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ABSTRACT
This thesis studies the rise of social media platforms in the People’s Republic of
China, with particular attention paid to Sina Weibo, China’s leading social media
platform, and its relationship to the policy-making process. With roughly 500 million
users, Weibo connects one of the world’s largest Internet populations. It represents not
only a significant new virtual community in China, but also a social force on the rise in a
country where state control of information is central to maintaining government power.
This study aims to explore different aspects of the relationship between Sina Weibo and
the government with consideration to what degree is Sina Weibo shaping policy-making
in China. Presented in this study are specific case studies highlighting socio-political
problems in the form of an analysis of trending topics on Sina weibo. To further support
this research, the study will also feature Dr. Guobin Yang’s work The Power of the
Internet in China: Citizen Activism Online and Evegeny Morozov’s The Net Delusion,
“Citizen Activism” and “Cyber-Utopianism” as part of this thesis.
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Introduction

“Jj(r!�:JB,?ffr!1i:JB - While water can carry a boat; it can also sink a boat.”
- Wei Zheng, Chancellor, Tang Dynasty

In the early 7th century, the Chinese politician Wei Zheng, chancellor to Emperor
Taizong, used the metaphor of a boat in water to offer a pointed reminder about the
nature of power and popular will: As much as the public can provide the support that
keeps a regime afloat, it can also be the force that overturns a regime. Throughout
Chinese history, rulers who have failed to understand the public’s power have found
themselves overtaken by political storms and ultimately thrown from power.
More than at any other time in human history, it is possible to understand and tap
into popular will because of the ubiquity of the Internet – and more specifically, because
of the global presence and instant information-sharing of social media.
In the People’s Republic of China, social media functions as a vital channel for
the sharing of information, the nurturing of relationships, and the expression of individual
and cultural identity. It also functions as a mirror of modern-day Chinese society, and the
longstanding tension at the heart of China’s social order: the absolute power of the
government and the popular will of its people. As such, the virtual universe of microblogs
and user-generated content in China has quickly become defined not only by a constant
stream of pop culture, trivia, pets and food, but also by increasingly organized responses
to controversy, from the exploitation of migrant workers to the infamous Wenzhou train
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collision. Unlike traditional forms of communication – newspapers, radio, television,
magazines and books – where China has successfully censored or suppressed the spread
of information, social media is an altogether different kind of vehicle, posing altogether
different challenges for the Chinese state. The fluid, rippling nature of social media
makes it more akin the “water” of Wei Zheng’s proverb than any other form of
expression China has tried to control, or contain. Indeed, the rise of social media has
introduced completely new, unpredictable currents to the relationship between
government authority and public opinion
This thesis will begin by tracing the evolution of social media in China, its
popularity and influence relative to social media in the US, and the prominence of one
microblog in particular, Sina Weibo. The study will then offer an analysis of the
conversations prevalent in China’s social media universe, paying special attention to the
rich debate around state policies whose impact on the people of China has been profound:
the number of children families can have, the quality of air residents can breathe. The
thesis will then examine several high-profile episodes of corruption and political
controversy, the collective response of organized Internet users, and the response or lack
of response by the Chinese state. Finally, this thesis will address the future of social
media in China, both as a potentially effective vehicle for dissent as well as a tool for
state propaganda.

3

Chapter 1

Sina Weibo: Social Media With Chinese Characteristics
With the advent of the digital age, social media has emerged as a transformative
force, revolutionizing the way Internet users across the globe experience their lives and
interact with each other. Recent reports observed that by 2013, the number of social
media users worldwide is fast approaching 1.73 billion.1 In the span of just one decade,
the World Wide Web has evolved from the centralized content creation of Web 1.0 to the
limited interactivity and social networking of Web 2.0 to the mobile-device mass
participation of Web 3.0 (Figure 12), which Google CEO Eric Schimdt defined as
“applications that are pieced together, that can run on any device (PC or mobile), that are
customizable and are easily shareable virally”.3
In this viral universe, where content is user-generated and instantly shared, the
explosion of social media is having a unique and profound impact in a country known for
suppression and tight control of information: the People’s Republic of China.

1

"Social Networking Reaches Nearly One in Four Around the World." - eMarketer. N.p., n.d. Web. 3 Nov. 2013.
<http://www.emarketer.com/Article/Social-Networking-Reaches-Nearly-One-Four-Around-World/1009976>.
Attributed from Ogilvy Public Relations PPT-Social Media in China and Jeremy Webb
3
"Eric Schmidt, Web 2.0 vs. Web 3.0 - YouTube." YouTube. N.p., n.d. Web. 10 Oct. 2013.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T0QJmmdw3b0.
2
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Figure 1: World Wide Web has evolved from the centralized content creation of Web 1.0 to the limited interactivity and social
networking of Web 2.0 to the mobile-device mass participation of Web 3.0. Attributed from Ogilvy Public Relations.

The Rise of Chinese Netizens
The People’s Republic of China is no stranger to online activism. In his book The
Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism Online, Yang argued that online
activism has already been in existence far before the birth of Web 3.0.4 Chinese students
and scholars overseas communicating through e-mail to keep other Chinese students and
scholars and international Diaspora informed about Tiananmen Square incident in 1989
or citizen reporters (gongmin jizhe). With the growing popularity of blogs in the early
2000’s, netizens took it upon themselves to cover significant social issues ignored by the
official media.5
In the age of Web 3.0, almost one out of every four owners of connected devices in
the world lives in China. In real numbers, that represents roughly 420 million Chinese
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Yang, Guobin (2009). The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism Online. New York: Columbia U P. Page 30
ibid p.30
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“netizens,” continuously sharing content across different social platforms every second.6
According to the most recent marketing research, 75% of Chinese online users access the
Internet via mobile devices compared to only 40% of online users in the United States.7
Numbers that high mean that even in a country dedicated to controlling opinion and
silencing dissent, information sharing is inevitable, and ubiquitous.8
It should come as little surprise that the sudden free and rapid flow of information
has caught the Chinese state off-guard. A generation ago, China found itself facing a
historic challenge to its censorship apparatus, after photos and video of a protester
standing before a long line of tanks immortalized the Tiananmen Square Massacre for the
world. In a testament to its authoritarian power, the government was able to wipe that
event almost completely from China’s collective memory. But the power of social
media–with its ability to instantly shape opinion, its unstoppable viral spread, and its
potential to organize collective action—poses a far bigger challenge for China’s vast
censorship system.
Rather than banning the use of social media, the government has moved to restrict
many foreign news outlets, blogs, and social media platforms. This walling-off approach
to censorship, focused on foreign social media platforms, has given rise to a fascinating
phenomenon: a homegrown, state-approved ecosystem where Chinese-owned social
media entities thrive. While YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter are blocked, their Chinese
equivalents are expanding rapidly. Highlighted in an info-graphic compiled by Ogilvy
6

" Understanding social media in China | McKinsey & Company." McKinsey & Company | Home
Page.http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/marketing_sales/understanding_social_media_in_china
7
Nielsen Research " Social Media Report Spending Time, Money and Going Mobile. N.p., n.d. Web. 3 Nov. 2013.
<http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/newswire/2011/social-media-report-spending-time-money-and-going-mobile.html>.
8
EMarkter. "China’s Massive Web Audience Turns to Social, Mobile, Video - eMarketer." Market research on digital media, Internet
marketing | eMarketer. N.p., n.d. Web. 16 Sept. 2013. <http://www.emarketer.com/Article/Chinas-Massive-Web-Audience-TurnsSocial-Mobile-Video/1008882>.
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Public Relations, just about every social media platform in the US is matched by multiple
similar platforms in China (Figure 2).9

Figure 2: just about every social media platform in the US is matched by multiple similar platforms in China. Attributed from Ogilvy
Public Relations.

Despite restrictions placed on them by the government, these domestic social media
platforms are flourishing. Today, Chinese social media is the most active in the world by
number of users (Figure 3)10, even more active than in United States or other BRIC
economies.

9

"China’s Social Media Equivalents: An Updated Infographic | Asia Digital Map."Asia Digital Map | Asia Digital Map | Social Media
& Word of Mouth Marketing in the Asia Pacific. N.p., n.d. Web. 16 Sept. 2013.
<http://www.asiadigitalmap.com/2011/10/china%E2%80%99s-social-media-infographic/>.
10
BCG (The Boston Consulting Group) . "The Internet's New Billion: Digital Consumers in Brazil, Russia, India, China and
Inodensia." www.bcg.com. N.p., n.d. Web. 15 Sept. 2013. <www.bcg.com/documents/file58645.pdf>.

7

Figure 3: Chinese social media is the most active in the world by number of users. Even more active than in United States or other
BRIC economies.

