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Abstract

This research analyses online political commurecaiin China by applying
Habermas’ public sphere theory as a normative freorle The three
institutional criteria équality, problematization of unquestioned area
principally inclusivg and two political functionsefpressional functioand
corresponding functignstemming from the public sphere theory act as
analytic lenses to analyse the power relationsyessgons, languages, and
interactions in the communications. By using theeents as case studies, this
research applies a combination of content and diseoanalysis to study
them. It argues that there is a semi-structuredipgphere in China, in the
sense that it is a sphere that shows both promiddimitations in terms of
facilitating equal, inclusive, liberal and criticpblitical communications in
China. It can act as a normative space for Chinese@isers to communicate
about their concerns, but is not powerful enougtpub real pressure on
government to achieve sustained changes at pev@}. Equal and inclusive
debates are facilitated as net-users are givenl eigrs to express their
opinions, and these opinions are inclusively abégl@nline; but they are also
limited since pre-existing status has not beenrefygrded. Opinions
generated by social and political elites and mediganisations are
constructed with pre-determined significance, asdchaesult, opinions are
unequally accessed and valued. Through the onlibdicpsphere, Chinese
net-users have debated different political issdésough expressions and
linguistic choices that are both critical and cregtthey have challenged the
government’s decisions and roles, and resistedocginp. The government
still censors online debates, but has begun tayrése the significance of the
online public sphere, and in a limited way, hasagegl in communications
with net-users, although they treat these commtinit®as ways to promote
and reinforce their interests, rather than trulgksag out opinions from the

public.
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Introduction

Research Background

This research examines the online public sphe@ina by asking the central
research questioow is the online public sphere structured in CRiffdis
guestion leads the research not only to engageticacademic debates
around whether there is an online public sphef&hima or not; but also more
specifically to discuss what are the factors tloguticbute to the development
of the sphere, what are the factors that restrietind what are those factors
mean to the online political communications in Ghifhis research applies
the public sphere theory as a theoretical framewtrkdiscuss the online
political communication in China. By suggesting lioe political
communication in China’, this research refers te fphenomenon that
individuals are debating about politics, communimgatwith others about
their political opinions, and challenging and ciging the Chinese
government, by using the Internet as the primaayf@m, in China. In this
research, Habermas’s (1989:1) ‘bourgeois publiesghwvould not be the
ultimate example to simulate because it serves aarticular historical
category rather than a universally applicable exantqut rather this research
regards the normative framework provided by thelipudphere theory can
go beyond the historical context, to study conterapoChina. Applying this
framework, this research asks the ‘structure’ efghblic sphere, because the
public sphere is not a naturally out-there spaceréther one that needs to
be institutionalised upon certain institutions teliger political functions.
This process of institutionalising the sphere tokené functional, is the
process of structuring this sphere. To study thesire of the online public
sphere, this research particularly discusses theepaelations among

participants of online debates around politicaliéss the power relations
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between the net-users and the Chinese governmamisthe interactions

among net-users, and between them and the authority

It is important to study the online political commication in China. Because
debating online has become an indispensable pa&hina. Statistics from
China Internet Network Information Centre (CNNI@psgv that by the end of
2016, 53.2% of Chinese population were net-uselB\IC 2017). With half
of the population now going online, scholars halesenved that the Internet
has been used as a space, where individuals nogotdrtain, but also gather
and express their opinions on political issuesparidic affairs, to debate with
other individuals, and even to engage the Chinesergment in discussions
about particular policies and governmental acti(diseng, 2008: 104-107,
Zhang and Lin, 2014: 21, Mou, Atkin and Fu, 201B-3415, Lewis, 2013:
679, 697-699).These communications take place leetwdferent players in
the society: including ordinary citizens who use timternet to express
opinions about political issues and their politicabncerns; media
organisations who uses the Internet to have inflesiover political opinions;
and the government who controls the online inforomabut has also begun
to engage into online debates. From studying tipeessions, languages, and
opinions in the online political communicationse tknowledge about how
the Chinese public discuss political issues, hay thteract with each other,
and how they criticise and communicate with the egnmnent, can be

furthered.

