deletion and 

distribution. Please think about this: You guys keep posting messages like machines, 

and the micro-blog secretaries keep deleting them. If we don't delete messages one by 

one and suspend accounts, we could have saved more time and energy. We could have 

served well as the running dog. You can see the messages before they are deleted, right? 

You still have your account functioning, right? You are all experienced netizens, you 

know that the technology allows us to delete messages in a second. Please think 

carefully on this. 

3. In some cases, other platforms have more space than Sina. Sina is the biggest tree and 

everyone is using the platform. “Classmate Xuan” [the nickname for the Propaganda 

Department] will watch every single act. Once the leaves of the tree move, the bell rings. 

The way we receive orders is similar to the way the Catholic Father in the movie 

Cinema Paradiso rings his hand bell whenever there is a kissing scene. We have to take 

orders whenever we hear the ringing bell. Before this incident occurred, at its very early 

stages, we were under a lot of pressure. We tried to resist and let the messages spread. 

This is our accomplishment already. Our official account @ Sina_Media reported on the 

suspension of the Southern Weekly instantly, and the news was retweeted by @ 

headline_news, which was again retweeted again 30,000 times in 10 mins. Then we got 

the order from “Classmate Xuan” and we had to delete it. Fortunately, the message had 

been distributed. A friend from Penguin website left a warm message in my microblog: 

This is a battle. Sina [Weibo] is a human flesh shield. It is a courageous act. 
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4. Expectedly, my bosses have to go through tea session [euphemism for police 

interview] again. I have to stop here. 

Source: http://advocacy.globalvoicesonline.org/2013/01/07/china-sina-weibo-manager-discloses-internal-

censorship-practices/ (Viewed 10 January, 2013) 
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Appendix 3.2B: The Original Chinese Version of the Southern Weekly's New 

Year Greeting Incident: Sina Weibo Manager Discloses Internet Censorship 

Practices 

 

Source:  http://weibo.com/1234352170/zdkoGag04  (Viewed 10 January, 2013) 
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Appendix 3.3 Sina Weibo Community Committees System (Trial) 

 

This image shows Sina Weibo community organized a community management team. 

Source: http://service.account.weibo.com/roles/zhidu (Viewed 20 August, 2013) 
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This image shows Weibo’s Top Opinion Leaders (Ranked Top 100) 

#micro-blogging opinion leaders## China microblogging opinion leaders top 100# 

@ Pan Shiyi, @ Ma Yun, @ Ren Zhiqiang, @ Kai-fu Lee, @ Lang Xianping, @ Li 

Chengpeng, @ Cheng Guangbiao, @ Yu Jianrong, @ Fang Zhouzi, @ Li Taokui, 

@ Jia Pingwa, @ Bing Chenggang, @ Wang Xiaoshan, @ Kong Qingdong, @ Jia 

Zhangke, @ Zhang Ming, @ Yuan Yue, @ Mu Rong Xue Cun, @ Wu Yue San 

Ren, @ Luo Yonghao (above is top 20).  

Source: http://weibo.com/1919806542/y96OEniBj (Viewed 21 August, 2012) 
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Appendix 3.4 China Dream 

 

Source: http://weibo.com/1639498782/zcMAFsOYz#1357864585115 (Viewed 10 January, 2013) 

 

Source: http://weibo.com/1639498782/zdfCb0LKU (Viewed 10 January, 2013) 
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Appendix 4.1 The News 1+1 

 
Source: http://www.weibo.com/1214686260/xgrqMctEE (Viewed 29 December, 2012) 
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Appendix 5.1 Yang Dacao Responded to the Netizens’ Questions 

Source: http://www.weibo.com/2975212160/yzryH5c3Q (Viewed 12 September, 2012) 
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Appendix 5.2 Weibo Trend of Yang Dacai’s Dismissed 

 

 

 

Source: http://huati.weibo.com/22148?refer=index_hot_new&pos=1_1&ver=4&order=time (Viewed 23 
September, 2012) 
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Appendix 6.1 The Lack of Coverage by CCTV on the High-Speed Train 

Accident 

 

 
This image shows CCTV’s selective reporting and netizens’outrage. 

Source: http://weibo.com/1197863207/xgo1zuVT9 (Viewed 20 August, 2011) 
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Appendix 6.2 The Media Protest Wave on High-Speed Train Accident 

 

 

Source: http://weibo.com/1661598840/xgXdRcdxG (Viewed 29 December, 2011) 
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Source: http://weibo.com/profile.php?uid=1198452971&page=2 (Viewed, 20 August, 2011) 

Source: http://weibo.com/profile.php?uid=1941172615&page=3 (Viewed 20 August, 2011) 

 
Source: http://www.weibo.com/1677720444/xhm5PthZA (Viewed 29 December, 2012) 

 
Source: http://weibo.com/profile.php?uid=1937192010&page=2  (Viewed 29 December, 2011) 
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Appendix 8.1 Online Participation as Carnivalesque Discourse: Chinese 

Social Media Practices 
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