In 2012, Chinese Internet users spent an average of three hours online daily, 92% of
which were spent on social media. Chinese Internet users have on average 2.78 social
media accounts.11

Sina Weibo: One Platform to Rule Them All
Sina Weibo, China’s most popular micro-blogging site, has emerged as the
platform of choice for Chinese online users. The Sina Corporation, China’s biggest online
media company, launched Sina Weibo in August 2009 as a response to the popular US
microblogging platform Twitter. Just one month later, the Chinese government officially
blocked Facebook and Twitter, blaming the two platforms for playing integral roles in

11

" What Are Some Key Differences in Social Activity Around the World? - eMarketer." Market research on digital media, Internet
marketing | eMarketer. N.p., n.d. Web. 15 Sept. 2013. <http://www.emarketer.com/Article/What-Some-Key-Differences-SocialActivity-Around-World/1010104>.
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inciting ethnically-fueled violence in the city of Urumqi, Xinjiang, an incident that left
156 people dead. 12
While Sina Weibo is a late bloomer compared to Twitter, it quickly caught up and
exceeded its US counterpart. Weibo boasts 500 million registered users, with 54 million
active users who log on daily, compared to 50 million from Twitter.13 By the end of
2012, Weibo had by far the broadest demographic and the biggest scale of any social
media network in China, penetrating all tiers of China’s population. Other popular
platforms such as Renren, a Chinese response to Facebook, specifically target the young
college demographic. But Weibo appeals to a broad demographic that encompasses
students, artist, academics, business professionals, and even government officials, as well
as a broad segment of China’s working population.14
In part, Weibo’s technological features have fueled those unprecedented numbers.
While Internet users in most parts of the world are accustomed to using both Twitter and
Facebook as two distinct social media platforms, Weibo has managed to bridge that gap
in China, taking the best of social networking sites and microblogging services and
combining them to powerful effect.15 For example, unlike its Twitter counterpart, Weibo
allows users to post videos. It also allows users to comment on other users’ updates and
easily add comments when re-posting a friend’s message, making sharing and interacting
much more convenient. The differences may be subtle, but industry experts say they have
12

"156 Killed in Xinjiang Violence; Twitter Blocked (Updated)." China Digital Times CDT 156 Killed in Xinjiang Violence Twitter
Blocked Updated Comments. N.p., n.d. Web. 3 Nov. 2013. <http://chinadigitaltimes.net/2009/07/140-killed-in-xinjiang-violencetwitter-blocked/>.
13
2012if:N�M�{!L!JiHr (2002 Annual Sina Weibo Report), Sina Weibo Statistic Center.
14
"Who are Social Media Users in China? SOCIAL MEDIA USER STUDY REPORT." Nielsen Research. N.p., n.d. Web. 3 Nov.
2013.
<http://cn.en.nielsen.com/documents/WhitepaperforChinaSocialMediaEN.pdf>.
15
Crampton , Thomas. "Social Media in China: Same But Different." Thomas Crampton RSS. N.p., n.d. Web. 3 Nov. 2013.
<http://www.thomascrampton.com/china/social-media-china-business-review/>.
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helped to fuel Weibo’s rise as the single most dominant social media platform in China,
In just four years, Weibo has revolutionized the media landscape in China – radically
transforming the way news is generated and shared in a country where media censorship
is a way of life.
According to Yang, Sina Weibo is more effective than past media outlets in
generating news and sharing public opinion because it is effective both for real-time
“macro-communication” and targeted “micro-communication.” Macro-communication
involves massive information dissemination and happens during large media events,
natural disasters, and crisis situations such as the Wenzhou train disaster in 2011, while
micro-communication resembles target marketing. In this form, micro-blogging is used
for precise communication and coordination by speedily pooling the scattered
information and collective wisdom of Internet users. Using this form, for example,
netizens are able to use “crowd-sourcing” methods to gather information and data at an
amazing rate. 16
Whether by chance or by design, the hybrid, multifaceted features of Weibo gave
Chinese netizens a platform to express their opinions more easily and with far greater
impact than other microblogging sites in China have. Far beyond giving Internet users a
place to connect as individuals, Weibo effectively gives users across China the power to
publish for a wide audience—a privilege once reserved for the government.
Some of the most influential Key Opinion Leaders on Weibo are genuine
trailblazers in China, including business leaders, muckraking journalists, prominent
16

Yang, Guobin (2009). The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism Online. New York: Columbia U P. Afterward to
paperback edition
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scholars and economists, and bestselling authors. Often referred to as KOL’s, these
individual users can exert influence in shaping online debate or initiating collective action.
In a country where social media has allowed citizens to come out from under the total
control of state controlled media, KOLs enjoy immense power guiding online
conversations. Although the government is cracking down by beginning to censor Weibo
for its growing potential to challenge its power and despite recent censorship efforts,
Weibo still offers relatively much more freedom for these people to have their voices
heard by a wide audience. Recent reports indicate that active users on Weibo are likely
the most educated, tech-savvy, socially aware, and politically active bunch in
China.17According to a research poll conducted by Lu Jia, Associate Professor in the
School of Journalism and Communication at Tsinghua University, Public welfare (66.9
percent) and political affairs (59 percent) are the two leading topics weibo users consult
on Sina Weibo. While seeking information, weibo users are also enthusiastically engaged
in self-expression with (55.7 percent) believing the sharing of information and opinion as
absolutely essential. Furthermore, according to the same poll, over 60 percent of
respondents trust information on weibo; of these, 50.7 percent find weibo credible and
10.5 percent find them very credible.1819 In other words, the active discussions, selfexpressions and strong identifications that epitomize typical weibo users pose a serious
challenge to the Chinese government that is keen in controlling information and
collective action. As David Wertime observed in a recent piece about Weibo, “In the
17

Nielsen Research. "Who are Social Media Users in China?-Social Media User Report in China." Nielsen China. N.p., n.d. Web. 15
Sept. 2013. <http://cn.en.nielsen.com/documents/WhitepaperforChinaSocialMediaEN.pdf>
18
Lu, J., & Qiu, Y. (2013). Microblogging and social change in china. Asian Perspective, 37(3), 305-331. Retrieved from
http://search.proquest.com/docview/1431596250?accountid=13158
19
Xiao Mingchao. 2011. “Research Report on Chinese Microbloggers’ Behavior in 2010.” In J. Wang and Y. Yang, eds., Zhongguo
shehui xintai yan- jiu baogao 2011 [Annual Report on the Social Mentality of China 2011]. Beijing: Social Sciences Academic Press,
pp. 182–199.

11

U.S., this type of person votes, signs petitions, writes to their congressmen, or runs for
office. In China, they post a Weibo.”20

20

Six Reasons Why Weibo Is Powerful, Even If It's Haunted By Zombies - Tea Leaf Nation." Tea Leaf Nation -- E-Magazine. N.p.,
n.d. Web. 16 Sept. 2013. <http://www.tealeafnation.com/2013/03/six-reasons-why-Weibo-is-powerful-even-if-its-haunted-byzombies/#sthash.i0x3xgtC.dpuf>.
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Chapter 2

The Weibo Wall: Likes, Comments, Shares and The New Culture of
Contention

In many ways, Sina Weibo serves the same social media function as its Western
counterparts, Twitter and Facebook: to foster the sharing of user-generated information,
ideas, and personal messages online. But it also represents a departure from those two.
Evidently, in the US Facebook and Twitter have flourished in open, democratic societies.
In China, Weibo has grown and taken shape in an environment where censorship and
repression is the norm, and where, as a result, the outlets for ordinary people to speak out
against government power become more charged and take on a much greater sense of
urgency.
China’s earliest form of sanctioned “social media” was the Democracy Wall. A
long stretch of brick wall not far from the Forbidden City in Beijing, the democracy wall
became the physical platform for a movement of political dissent between 1978 and
1979, a time of major transformation in China following the Cultural Revolution. Using
actual sheets of paper and buckets of glue to post messages to the wall, pro-deomcracy
activists broadcast their sharp criticism of the government and their demands for change.
The wall was ultimately shut down after one year, but the Democracy Wall Movement
still represents one of the few instances where collective public protest was tolerated in
China.