Indeed, there has been an increasing academidiatteyiven to the online
political communications in China, and a centralaapt scholars have used
to analyse the formation, the function and inflieo€ the communications,

is that of the online public sphere in China.
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Academic Debates around the Online Public Sphere i@hina

The concept of the public sphere is spoken of dydtaas as a critical sphere
in which ‘private people come together as a publi@gainst public
authorities themselves, to engage them in a debate the general rules
governing relations...” (Habermas, 1989: 27). He sstgit is a space, where
‘the public use of their reason’ to debate on pdltissues, to challenge
authorities, to generate public opinion, to realiseir political status as
citizens and to ‘give the normative status of agaarfor the self-articulation
of civil society with a state authority correspamglto its needs’ (Habermas,
1989: 74). Habermas’ original studies of the pubjahere were conducted
within the western historical context ofAZentury Europe and his model of
the bourgeois public sphere remains historical. tBatconcept of a public
sphere has been applied beyond this specific featarontext, as one of the
most used normative frameworks, to critically dssuhe state and social
communications in contemporary societies, partitylsm democratic ones

(Goode, 2005: 3-4, Mckee 2005: vii, 6).

In recent year, public sphere theory has been egieyond the western
context, in discussions about political commun@adi in non-democratic
nations, including China (Liu and McCormick: 20C30, 2006: 49). This is
because the public sphere theory can act as neerfadimework that offers
critical criteria for examining and analysing tleerhation and importance of
political communications. It proposes equality liusiveness, rationality and
the criticalness of the debates as crucial aspmuiselements in political
communications that scholars need to examine (Hader1989: 37). It also
identifies the different players in the communica8 that are crucial: the
private individuals, the public, the media, andgovnents (Habermas, 1989;
1 and 169). These elements and players are equafigrtant to study
political communication in non-democratic politicauntries, such as China,

as they are for democratic ones. Although Habersn#$989: 81-83)

12



discussion of the public sphere was based on h&ereations of bourgeois
states, in which freedom of opinions, of speechy ah assembly and
association, are the constitutional principleshsoconceptualisation of the
public sphere as an independent communicative spacholding the
government into account can be relatively bettealised by these
constitutional principles. Still, this does not metat only individuals in
bourgeois states are entitled to such a spacelass it mean that the public
sphere is only valid in democratic societies. Falividuals who live in non-
democratic nations, such as China, although thepanty regime constantly
monitors and censors online political debates, dhsire to express and
exchange opinions on political issues and pubfairsf and the intention to
fight for a more independent public arena to featiéi such debates, continue
to exist despite government restrictions. The gitsnto engage in equal,
inclusive and critical public debates under non-deratic political systems
should be equally valued and studied. It is alsgartant to look at
authoritarian regimes reactions to public expressias they provide insights
into the interactions between government and iddizi in non-democratic
contexts. Thus, for scholars, who aim to bringiticed understanding of the
communications outside the democratic context, phklic sphere theory
provides an important framework for analysis. Hoarevather than blindly
relying on Habermas’s work, it is necessary to leolttitical position in the
discussion. Non-democratic systems should be seespexific context and
any discussions regarding political communicatiothose systems, needs to

take into account the social and political chanasties of the system.

Indeed, the public sphere theory has been applietiidy China’s context,
and scholars have understood Habermas’s work @tioal to the context,
generating a number of different studies and argusné\ few scholars are
sceptical about the utility of the application bktpublic sphere in China.

Important among those scholars is Huang, who artatst is a concept that

13



was ‘abstracted from early modern and modern Westgperience that is
inappropriate for China’ (Huang, 1993: 216). Bumost studies, the public
sphere theory has been used as a normative comdeghh particularly

concern the communication between private indivglaad the government

of the country (Rosen, 2010).

The application of the public sphere theory in @his especially linked to
the emergence of the Internet, and with individualsreasing engagement
in political debates online. Scholars have beem keadiscover whether or
not and to what extent, this new medium could bex@ma that facilitates
critical political debates in China that challerige authoritarian regime and
demonstrate public concern, and to identify whésdhe net-users, media
and the authorities play in these online commurgoat While the public
sphere theory is a critical and well-establishesmiework that enables that
the systematic analysis of these issues (Liu an@diimick, 2011:114, Yang:
2003a, Yang: 2003b). In particular, the conceppsdb understand the
struggle between Chinese individuals, who are deimgrand fighting for a
public arena for open and critical debates arounidigal issues, and the
Chinese government, who intends to control onlioléipal communications
but at the same time would also like to be pait &s Cao puts it, the public
sphere theory, when it is applied to understand ptwer relations and
interactions between the state and the publichedmacademics to ‘explain
and solve modern problems’ that cannot be answemedigh traditional

Chinese theories (Cao, 2006: 49).