13

A generation later, the platform of social media in China has emerged as a new
kind of democracy wall, with Weibo at the forefront. And unlike its decisive shutdown
of the democracy wall, the government’s relationship to the country’s social media
platforms is proving to be much more subtle and complex.
Unlike the poems and petitions that covered China’s Democracy Wall in the
1970s, the conversation that unfolds on any given day on Weibo is wide-ranging, rapidly
changing, and spreading virally on a 24/7 basis. It captures the entire spectrum of life
experience among Internet users in China, at the level of the individual as well as the
collective online community. And data from recent studies make a strong case that social
media is a much more dominant force in Chinese netizens’ daily lives than in the lives of
the social media generation in the US. According to the 2007 survey “Young Digital
Mavens,” which compared attitudes toward digital technology among American and
Chinese youth ages 16-25, 61% of Chinese Internet users said they have a parallel life
online—almost five times the percentage of Americans who felt similarly, at 13%. The
survey, conducted by leading media and Internet company IAC and JWT, the world’s
fourth largest advertising agency, found that 86% of young Chinese netizens live “some
of their daily lives online,” compared to 42% of their American counterparts. Statements
that Internet users in China especially identified with were, “I use the Internet to find
opinions or share my own,” “the Internet helps me make friends,” and “online
interactions have broadened my sense of identity.”21
The strong identification with these statements helps to explain the integral role
Weibo increasingly plays in shaping and swaying opinion among China’s social media
21

China Leads the US in Digital Self-Expression – NEW YORK, Nov.23/PRNewswire-FirstCall/-- N.p. n.d Web 3 Oct. 2013
<http://prnewswire.com/mews-releases/china-leads-the-us-in-digitial-self-expressions-59880412.html>
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generation. However, it is also important to recognize the fact that it is easy to fall victim
to “cyber-utopianism” and “cyber-centrism”.
In his work The Net Delusion, Evegeny Morozov raised the concept of “cyberutopianism”: a naïve belief in the emancipatory nature of online communication that rests
on a stubborn refusal to acknowledge its downside.22As he argued: “democratically
elected governments in North America and Western Europe may, indeed, see an Internetdriven revitalization of their public spheres as a good thing. However, authoritarian
governments,” in this case China, “have invested so much effort into suppressing any
form of free expression and free assembly that the government would never behave in a
civilized fashion. Most cyber-utopians stick to a populist account of how technology
empowers the people, who, oppressed by years of authoritarian rule, will inevitably rebel
and mobilize themselves through text messages, Facebook, Twitter, and whatever new
tool comes along next year.”23
It is critical to acknowledge Morozov’s argument precisely because the
complexity of the relationship between weibo users and the Chinese government. In
which technology is but only one of many tools to empower people. But does not in itself
justify empowerment completely. One approach to take according to Morozov is: “
a course of action that is highly sensitive to the local context, that is cognizant of the
complex connections between the Internet and the rest of policymaking, and that
originates not in what technology allows but in what a certain geopolitical environment
requires.”
22

Morozov, Evgeny (2012-02-28). The Net Delusion: The Dark Side of Internet Freedom (Kindle Locations 244-245). PublicAffairs.
Kindle Edition.
23
Morozov, Evgeny (2012-02-28). The Net Delusion: The Dark Side of Internet Freedom (Kindle Locations 248-252). PublicAffairs.
Kindle Edition.
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Thus, to understand the powerful ways that Weibo functions in Chinese society—
and the way it has opened the door for ordinary people to make demands of the
government that were inconceivable just a decade ago—it’s important to first examine
the ways in which Weibo serves as a tool to provoke thought, shape public attitudes,
spark controversy, and foster community among its users under the umbrella of an
authoritarian government.
In his book The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism Yang Guobing
coined the term “online activism.” Refering to the contentious activities associated with
the use of the Internet and other new communication technologies. According to Yang,
these “contentious activities” take place in cyberspace. Though these contentions may
spill offline, but its central stage of action is primarily the Internet. 24
Indeed, China is no stranger to contention. From the contentious activities during
the Democracy wall movement in the 1970’s to the Tiananmen Square incident during
the 1980’s, Yang recognized that there has always existed “a venerable tradition of
popular contention in modern China.”25 However, when examining specific contentions
associated with online activism in China, Yang argued that it has more concrete and
modest goals compared to some of its more radical predecessors.
Yang described this new form of contentious activity as “the new culture of
contention” where the new digital culture “combines traditional rituals, genres and styles
with modifications and other forms of innovation…where the contentions is prosaic
rather than sublime.” However, in no way is this new culture of contention a modification
24
25

Yang, Guobin (2009). The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism Online. New York: Columbia U P. Page 4
Yang, Guobin (2009). The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism Online. New York: Columbia U P. Page 83
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from its traditional predecessor from the Democracy Wall movement to the Tiananmen
Square incident in 1989. Where past contentions dealt with grand political ideals and
agitation for revolutionary change, the new culture of contention is about social justice
and citizenship rights and rarely leads to radical political and policy change. 26 Rather,
this new culture of contention “evinces an irreverence toward power and authority, as is
seen in the humor, profaneness, jokes, and the downright challenges against power in
online activism.”27

First Comes Marriage? Social Media and Relationships in the One-Child-Policy
Generation

The pervasiveness of social media isn’t the only phenomenon that defines
everyday reality for young Chinese citizens today: this generation of young adults in
China is the first to come of age under the country’s one-child policy—a controversial
population control policy that not only transformed the idea of the family unit, but set off
a series of long-term, unintended consequences for China’s social fabric.
More than 30 years after it was imposed by the state, the one-child policy has had
a profound impact on the prospect of love and marriage for China’s young adults. The
country’s patriarchal value system, which designates males as the breadwinners and the
bearers of the family name, led Chinese families to take drastic measures to ensure that

26
27

Yang, Guobin (2009). The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism Online. New York: Columbia U P. Page 82
ibid p.82
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their one child would be male. Decades later, the result has been a pronounced gender
imbalance drastically skewed toward young males.28
Today, it is much harder for men to marry in China, in part because of the small
pool of available women, but also because that pool of women, aware of the intense male
competition for them, tend to delay marriage in search of the ideal mate. 29Profoundly
affected by this reality, the one-child-policy generation has sought shelter, self-expression
and camaraderie in their virtual haven: Weibo.
On February 22, 2013, the most trending topic on Weibo centered on a regularly
occurring subject of debate on Weibo known as J:flt1§, or late marriage. On this
particular day, the trending arc began with an online media source quoting state
regulations that govern vacation time for getting married. According to “relevant
regulations,” the media source said, “the first marriage of males aged 25 or older and
females aged 23 or older are considered ‘late marriages.’”30 In another words, females
born before 1990 who were still single as of 2013 were already considered late in age for
marriage, making clear the state’s expectations that young people should be getting
married well before their mid-20s.
The topic spread like wildfire on Weibo, triggering discussion on issues related to
marriage, the one-child policy, and gender imbalance. The range of emotions ranged
from cynicism to outrage to desperation. Some netizens expressed plain shock, such as a
self-identified post-80’s generation user @�-='.t'.t:

28

Hesketh, T., & Wei, X. Z. (1997). The one child family policy: The good, the bad, and the ugly. British Medical
Journal, 314(7095), 1685-7. Retrieved from http://search.proquest.com/docview/204009049?accountid=13158
29
Li, H., Yi, J., & Zhang, J. (2011). Estimating the effect of the one-child policy on the sex ratio imbalance in china: Identification
based on the difference-in-differences. Demography, 48(4), 1535-57. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s13524-011-0055-y
30
90J§:itiJflt1§if:�,�jst�JZ3!7fa7Cf!i http://huati.Weibo.com/28336?refer=index_hot_new&pos=1_1&ver=5&order=time
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What? If the post 90’s generation is late for marriage, how late should a post 80’er get married?31

While the self-described post 90’s generation @'.&�v18 commented by venting about
the rising costs associated with marriage in China, which today typically include
betrothal gifts and other offers to a bride and her family, as well as long-term costs like
buying a house and a car:
Marriage??? Forget it! I just graduated from college; I can’t pay for a marriage! Marriage is the
last thing on my mind. Being called a “90’s generation” has never sounded like praise, the elderly
always see us as extremely eccentric, and I don’t understand why.” 32

The pressure to marry from the Chinese state stems directly from another
unintended consequence of the one-child policy: as many scholars and analysts have
documented, China’s booming population is set to shrink in the next decade, due to the
millions of Chinese men unable to find wives.333435The negative impact of a shrinking
population for China’s labor force lies at the heart of policymakers’ calls urging the next
generation to the wedding altar.
While recognizing the problem and its profound implications for China’s
economic future, Internet users on Weibo have flocked to social media to criticize the
government for its shortsightedness in imposing and maintaining the policy, and for
setting up a collision course between population control and China’s economic health. As
one Weibo user @�T�vm humorously projected:
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If the 90’s generation puts off their marriage, it will create a vicious cycle. Real estate won’t sell;
developers will not develop residential property. The marriage industry will slow down, and
lawyers will be afraid that with all these late marriages, people will be mature and less likely to
divorce. All kinds of industries will suffer the consequence, and tax revenues will decrease.
Without tax revenues our high GDP will likely plummet. It’s a serious social problem.” 36

Earlier this year, at the 2013 session of the National People’s Congress, it was
announced that the National Population and Family Planning (NPFP) Commission, the
governing body that oversees the one-child policy, will be dissolved and merged with the
Ministry of Health.37 Although the newly formed Ministry of Health will still be
responsible for overseeing the implementation of the one-child policy, observers say the
steps to dissolve the NPFP indicate that China may be laying the groundwork to relax or
even end the family planning policy. While it’s impossible to gauge what role, if any,
social media played in bringing about such a significant policy change, it is clear that
Weibo is playing a vital role in giving Internet users a forum to directly critique the
government about a policy it has staunchly defended.