Some academics, among whom a key figure is GuolingY believe the
Chinese online public sphere has been facilitattdiden net-users and the
government, argue that it is possible to tale & @hinese online public
sphere because ‘the Internet has fostered publizatdeand problem
articulation and demonstrated the potential to @agupervisory role in

Chinese politics’ (Yang, 2003b: 454). The Interreet,a new medium, has

14



provided new arenas for Chinese individuals to jglibldebate political
issues, and more importantly such new arenas Hboweeal sceptical views
of the governments unlikely to be seen in tradalo@hinese media, to be
openly articulated and discussed in the public domiadividuals use the
Internet to challenge the government when it hdsddo serve their needs,
and to fight for more publicly visible debates dnd different voices to be
heard. Because of its potential in facilitatingtaer levels of open and liberal
political communication in which individuals canpegss their needs and
concerns, scholars like Yang see the online pgpl@re in a non-democratic
China, as preliminary developing, and has alreddstexd to function. But
they are also careful and critical, who suggestesdoubts about the degree
to which the online public sphere in China canlyeahange or impact on
government behaviours. Far more observations reebd made and critical
considerations need to be given to establish whefhéa's online public

sphere is powerful enough to promote democratisaticChina.

Alongside observing individuals’ active use of thi&ernet as a platform for
communications around political issues and publfiirg, government
censorship in China has also been a great foalisgassions about the online
public sphere. Censorship is particularly discusbedause despite the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP)'s promotion of infation and
communication technology for economic benefits,itfwall control over
online debates has not been loosened (Wu, 1996 7@N-King, Pan and
Roberts 2013: 237-238, Li, 2010: 73-74, Tai, 20186). As Chinese
Chairmen Jingping Xi stated in his speech durimgfiist session of the Third
Plenum of the 18th CCP Committee o' November 2013, ‘the
reinforcement of ideology should never be looseth raluced, even during
an era when the media sector is going through tre@gformation; on the
one hand, focus should be concentrated on ecoragexwelopment, but on the

other hand, it is essential to hold tightly the posvof leadership, of
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management and of discourse over ideotoghhis speech illustrates the
Chinese leadership’s perception of the media, Wietke media, whether
new or traditional, should always serve the idewlalginterests of the
government, and the CCP regime. The power to chritrdead, to manage
the discourse and debates around ideology, shdwialys be held by the
government in order to prevent losing control oeeline communications,
especially those communications around politicabués involving
governmental roles and behaviours, which potegtiabuld lead to the
emergence of heavy criticism of the regime and ipuldalls for
democratisation. The speech also shows that thee€higovernment intends
to include online communication as a part of pgrypaganda, to promote
and reinforce their own interests, and if possilbbeachieve a hegemonic
voice over contentious issues. To ensure theseipl&s are realised, the
Chinese government has carried out multiple actimnsnonitor online
communications, to censor contents that are redaadeharmful and not
suitable for a Chinese socialism ideology, andimoerage party media to go
online and speak on behalf of the authorities (4he008: 9, Wacker, 2003:
65, Taubman, 1998: 261, Endeshaw, 2004: 46, Man@hnd Thorson, 2005:
21). As a result of this monitoring and censorshgmline political
communications around political issues in Chinahsas criticism of the one-
party regime, or problematization of governmenta&cisions, can be
manipulated, interfered with and even blocked, wihese debates are judged
as harmful to the CCP’s political interests anddiadility of the system. Thus
not all expressions and debates around all isguggheir way into the public

domain.