Migrant Protests, Gangnam Style: The Plight of Migrant Workers on the Social
Media Stage

It has been called the largest single wave of movement by human beings on the
planet: the annual journey of hundreds of millions of people from China’s urban centers
to its rural provinces and villages to reunite with relatives and celebrate the Chinese New
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Year.38 The bulk of these travelers, estimated in the hundreds of millions, belong to
China’s class of migrant workers, a group that has long been neglected, marginalized and
discriminated against, despite the indispensable role they play in China’s economy.
Migrant workers are directly responsible for China’s double-digit economic
growth in the last 30 years. Lured by the promise of making more money on factory
assembly lines and in skyscrapers than on farms back home, hundreds of millions of
Chinese workers have left loved ones behind in the countryside for the chance to earn
better wages. But for legions of migrant workers, those earnings have come at a high
price: many live a dislocated existence as urban second-class citizens, demonized by
metropolitan residents as the source of crime and denied basic social benefits as a result
of China’s Hukou household registration system, which ties benefits to a single
permanent address. 39
For decades, the plight of China’s migrant workers has largely been an invisible
one, with workers powerless to call attention to the discrimination and mistreatment they
experience in any meaningful way. In the age of social media, that is starting to change
dramatically: on Weibo, netizens across China are shedding light on the social, economic
and cultural divide between China’s migrant workers and the surrounding urban
population. The conversation has centered on what happens to the family members they
leave behind and the injustices they face in cities, prompting response by China’s
notoriously unresponsive bureaucracy.
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On August 28, 2013, the most trending Weibo topic centered on a photo and a
petition posted by The People’s Daily’s Weibo, @A�ElH. The image showed a 54year-old sanitation worker in an airport, trying to scrape a piece of gum off the floor:
A Piece of Gum Made This Sanitation Auntie Squat for 15 Minutes – Several days ago, a
passenger at the airport saw a touching scene: In order to clean up a piece of chewing gum on the
ground, a 54-year-old sanitation worker auntie squatted on the ground, using a razor blade to
scrape it off bit by bit for no less than 15 minutes. In less than a second, another piece of gum can
be thrown onto the floor, and she has to squat down every day dozens of times every day to clean
them up. From this day forward, I will not litter my trash, and by passing this on, I make this
promise.40

Reaction to this post spread like wildfire, eventually becoming the most popular
post of the day. It was reposted 180,000 times, “liked” 30,000 times, and generated
20,000 comments that spanned over 1,100 pages. The comments were wide-ranging, but
again and again, they came back to the issue of civility and the indifference and
insensitivity of urban travelers. Weibo user @piggyprincev�.::-= posted:
Everyone, when throwing your trash, think of the sanitation workers. Once I had thrown a ball of
paper into the middle of the road and then saw a sanitation worker ride a small electric moped into
the constant flow of traffic just to pick it up. From that point on, I never littered ever again. If I
litter, a sanitation worker might suffer an accident just to pick it up… Don’t do something bad just
because the harm is small.41

Another user @��'-*market commented:
Labor should be honored, on an average day, we only raise our head high and think about what is
important for ourselves, sometime if we look down, we realize how many people who are
contributing to our society is being ignored. Dear Auntie! I Salute you! 42
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Even the Chinese actress and celebrity Yao Chen, @5�, whose 50 million
followers on Weibo make her the most popular microblogger in the world, contributed to
the online petition, lending her influence to broaden awareness about the indignities
migrant workers have to endure in the name of progress.
Although many migrants work for state-run construction companies, a majority of
migrant workers are hired by private contractors, who operate with fewer controls and
regulations. In China, millions of migrant workers fail to get paid each year due to the
lack of regulation in the construction industry. 43Many workers are cheated out of their
contracts. In 2011 alone, Chinese employers failed to compensate two million migrant
workers.44 Regrettably, the failure to compensate workers tends to occur around the
Chinese New Year, the time of mass exodus when migrant workers return to their rural
villages to bring back the wages that support extended family members. Subjected to
routine discrimination and unfair treatment, some migrant workers have begun taking
matters into their own hands and fighting for their rights using Weibo as their platform.
A group of migrant workers in the city of Wuhan, for example, found a creative
and effective way to leverage pop culture trends while raising awareness about
wrongdoing at the hands of their employer. After being denied their wages by their
private contractors, these workers took to the streets and started dancing to the mega-hit
pop single and viral dance craze “Gangnam Style,” while holding posters that read, “Pay
me my wages so I can go home and celebrate the New Year.”45 The eccentric video
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instantly went viral on Weibo; and shortly afterward, the workers were compensated
206,000RMB, or $33,000. In reporting on the incident, the government-run news agency
China Daily directly attributed the payments to “the Government’s awareness to the
coverage on social media”46
While some netizens lauded the courage and creativity of migrant workers’ viral
campaign, others pointed fingers at the inability or unwillingness to protect China’s most
vulnerable workers from abuse. User @iit�ll�lS123 posted:

What hardship these laborious “uncles” have to go through. This is out of helplessness. Everyone
is helplessness nowadays. Society is Helpless, Government is Helpless, Officials are Helpless,
who should we hold accountable?47

When migrant workers return to the cities to begin another work year, they leave
behind roughly 60 million children in the countryside.48 Sometimes raised by
irresponsible relatives, these “left-behind children” are as vulnerable to abuse and
mistreatment as the parents who leave them behind. In recent years especially, there has
been a rise in reports of tragedies related to children of migrant workers in the
countryside. These children are often targets of sexual assault and often suffer
psychological problems and unintentional injuries or death from drowning or
suffocating.49 The problem has caught the attention of netizens, and in 2013, one user, @
'*'3;±�, started a post calling for the greater care in the safety of these “left behind
children”. He writes:
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Recently, numerous cases of left-behind children deaths have been reported across the country,
casting an even darker shadow on the issue of the safety of left-behind children. Their parents are
working far away, and their grandparents have weak safety awareness. Truly, we are worried for
these left-behind treasures! Where is a safe, secure home for them?

As part of the post, the Weibo user listed a number of possible hazards for
children that relatives and caregivers should guard against to prevent tragedy from
happening again. The post was shared more than 15,000 times, spurring intense debate
online. While some participants in the debate expressed no sympathy for the children user
@}J�P]'�i'f50 posted, “Do you want to raise more money so these migrant workers can
continue having more kids and all of us will be responsible for feeding them?”, others
used the tragedies to highlight broader societal problems that at least indirectly implicate
government officials. For example, Weibo user @]ifaJXh wrote:
“The root of this problem is unstable economic development. If there is a balance between urban
and rural economic development, then there are no left behind children.”51

State Censorship in a Real-time Universe: The Power of Social Media in the
Wenzhou Disaster

On the morning of July 23, 2011, China Railways D301departed Beijing South
Railway station bound for Fuzhou, a city 1,400 miles away. For the Chinese state, it was
no routine trip: the 1,400-mile journey, to be accomplished in a matter of hours, was
supposed to be the crowning achievement of China’s high-speed railway network, with
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the design of the world’s largest, fastest, and newest high-speed train, dubbed the
“Harmony” Express.
Instead, in a deadly episode now known as the Wenzhou disaster, the bullet train
collided head-on with another train on a narrow overpass, killing 40 people and leaving
hundreds more injured. The incident not only shook public confidence in government to
the core, but it also exposed the lengths the state would go to cover up the errors, failures,
and corruption that contributed to the devastating crash.
Unlike the state’s efforts to control or cover up past crises—from the 2003 SARS
epidemic to the unknown protester in Tiananmen Square in 1989—this time, the
government found itself facing a force it could not suppress: the casual, moment-tomoment snapping and sending of passenger photos and text updates, which painted an
undeniable reality of the crash and the moments leading up to it.
During the 2003 SARS crisis, the government’s attempt to cover up the severity
of the epidemic caused major delays in implementing preventive measures to contain the
spread of the disease.52The government’s failure to release information in a transparent
and timely manner intensified the efforts of non-mainstream media to report on the
epidemic and made the government more vulnerable to attacks from critics.53
Immediately after the Wenzhou crash, the directives issued by the Central Propaganda
Department bore a strong resemblance to those issued to those issued in the wake of
SARS:
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“In regard to the Wenzhou high-speed train crash, all media outlets are to promptly report
information released from the Ministry of Railways. No journalists should conduct independent
interviews. All subsidiaries including newspaper, magazines and websites are to be well
controlled. Do not link reports with articles regarding the development of high-speed trains. Do
not conduct reflective reports.
Additional directives for all central media: The latest directives on reporting the Wenzhou highspeed train crash: 1. Release death toll only according to figures from authorities. 2. Do not report
on a frequent basis. 3. More touching stories are to be reported instead, i.e. blood donation, free
taxi services, etc. 4. Do not investigate the causes of the accident; use information released from
authorities as standard. 5. Do not reflect or comment.
Reminder on reporting matters: All reports regarding the Wenzhou high-speed train accident are to
be titled “7.23 Yong-Wen line major transportation accident.” Reporting of the accident is to use
“‘in the face of great tragedy, there’s great love’” as the major theme. Do not question. Do not
elaborate. Do not associate. No re-posting on micro-blogs will be allowed! Related service
information may be provided during news reporting. Music is to be carefully selected!54