! Sourced from People Daily’s microblog accountChinese: ... SiAAM /iR Z 21k,

FEEETRE I AT A PP IR, — ZI WA BEOA A 55 SRS TME, LS

VUES TAERSSA, B, HERCE R SR /E T ... Access through:

http://ww2.sinaimg.cn/mw1024/a716fd45jw1f15itq24@¢80c8g6u.jpg, and

http://www.weibo.com/2803301701/DiG8mcims?type=ispéccess through: 28/04/2016
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Because of this context of control and censorgume scholars express more
sceptical views towards the idea of an online udphere in China. Li (2010:
69, 71, 73) for example, indicates that the ‘fororatof an online public
sphere was seriously jeopardized by the state lamadntarket’, because the
authorities has ‘successfully dismantled the onpiolgical discussion space’,
and ‘[T]he online sphere was transformed fromeaaitcouraging civic virtue
to a market place encouraging sensational perfarenand voyeuristic
peeping’. This indicates that although individuagsilitical engagements
online should be applauded, and indeed some ingilgédhave managed to
use online spaces to express their concerns arasnstll the social and
political environments in China, especially the ippcdl one, have largely
restricted the formation of this sphere, and desaliis function. Although a
certain level of online political communication cae conducted among
individuals to discuss public affairs; still indddals’ debates are strictly
monitored by the authorities, to ensure that theegged content does not
pose a real threat to the CCP regime, to reduanalive voices over
contentious issues, and also to prevent onlinetdelieom generating much
offline impacts. Thus, what individuals are alloweddiscuss is less than
what they are not allowed to do, and discussioasrat sensitive topics can
be removed or manipulated before they reach a veidéience, ensuring that
the impact of such discussions is minimalised. 8yd so, very few real and
critical challenges of the government can be gaadrtairough online debates
and no political transformation or democratisatienlikely to be started
through online debates. The Chinese governmenati@sipted to manage
online debate within its authoritarian rules. Besmwf these political
restrictions, online spaces cannot be said to fomais a truly independent
organ that facilitates liberal debates, so con@sation of a Chinese online

public sphere will need more critical discussions.
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Different vies exist regarding the online publichepge in China, and
thoughtful perspectives and researches on this togpie been generated by
scholars hold those views, which this research thi#im explicitly in the
Chapter 2. The combination of all those studies petspectives have
contributed to the growing importance given to tlebate around online
public sphere in China. This research also engagehis big debate around
the online public sphere in China. It regards tlebate as worth engaging,
not only because of the increasing attention giv@nonline political
communication in China, but also because of thaging dynamics of online
debates in China, which means constant and upt®-digcussions are

required.

Research Question

The starting point for this research is that itesgr that the concept of the
public sphere is applicable to China, and sees \@uable framework to
examine online political communication in this coyn To engage in the
current debate and to contribute to the discus@bronline political
communications in China by applying the public sphbeory, this research
asks the questiomow is the online public sphere structured in Chiffde
value of debating and studying the online publicesp in China is that the
public sphere theory provides a normative frameworlkacademics to look
into individuals’ expressions and power relatiomghe online debates, and
to examine their interactions and communicationth whe government by
using the Internet. Thus, when mapping the onlinklip sphere in China,
academics are offered tools with which to draw mpehensive picture of
online political communications, of its increasyglynamic, as well as the
struggle between the government and net-usergindimmunications.
Public sphere theory is used as a theoretical fnariein this research to
examine the structure of the online public sphereChina, in terms of
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providing analytic lenses through which to analis® power relations and
debates that have emerged on online platforms,t@ardiscuss what they
might mean for political communication in China.uBh instead of asking
whether there is an online public sphere in Chinaat, this research asks
how the online public sphere is structured, andugh discussions about the
‘structure’ of such a sphere, it uses the analgtises provided by the theory

to study online political communications in China.

Overall, this research aligns itself with the vietvat an online public sphere
in China is slowly forming, but argues there adetamore to be discussed
upon current studies. It sees the potentials ohemdolitical communications
for individuals to express their opinions. At tlzeree time, it also sees the role
of government as significant in terms of contrglircensoring and even
engaging toward these communications. Discussibastahe online public
sphere need to be based on a critical understarafitbe government’s
behaviour. Therefore, this research does not intequovide or disprove an
absolute conceptualisation of the online publicesphn China, but rather it
wants to take a step back so as to review the towmand development of
the sphere. So that the topic, the power relatidhs, language that is
emerging in online political communications cangystemically examined
using the public sphere framework. The promises landations of the

communications and sphere can be both studied.