The directives were the first of a series of costly mistakes for the government,
which began to sabotage its credibility each time it tried to control or contain the flow of
information. The newspapers, magazines, and even websites the state referred to in its
directives were not the problem. The problem was a tidal wave of instant messages,
images and updates on Weibo, detailing aspects of the crash scene and relaying the terror
of witnesses and victims to the crash. Somehow, it still had not caught up with the reality
of social media and did not know to deal with an increasingly tech-savvy and techdependent population or the instant rush of information that made a clampdown virtually
impossible.
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Following the ineffective control of the outflow of information, the government
tried to take matters into its own hands by attempting to bury the wreckage of the train
itself. Initially, transportation officials justified the move by arguing that valuable
proprietary technology would be stolen.55 When the public responded with deep
suspicion, an alternative explanation was given by the Ministry of Railway spokesperson
Wang Yongping:

During the emergency rescue operations, the area was very complex, and there was a marsh
below, so it was very difficult to do our best job. We also had to deal with all the other train cars,
so (the earth-moving equipment operator) buried the front car below, covering it with earth, and it
was mainly just a case of dealing with the emergency. Whether you believe it or not, I certainly
do, [my emphasis] �-Tfl\f/ff f!t&lEfT.”’

Wang’s ill-prepared response instantly went viral and further engulfed the
government in a political crisis. The statement became so widespread that netizens
enshrined it as the emblem of the government’s vanishing credibility.56
Following Wang’s statement, an online Weibo opinion poll asked nearly 100,000
respondents their opinions on the reason for the hasty burial of the train wreckage.
Almost 95% responded that they believed it was an attempt to destroy evidence.57
Individual comments were almost all critical, such as this post by Weibo user @[9-=§
hellen:
What kind of bull**** explanation/theory is this? If you want to misinform the public, at least
have the decency to think of a more logical explanation and invest in hiring a better crisis
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management team. If you want to Bull**** the public, please do a better job and be more
professional!58

Offering a more restrained criticism that also warned against the haste of China’s
economic and infrastructural development, the famous TV commentator Yang Lan @kJ[\1
posted:
Not only should there be a full and detailed scientific investigation into the damages of the train,
we should enshrine the wreckage in museums as a warning to later generations. If we are lucky
enough, we could tell our kids that the Wenzhou disaster was the victim of China’s hasty
economic development, and with gradual improvement in technology, management and most
importantly a fair decision-making mechanism, disaster will not repeat itself.59

With widespread anger and harsh criticism building, fueled by social media
platforms like Weibo, the government finally gave in to public demands for a thorough
and fair investigation into the accident. Within days, the state-owned company that
designed the faulty signaling system apologized for mistakes in its design. Premier Wen
Jiabao had no choice but to make a symbolic appearance at the crash site, promising a
skeptical public that the government would hold itself accountable. He also responded
directly to the widespread accusations of corruption related to the crash: “If corruption
were found behind this, we must handle it according to law, and we will not be lenient.
Only in this way can we offer justice to those who have died.”60
When the full report was released five months later, the government
acknowledged “serious design flaws,” a “neglect of safety management,” and problems
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in the bidding process. It also found rampant corruption within the Ministry of Railway,
starting with the person responsible for overseeing the railway project, Minister. Liu
Zhijun himself. Evan Osnos, a writer for the New Yorker, explained in a piece about the
aftermath of the crash: “The Wenzhou collision and the downfall of Liu Zhijun have
come to symbolize some of the essential risks facing the Communist Party. The crash
struck at the middle-class men and women who have accepted the grand bargain of
modern Chinese politics in the era after Socialism: allow the Party to reign unchallenged
as long as it is reasonably competent. The crash violated the deal, and, for many, it
became what Hurricane Katrina was to Americans: the iconic failure of government
performance.”
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Chapter 3

Power to the People: Sina Weibo, Online Activism, and Government
Response
Contention is a matter of degree. Among the less contentious activities are the
social and political discussions and debates that take place online daily such as the
examples discussed in Chapter 2. This chapter will examine more contentious action
including Web campaigns; petitions and crowd sourcing that epitomize the downright
challenges against government power represented by the new culture of contention.

You Can Run But You Can’t Hide: Weibo Takes On Corruption
On August 27, 2012, a passenger bus rammed into the back of a methanol truck,
leaving thirty-six passengers dead in Shaanxi Province. What looked like the scene of
another horrific transportation accident, caused by overcrowded, poorly regulated bus
services in China, set the stage for a showdown between the government and groups of
Weibo netizens who have leveraged the platform to fight corruption.
Within hours of the crash, photos from the scene surfaced on the Internet showing
a man grinning while speaking with police officials. When curious Weibo users
conducted a so-called “human flesh search,” a crowd-sourced method of determining a
person’s identity, it soon became clear that the man in the picture was Yang Dacai, Chief
of Shaanxi Province’s Safety Bureau (Figure 4)61.
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Figure 4: Yang Dacai, chief of Shaanxi Province Safety Bureau

Yang’s grin might just been a matter of bad timing. But once he was identified by
name, Weibo users were free to use any online means at their disposal to uncover more
information about him. Soon, photos of Yang’s taste for expensive timepieces surfaced
on Weibo (Figure 5)62, with netizens estimating some time pieces at between 30,000 to
60,000 US dollars, far outside the price range a low-level functionary should be able to
afford.

Figure 5: A graphic of Yang Wearing different luxury watches compiled by a Weibo user
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The images sparked outrage on Weibo, prompting users following the controversy
to demand further investigation. Before long, Yang was at the center of a perfect storm of
social-media-generated controversy, with breaking news, technology-enhanced searches,
memes, and crowd-sourcing combining to indict him in the court of public opinion and to
force some kind of government response.63 Within a year of the infamous image of the
crash scene surfacing online, Yang was brought to trial, where he admitted to corruption
charges. He was sentenced to fourteen years in jail for embezzling 10 million yuan. And
in the world of social media, he was branded “Watch Brother,” a nickname loaded with
double entendres.
The “Watch Brother” incident reflects a growing trend in China in which groups
of activists are increasingly using the tools of social media to hold government officials
accountable by scrutinizing their attire or other public displays of material wealth for
signs of corruption. In a nation where the state continues to have a tight rein over
traditional media, Weibo has become one of the most effective platforms to hold officials
accountable to the public (Figure 6)64. The effort to fight corruption through Weibo is
rapidly altering the relationship between the government and the general public. As both
the Watch Brother and Wenzhou crisis show, officials in the age of social media do not
have enough time to manage a crisis before finding themselves scrutinized.
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Figure 6: A Meme compiled by a Weibo user during the PNC (People’s National Congress) & CPPCC (Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conference) sessions, government representatives are seen with luxury items such as an Hermes belt, Chanel suits, and
Louis Vuitton handbags)

Another recent case where online activism led to policy change occurred when
Weibo users initiated a campaign to stop the abuse of cars carrying special military
license plates in China. In China, it is common to spot these easily recognizable white
license plates, which allow drivers to disregard traffic laws, abuse fellow drivers, and
essentially remain untouchable by the police.
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Led by Yu Jianrong @TJ!US, a professor at the China Academy of Social
Sciences, in 2012 netizens began taking pictures of cars with military licenses plates and
posting them under the conversation #'-*$1).=ffi (military vehicle snapshot). Soon,
photos Internetof luxury cars like Mercedes-Benz and Audi, and sometimes ultra-luxury
brands like Maserati, Porsche, and Bentley began surfacing on the Internet, all of these
cars sporting the special military places (Figure 7).

Figure 7: Mercedes-Benz, Hummer, Porsche Cayenne and Maserati with PLA Military license plates

As pictures continued to roll in, the implication became clear: corrupt military
officers were using tax money to fund the purchase of ultra-luxury cars. The ripples of
the Weibo campaign reached all the way to the office of Central Military Commission
(CMC). In March 2013, as Xi Jinping stepped in as China’s seventh president and CMC
chairman, with fighting corruption at the top of his agenda, the commission announced
that the People’s Liberation Army would issue new regulations for license plates. This
commentary carried by the PLA Daily soon followed:

35
“In an Internet era, military vehicles, once outside of the confines of barracks, are placed under the
limelight of public attention, warning their drives to mind their behavior, the new policy will make
greater efforts to crack down on luxury cars hung with military license plates, military vehicles
entering luxury venues and misuse of sirens and alarms by such vehicles.”65

The new policy also restricted the purchase of cars above 450,000RMB or 73,000
USD, or any cars made by Mercedes-Benz, Land Rover, and Bentley from carrying
military license plates.
Although the enforcement of this policy is yet to be measured, the policy change
in theory creates a check against the abuse of military plates by some of China’s
wealthiest and most well connected businessmen, who used those connections to acquire
the plates.66 Weibo users hailed the change as a David vs. Goliath victory in the fight
against state corruption. As @tiL{]p� put it:

This campaign was a success! In dealing with power abuse, perhaps the only way to see real
change is constant monitoring. Although this change is somewhat nominal, we must deal with it
one at a time67
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One Nation, Under Smog
Perhaps the most significant case of Weibo’s role in shaping policy in China
occurred in 2011, when China reluctantly began broadcasting its air pollution levels using
a higher monitoring standard. Although a number of factors played a role in the policy
change, Weibo was the clear catalyst for a chain of events that led to a major victory for
environmental and health advocates and a rare retreat for the state.
The crisis of air pollution has had devastating consequences on China’s
population, literally cutting short the lives of hundreds of thousands of residents. In
spring 2013, a scientific study on leading causes of death around the world painted a
bleak picture of the human toll of air pollution in the country. The study, published by the
British medical journal The Lancet, found that air pollution in China contributed to 1.2
million premature deaths, or 2 out of every 5 premature deaths worldwide.68 According to
the researchers, China’s deadly smog was the fourth most common killer in the country.
The crisis, fueled by explosive industrial growth, has also transformed daily life in many
parts of China, wrapping cities in smog so thick that officials have at times been forced to
close schools and highways, cancel sporting activities, and shut down airports.
Not surprisingly, controversy over how to measure and report air pollution levels
has long presented its own problem for China’s government. Environmental agencies
around the world, including the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the
World Health Organization (WHO), have long set air quality standards by measuring
concentrations of the worst air pollutants, known as particulate matter, or PM. Tiny
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particles that stay suspended in the air once emitted into the atmosphere, particle
pollution poses serious health hazards because of its ability to pass through the
respiratory system and stay lodged in the lungs, causing asthma, lung cancer and other
cardiovascular diseases.
But not all PM pollutants are equally deadly: While the dust-size particles known
as PM 10 are harmful, much finer particles known as PM 2.5 – which measure less than
2.5 micrometers in diameter and come from power plant and car emissions – are
considered far more dangerous, because their smaller size allows them to be inhaled more
deeply into the lungs. In the past decade, the EPA and the WHO have both placed an
emphasis on tracking PM 2.5 levels because of the impact of those pollutants public
health. But in China, officials continued to use the PM 10 air-monitoring standard,
designed to measure the pollution from previous years of massive dust storms sweeping
into China from the China-Mongolia border.
In 2007, a year before China was set to host the Olympic Games in Beijing, the
issue of air pollution became a source of international embarrassment for China, after the
International Olympic Committee (IOC) sharply rebuked the country for Bejing’s air
quality and warned the Olympic’s world-class athletes about health hazards. Afraid of
losing face before the international community, the state took unprecedented measures,
spending $10 billion to shut down steel factories surrounding the city. The results were
immediate: In 2008, residents of Beijing not only witnessed Olympic history, but also
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breathed easier. Recent research indicates that the suspension of factory production
during the Olympics actually improved the cardio-vascular health of residents there. 69
It soon became apparent that the blue-sky days of Beijing were strictly for the
world stage of the Olympics, not for everyday residents of China. In 2009, just one year
after the international games, about 60% of the gains in the city’s air quality had
vanished. While the government fully intended to return to the high-smog status quo,
Beijing residents did not. After having breathed better air for the first time in years,
netizens flocked to Weibo – whose popularity was surging – to express their anger and
demand accountability.
In 2009, the same year that post-Olympics smog started to envelop China’s urban
centers once again, the United States Embassy in eastern Beijing quietly began
publishing air pollution levels in the city on its Twitter feed. The hourly live updates,
which continue today and are based on readings from an air quality monitor on the
embassy’s rooftop, measure levels of the fine, tiny PM 2.5 particulates known to be the
most harmful to human health. As is common in countries around the world, those levels
are then converted for the public as an air quality index, ranging anywhere between zero
and 500 – with zero being the safest and 500 being the most hazardous, when the elderly
and young children are advised to stay indoors and face masks start flying off store
shelves.
The @BeijingAir Twitter feed was billed by the embassy as a “resource of health
for the American community living in Beijing.”70 Even with the banning of Twitter by
69
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state officials that same year, more and more Chinese Internet users began to follow the
embassy’s Twitter posts. App developers in China were quick to turn the live feed into a
smartphone app, offering a split-screen comparison of Chinese and US reporting. Even
more, an app developer added the split-screen feature to the app for Sina Weibo (Figure
3).71

Figure x: On a given day, the Chinese monitoring indicated “Good” while the US monitoring indicated “Unhealthy”

On November 18, 2010, followers of the @BeijingAir Twitter feed received a
tweet with a surprising air quality update, containing no numbers at all.
“Crazy Bad” was the index announcement that appeared on the embassy’s Twitter
feed, an apparent attempt at humor after the air quality index levels topped the scale’s
most hazardous level of 500. The embassy soon deleted the unscientific classification, but
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not before Chinese Twitter followers were able to retweet it, triggering a major
controversy over air pollution levels and US monitoring of Chinese air quality.
Before long, the viral response hit Weibo, as netizens expressed shock, outrage,
and a shared cynical laugh with whoever at the embassy had come up with the “crazy
bad” terminology. User @.:::fr�DJ commented:
The US Embassy was so dumbfounded about the bad air pollution that they ran out of words and
temporarily used “crazy bad” to fill while they are working on a more appropriate official term to
describe scale topping readings. During the Olympics, the government only fixed the problem for
a few weeks when the athletes were competing. All I have to say is, my health is just as important
as any Olympic athlete’s.

User @iit1i'�}ft�t offered a more humorous analysis:
The Associated Press said the US has run out of English adjectives to describe the terrible air
pollution, so they resorted to using “crazy bad” on November 19. This is clearly insulting to the
profound Chinese language, In official Chinese, we call a “crazy bad” day � (fair).72

Figure x: Top: Red alert for pollution in Washington D.C. Bottom: Moderate Level pollution in Beijing – 2012
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As individual residents took to Weibo to vent personal frustration over the air
they were forced to breathe, Key Opinion Leaders, with their legions of followers, began
converting that frustration into political pressure. Pan Shiyi, a real estate tycoon and CEO
of SOHO China with more than 15 million Weibo followers, led the cause demanding the
Chinese government to change its official air-monitoring standard from PM 10 to PM 2.5.
Around the time of the embassy’s “crazy bad” reading, Pan @111-i!J launched a poll on
Weibo with this post:
Health experts have already proved the damage of PM 2.5 on our bodies. The only solution is for
our country to enforce stronger standards. Only through severe standards can every city start
fighting air pollution and can people have the awareness to stop air pollution. Please cast your vote
on this poll, one week later, I shall forward the result in the form of a petition to the Head of the
Ministry of Environmental Protection.73

The poll results were an overwhelming critique of the state’s monitoring policy:
Out of 42,188 participants, 90% voted that the government replace PM 10 with PM 2.5 as
the standard of measurement by the end of the year in 2011. Pan’s status as Key Opinion
Leader brought unprecedented attention to the issue of air pollution. Other KOLs quickly
began sharing Pan’s posts, setting off a firestorm of online protest and putting intense
pressure on the government.
Responding to the scrutiny, the government’s Beijing Municipal Environmental
Protection bureau (BMEP) agreed to issue PM 2.5 readings starting January 1 2012,74
two months after Pan’s online campaign. But the initial monitoring reports backfired after
the bureau began reporting air quality readings that were significantly safer than the
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readings published by the embassy. On January 23rd 2012, the BMEP reported an air
quality index that corresponded to a “moderate” rating for the day, while the US Embassy
reported a figure rated as “unhealthy.”75 The BMEP tried to explain the difference in
ratings, arguing that the embassy’s monitoring station was in an urban area close to city
streets, while its monitoring station was situated in the less congested western area of
Beijing.
Weibo users instantly mocked the BMEP response:
@fvif:: Now I get it, Beijing’s ‘200 blue-sky days’ was measure out of an airplane 76