In addition, this research is quite specific infasus on the ‘online’ public

sphere, which is predicated on the Internet dsiitdamental medium, rather
than attempting to investigate the entire publisesp in China, both offline

and online. This does not mean that the offlinelipidphere, if there is one
in China, is of no value in academic debates; btiter that this research’s
primary focus is what happens online, so it camake any claims in terms
of its wider applicability. Because as stated at ltleginning of the chapter,

although the number of Chinese net-users is gravatld only half of the
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total population are net-users, and this digitalidéi cannot be ignored.
Therefore, while this research does not make cthish can be generalised
across online and offline communications in Chinépes critically indicate

the gap between online and offline communication.

Research Framework

To answer the research questitiow is the Chinese online public sphere
structured, this research establishes an analytic framewbdsed on
Habermas’ public sphere theory. The specific amalghses it abstracts from
the public sphere theory is the three institutiocrateria and two political
functions, which it uses to examine the Chineseénenpublic sphere. The
following section explains how this framework isriged from the theory,
why it is a powerful framework to examine onlindipcal communication

in China, and how it can be applied in empiricadgs.

Habermas interprets the public sphere as a comiativecspace between
individuals and government, which can be institogicsed upon three
institutional criteria:equality, problematization of unquestioned areasl
principal inclusiveness(Habermas, 1989: 27-28, 31-37, 54, 85). The
institutionalisation of the public sphere meansghblic sphere needs to be
realised through particular institutions, such igsrdtures, coffee houses,
salons, mass media and the Internet. By using timsséutions, the public
engage into equal, inclusive, critical and libgralitical communications, to
express their concerns and to engage the governimentespond. While
these three institutional criteria constitute caintanalytic lenses when
applying the public sphere theory as a normatiaméwork to study political
communications. Because in Habermas’ work thegser@iare what define
the public sphere, and by having these critergpace can be regarded as a
public sphere. The institutions of the public sghare changing throughout

the history from literatures to coffee house andh® media, but the three
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institutional criteria concluded by observing theracters of the historical
institutions become normative concepts beyond hjistdhe equality and
principally inclusivecriteria demonstrate that the public sphere shbeld
open, equal and inclusive: all individuals, regesdl of their pre-existing
status should have equal rights to engage in debatess to the sphere
should be inclusive and all types of concerns esqweé by all types of people
should be principally included in this sphere; #heressive rights in the
sphere should be equal and inclusive, with no datmg roles taken by
certain groups or by the government. With relati@msong participants
predicated on equality and inclusiveness, Habeatsmssuggests the sphere
should be institutionalised upon individuals’ ratadly-critically, self-
determined opinions, in the ways that the meaniifgpublic affairs are
problematized by individuals through rational-@dti debates, rather than
being defined as the public authority’s ‘compong(ttabermas, 1989: 27).
This can be achieved through the critefqiwablematization of unquestioned
areascriteria. Based on these three institutional dateHabermas refers the
public sphere as an arena that facilitates politeanmunications that can
challenge the public authority, and such commuinoatshould be equal,

open and inclusive to all, rather than a selediaedful of players.

When using the public sphere as an analytic framlevioe three criteria are
normative lenses show that the power relations gnatividuals in debates,
and the abilities of individuals to problematize thovernment, are crucial
elements to be examined. Only by having equal anlisive debates, and
allowing individuals to challenge the governmestjtipossible to develop
liberal communications within which public opinioasd concerns can be

expressed.

The three institutional criteria identified by Hatmas are conditions which
make possible for the institutionalisation of th&blic sphere. Aside from