@NUII_False: Looks like people walking by the side of the road will breathe in extra pollution - we should
walk 50 meters away from the sidewalk! 77
@7f'fa�: Let’s put all of monitors inside Zhongnanhai (Residence of Top Leadership in China), That’s
probably the standard.78

Until the government addresses the root causes of its pollution crisis, public
opinion on microblogs like Weibo is likely to remain hostile. But already, Weibo users
have had an undeniable impact. In February 2012, government officials began responding
to the pressure from online protests by adding multiple monitoring stations throughout
Beijing’s urban centers and suburbs. In November 2012, state officials announced that it
would require 74 cities across China to start reporting PM 2.5 pollutant levels, with all
cities required to do so by the year. This year, a new government under president Xi
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Jinping unveiled a new 1.7 trillion yuan anti-pollution package, aimed at drastically
reducing PM 2.5 by 2017 and restoring the air quality of the 2008 Olympic Games.79
Even with stricter government standards and a major investment of fund, reducing
air pollution in China remains a huge challenge. Although Weibo users would like to see;
and, although they are starting to experience some success in influencing the policy
making process, these victories are small and, as Dr. Yang Guobin emphasized, unlikely
to radically influence core policy.It remains unclear, for example, to what extent the
government’s response to Weibo’s anti-corruption campaigns amounts to “face-saving”
tactics to appease public opinion, or authentic efforts to address the real problem.
Continued public outrage on Weibo over the air pollution crisis directly reflects
widespread frustration in China over the lack of follow through with some of
government’s policy changes. Without openness to structural reform and transparency,
netizens will have to continue their fight for reform one step at a time.
Even as the viral and relentless nature of Weibo as a protest mechanism demands
a serious, sustained response, those in positions of power in China are still grappling with
responding to public opinion while keeping its grip on a closed and authoritarian system.
Whether the new culture of contention translates into real policy change or not, it is
important to recognize the profound transformation from traditional form of contention to
the new culture of contention. As Yang puts it, this new form of online activism is
emblematic of both a cultural and a social communication revolution in contemporary
China. Where such a revolution not only significantly expands the horizons of learning
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and communication for ordinary people, but also allowing them to assume an
unprecedented role as agents of change. 80
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Chapter 4
The Future of Social Media in China: Potential Promise and Government
Challenges
Although Sina Weibo is still a relatively new phenomenon, China’s Internetcontrol regime is constantly evolving where as online activism challenges the state, the
state responds by adjusting and refining its institutions and methods of control.81
Dr. Guobin Yang observed three stages of evolution in China’s Internet
controlling regime. While the first two stages focused on the regulation and refinement of
Internet control at its initial stages, the third stage, from 2004 to present was marked by a
dramatic expansion of Internet regulation and control from “government to governance
and governing mentality.” Yang further explains, if “government” consists of the formal
institutions, rules, and practices of the state, then “governance” refers to the formal and
informal institutions, rules, and practices of both the state and nonstate actors;
“governmentality” denotes “the cultural and social context out of which modes of
governance arise and by which they are sustained”. 82
These changes were carried out specifically at the Fourth Plenum of the Sixteenth
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in September 2004. Where the government
has enacted specific policies strengthening Internet control by requiring registration of
domain names, outlining self-displine measures regarding the “ethical” use of the Internet
and introducing “Internet commenter’s” to guide online opinion in a “positive direction”.
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The Chinese government has all the reason to fear collective action through mass
mobilization. According to Yang, new forms of contentions have historical roots in
traditional means of contention. One such traditional contention that was replicated
online was the practice of “linking up”(chuanlian) linking up was pilgrimage-like petition
journeys. These journeys were an effective tactic of translocal mobilization and were
much feared by the state. One reason for the quick spread of the Cultural Revolution in
1966 was that students traveled across the country to “link up” with students in other
cities lending credibility to the communist party. While both during the Democracy Wall
movement and the 1989 student movement, activists across the country again linked up,
this time to turning against the community party. These linking-up activities became an
important means of spreading protests83that are both used and revered by the government.
With the advent of the digital age, the same collective action potential still exists on
weibo. According to a recent study by Harvard University researchers titled How
Censorship in China Allows Government Criticisms but Silences Collective Expression
found that, censorship program is aimed at curtailing collective action by silencing
comments that represent, reinforce, or spur social mobilization, regardless of content.
Censorship is oriented toward attempting to forestall collective activities that are
occurring now or may occur in the future – and, as such, seem to clearly expose
government intent.84 Or put simply, “collective expression organized outside of
governmental control equals factionalism and ultimately chaos and disorder”85
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Censorship 3.0: Suppressing Weibo
When Tuo Zhen, chief propaganda official of Guangdong province, decided to
take the 2013 New Year issue of Southern Weekend magazine, a popular liberal
magazine, and turn it into a publication glorifying the Communist Party, he probably
didn’t anticipate that it would ignite a scandal involving press freedom in China. But in
the age of social media in China, that is precisely what happened.
While the magazine generally tolerated government censorship, Tuo’s complete
alteration over their work sparked fury among its editors. They turned to Weibo to protest
Tu’s actions and soon, influential Key Opinion Leaders (KOL) began lining up to support
the magazine, including celebrity actress Yao Chen @5� (with 55 million followers)
and real estate tycoon Ren Zhiqiang @f;S:£ (with 15 million followers). Southern
Weekend became the battle cry for Internet users longing for freedom of the press in
China.
With frustration building online, in a rare case, netizens left their keyboards and
took to the streets to offer their support, including the entire staff of the Southern
Morning Post newspaper, which went on strike on January 2013. Hundreds gathered near
the paper’s headquarters holding up signs calling for an end to censorship. As user @1i3
v� recalled from the scene:
I have to say that the rally today was quite orderly. Some volunteers picked up trash at the scene.
The police were quite patient too–they kept order without resorting to violence and did not take
away anyone’s placards. Even when everyone started shouting slogans about constitutionalism
and democracy, the police just watched on the sidelines. Thousands of cell phones broadcast
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information from the scene in real time. I think we can definitely have democracy if everyone
behaves like this!86

Although the incident never escalated beyond a peaceful protest, collective
expression—many people communicating on social media about the same subject—
resulting in actual collective action are likely to be censored. The Southern Weekend
incident represents an episode where offline collective actions in the form of a protest
actually took place, an incident that struck a nerve in the halls of government power.
Following the Southern Morning Post incident, the government announced that it
would employ 2 million online propaganda workers and paid commenters to guide
“online discussion of sensitive topics in a ‘positive’ direction.” 87 In other words, these
commenters would flood the comment space with state-approved messages on
controversial topics issues and in so doing, help to offset citizen reaction or revolt before
it could gain momentum. With the memory of the Tiananmen Square incident still vivid
in the mind of many, and with a growing realization of the wildfire dynamics of social
media, the government took measures designed to exert its own influence in an effort to
reshape that dynamic in real time.
For decades, public mistrust of state-controlled traditional media has fueled an
intense desire among Chinese citizens to find alternative, authentic sources of
information. The government’s recent attempt to control conversation online through
paid commenters fails to recognize that desire, and the resulting influence of so-called
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Key Opinion Leaders, or KOLs: individual users whose popularity and legions of
followers can exert influence in shaping online debate or initiating collective action.
In a country where social media has allowed citizens to come out from under the
total control of state controlled media, KOLs enjoy immense power to sway public
opinion online, for good or for bad.
You need to ‘rock’ netizens and make them feel as if they are acting as judges of an
“unjust society” – only by venting against society and the system can netizens unburden
their own resentment of reality and destroy overnight public reputations built over a
lifetime.88

Qin Zhihui, head of Beijing Erma Interactive Marketing and Planning Company,
gave the above testimony from prison, in explaining his company’s strategy to sway
public opinion on Weibo. Qin, who goes by online user name @*XX, was arrested in
August 2013 on charges of “illegal business operation” and “provoking public trouble.”
According to a government investigation, Qin was the mastermind behind the rumormongering marketing strategy known as “Black PR,” in which clients hire marketing
firms to artificially generate grassroots online activity for business gain. The tactics
employed by Qin and others like him include manufacturing online scandals or events,
damaging the reputations of rivals or competitors, and deleting negative comments from
online forums. Most significantly for the authenticity of social media platforms like
Weibo, the tactics also include spreading rumors in cooperation with KOLs, who are paid
to re-post or forward particulars news posts or stories.
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During the state’s investigation into Qin’s action, Erma was accused of spreading
3,000 rumors online, generating some of the biggest online scandals in recent years. The
rumors included false reports that foreign victims of the Wenzhou train crash received
more compensation than Chinese victims, and that the chairman of China’s Red Cross
was spending charitable donation on mistresses. The government was forced to step in
and bring Qin to trial after his company launched a campaign to discredit Lei Feng, a
People’s Liberation Army soldier from the 60s whom the communist party idealizes.89
Qin fell victim to the State Critique Theory, which according to the Harvard study, offers
an alternative explanation in which the goal of the Chinese leadership is to suppress
dissent and to prune human expression that finds fault with elements of the Chinese state,
its policies, or its leaders. In this view, the result is to make the sum total of available
public expression more favorable to those in power. 90
So-called black PR firms like Erma number in the thousands in China, according
Jeremy Goldkorn; and the government has tolerated their existence.91 But the
unprecedented influence of Weibo has forced the government to draw new boundaries in
its efforts to control information and protect the state’s interests. “So long as Weibo is out
a few bad apples, it’s tolerable,” said Andrew Wedeman, professor of political science at
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Georgia State University. “When the speculation and fingers start pointing at politically
sensitive targets, it becomes dangerous.”92
The false rumor campaigns generated by so-called black PR firms are designed to
trigger one specific emotion from netizens: anger. In fact, a study done by researchers at
the Beijing University of Aeronautics and Astronautics in 2013 found that on Weibo,
expressions of anger tend to spread virally at a much faster rate than expressions of
happiness or joy. The study examined 70 million Weibo posts from a pool of 200,000
users, categorizing the posts by expressions of joy, sadness anger and disgust. The study
concluded, “Anger has a surprisingly higher correlation than other emotions.”
Futhermore, “on Weibo, anger bonds strangers who otherwise have nothing in common.
Indeed, Weibo has always, at least in part, been a platform for voiceless citizens to
communicate.”93
In response to the Qin incident, the Chinese government for the first time
followed up with specific policies to control online conversations. On September 9, 2013,
China’s Supreme Court ruled that netizens whose posts are visited more than 5,000 times
or reposted 500 times will be arrested on the charges of defamation, which could lead to
maximum of three years in jail.94 From the new rule, one could speculate that the new
interpretation is specifically targeted to control the KOLs.
While netizens initially scoffed the court’s judicial interpretation as unenforceable,
they were soon proven wrong. In September 2013, the police detained American-Chinese
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Charles Xue, a successful venture capitalist who is also an active KOL on Weibo. Xue
became popular for writing on and sharing politically sensitive content to his 12 million
followers. Just one day after his arrest, Chinese state media released footage of a staged
confession in which Xue admitted to posting “careless, unscrupulous and unverified
rumors.” Sitting in jail in handcuffs and a jumpsuit, Xue urged other KOLs not to follow
his example and to think twice about the content they post online. 95
Although Xue was the first victim of the government’s crackdown on KOLs, the
charges brought against him were not for defamation but instead for the solicitation of
prostitutes. Jeremy Goldkorn, the director of Danwei, a media research firm in Beijing,
explained this approach as the government’s use of a “combination of intimidation and
technology that is very effective.” Essentially, the government looks to censor KOLs and
limit their influence online by using traditional media, defaming them through charges
such as prostitution and then broadcasting their confession on national television. The
approach has succeeded in destroying the credibility of some KOLs, and setting an
example for others: either self-censor or suffer the consequences.
If recent events are any indication, the intimidation tactic is working to control
conversations online. In October 2013, when a devastating typhoon hit the town of
Yuyao, Zhejiang, annihilating 70 percent of the city, discussion of the disaster on Weibo
was tame compared to other natural disasters that had occurred prior to the court ruling
limiting posts and reposts. According to statistics, the flooding generated roughly
170,000 comments, compared to more than five million comments during the 2012
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Sichuan earthquake.96 Without censoring sensitive images of the devastation or even
reports of rioting following the disaster97, the government effectively contained the online
response by curbing the ability of KOLs to broadcast to large numbers of followers.
“Since the implementation of the new measure, influential KOLs who comment on
political and current affairs are keeping their silence,” said Mr. Pang Hurui, a public
opinion analyst with the People’s Daily, the official organ of the Community Party of
China: “Evidently, fewer people are paying attention to the flooding in Yuyao”98

Engagement and Collaboration: What’s Next?
In a keynote speech, Wang Qishan, a member of the Central Politburo Standing
Committee, the single most important decision-making body in China, said, “As public
servants, understanding the Internet is essential to understanding the needs of the people
and responding to their daily concerns.”99 Indeed, the Chinese government is beginning
to see the potential of Weibo as a powerful political tool rather than as a force that
threatens its power.
Between 2011 and 2012, the number of government Weibo accounts increased
from 5,000 to 20,000, roughly split between government official accounts and agency
accounts.100 As newcomers to the world of Weibo, government accounts are often viewed
with suspicion by netizens. Conversely, government accounts are unsure of how to
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interact in the social media space. In some instances, officials have even forgotten their
status as public figures and shared details about their private sex life, unintentionally
damaging the state’s credibility.101
Even with these challenges, there have been rare but successful cases of
government Weibo accounts earning the trust of netizens. These cases often require
sustained effort on the parts of the government to engage netizens both online and offline.
While much of the focus on social media in China has centered on the empowerment of
Weibo netizens by reacting against government, the potential does exist for government
officials to empower netizens. The success story of Zhang Chunxin’s Weibo account is
an example of an official Weibo account that has been lauded by netizens.
Zhang, Party Secretary of Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, believes deeply
in the power of Weibo as a tool to connect with citizens. Within three hours of opening
his Weibo account in 2011, Zhang attracted 3,200 followers after promising to “walk
hand in hand” with netizens on Weibo. Unlike other officials with Weibo accounts,
Zhang maintained his account personally and told journalists he had read all of the 5,000
or so messages and comments sent by netizens the day he signed up, staying up late for
four nights replying to each and every one. In one case, when a farmer in Zhang’s region
felt cheated after selling her grain for a much lower price than she later learned she was
owed, Zhang directly intervened by demanding the grain bureau to write the farmer a
written response. Although Zhang’s is a rare case, he provides a model for other officials
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to engage with Internet users eager for direct interaction with their government in an
environment of mutual respect.
Interestingly, the government is also finding common ground to work together
with netizens in fighting some forms of corruption by relying on public, real-time
reporting to provide the hard evidence necessary to take on protected officials suspected
of corruption. The state showed a desire for such increased transparency when it decided
in 2012 to broadcast the trial of a party figure on the web for the first time. The trial
involved Bo Xilai, former party chief of Chongqing. Bo, dubbed by many as China’s
most charismatic politician, had a promising political career cut short by a high-profile
political scandal, where he is charged on accounts of bribery, abuse of power and
corruption. His prosecution was unexpected, given speculation about his ambition to join
the Politburo standing committee and his background as the son of a prominent and
influential senior communist official. While many expected Bo’s trail to be carried out in
secrecy behind closed doors, the state agreed to have the trial held in public and broadcast
live on Weibo.
The decision to publicize the proceedings marked an unprecedented effort by the
Chinese government to show that this would not be a “show trial,” where the verdict is
already decided. Through the trial, the proceedings were updated live through Weibo,
with all evidence and full transcripts of the exchanges with judges, prosecutors and
attorneys available to users on Weibo.
The government’s decision to try Bo through social media may signal a longer
commitment to making corruption trials more transparent and working in collaboration
with social media users to root out corruption. On October 29, 2013, the Supreme Court
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of China began to “draft procedures for future trials of similar nature to be broadcasted
through Weibo, depending on the level of public awareness and demand.”102
Despite harsh criticism toward their government, it may take a new generation of
leaders to fully come to terms with the risks and benefits of Weibo and to strike a bargain
between losing control over censorship and gaining the trust of millions of netizens in the
social media universe.
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CONCLUSION
As Chinese netizens continue to make their presence felt through viral sharing and
collective action, Sina Weibo has become a tool of choice, giving Internet users a
powerful platform to express their opinions more easily and with greater impact as they
publish for a wide audience.
As they actively engage in cultural and social debates on Weibo, netizens are
finding community as they express discontent over issues such as the one-child policy
and the exploitation of migrant workers. In some cases, Weibo users went beyond merely
finding community to create organized dissent over issues such as corruption and air
quality. The result pressured a response from the government; though so far, it remains
unclear how much the social media platform has directly influenced policy changes. For
example, it is difficult to determine to what extent the government’s response to Weibo’s
anti-corruption campaigns amounts to “face-saving” tactics or a genuine effort to solve
problems. More importantly will Weibo influence radical political change. And, with
recent government crackdowns on Weibo, the exact measure of Weibo’s influence on
policy-making remains relatively uncertain.
However, despite the setbacks and uncertainty, one thing is seems certain. Both
Internet users and government stand to benefit from mutually engaging on Weibo. While
netizens harshly criticize government socio-economic policies and corruption, they also
seem to yearn for greater communication with government. And though the government
has clearly identified Weibo as a threat, moving to crack down on it, it has also made
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clear that it understands the importance of Weibo as a tool for influence and as a
community it must embrace.
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