these criteria, Habermas’s work also suggests ttiatpublic sphere can
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deliver two crucial political functions. Firstlyt ienables individuals to
express their self-determined concerns, so thoseetns can emerge from
the private domain into the public realm to criligaeflect their needs. This
research refers to this function as tepressional functignbecause it
reinforces the functions of expression for indivatbu Secondly, the public
sphere engages public authority in understandirviciuals’ needs as
articulated within public debates in the sphereictienables the authorities
to respond to those needs to best serve the puibig function is referred to
as thecorrespondindunction because it reinforces the function of engaging
the public authorities in responding to the pulslimcerns correspondingly.
Although Habermas did not directly use the phrasgsessional functioand
correspondindgunctionin hiswriting, what he has argued about the political
functions of the public sphere, can be summari#isinvihese two categories.
He stated ‘[T]he state is the ‘public authority’oilves this attribute to its tasks
of promoting the public or common welfare of itghiful members’
(Habermas,1989:2); while ‘[T]he public sphere dgrectional element in the
political realm was given the normative status of agan for the self-
articulation of civil society with a state authgritorresponding’ (Habermas,
1989: 74). What Habermas points out here is tlegptiblic authority, namely
the authority of the country, as the governmerd,dfiicials and the organs
that works for the government, have the duty teeds rightful members’
needs and interests, while the individual membéthecountry enjoy their
rights of being served by the public authority. Thaction of the public
sphere is to act between private individuals aedothblic authority to ensure
that individuals can inform the public authoritytbkir opinions and needs,
while the public authority engage with and resptmthem. When the public
sphere is functioning, there is a two-way-procasslved: firstly, individuals
need taexpresgheir opinions themselves, so their needs cangariato the
public domain via the public sphere; then the atities need to engage with

the opinions through the sphere, to respond todeels in order to best serve
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its people. Only with the involvement of both indivals and the authorities
can this sphere fulfil its function. Thus, both eegsions in the sphere and
responds towards the sphere are crucial. This n&sasses the phrases
expressional functioandcorresponding functionto summarise and locate
individuals’ and public authority’s actions in thgphere and to clearly
indicate and clarify the characteristics of the tway process of its political

functions, so that the discussion about each aitlean be precise and

specific.

The two political functions are also defining elertsg because they critically
demonstrate what the public sphere is doing foptiiical communications.

When the public sphere theory is applied, from aesg whether these two
functions have been fulfilled or not, it is possiblo discuss whether
individuals have the ability to express their opims, and whether and how,
those opinions have been responded by the govetnrA#ngether they

demonstrate to what extent the communication betwee public and the

government has been established.

Habermas’s conceptualisation on the public spher®i without its critics:
some have suggested that Habermas’s version gbubkc sphere is too
idealist, have questioned whether there is onlypmri#ic sphere, whether his
model is truly equal and inclusive, and have alsestjoned his over-
reinforcement of consensus-seeking rational debdtbhs research will
engage in detail with these critiques in the liter@ review chapters.
However, it will also be argued that despite tsilations, Habermas’s model
is a useful one. Although to tale of a fully-stuetd public sphere may be
too idealistic, this does not mean that the pugpicere as a concept has no
explanatory power. Similarly, just because the itutbnal criteria and
political functions Habermas proposes are hareéatige does not mean they
have lost their significance. An open, equal amtlisive public sphere where

public debates can take place to hold the publibaities in to account, is
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still vital for all individuals who seek for freend liberal political

communications in any countries.

When applying the theory as a normative orgamailyeis, it is necessary to
take into consideration not only Habermas’s wotilg, also the important
critiques of his works in this field, as well agtHifferent socio-historical
contexts to ensure that the theoretical framewsrgritically built. In other

words, the three institutional criteria and twoipcdl functions put forward

by Habermas should not be seen as absolute pesdipat all examples of
public sphere should meet without critical refleati but rather, they should
be treated as theoretical and methodological caadépt can be critically

developed for better application.

The theoretical framework of this research has bd®reloped from the
understanding of the public sphere, and the tm&t@utional criteria and two
political functions of this sphere are seen asyitdenses. Its aims to look
at the structure of China’s online public sphereabgessing whether or not
any of these three institutional criteria and twadtions can be observed in
China’s online political debates. If this is theseahow they are manifested.
If on the other hand they are not observable orateerved as limited, the
research will discuss what these restrictions ackheow they manifestt is
through the process of assessing each of theseemlethis research will

engage into the academic debate around the Choméise public sphere.
More specifically, the framework will be applied faiow:

1. To examine the criteria oéquality and principal inclusivenessthis
research examines the power relations among crpagicipants in
political communications to discuss whether or abtightful members
of Chinese society can become participants of sumtline
communications, regardless of their status, arsw,ifwhether or not the

rights to debate are equally and inclusively distred.
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2. To examine theroblematization of unquestioned areasterion and
expressional political functigrihis research assesses two aspects. Firstly,
it discusses whether or not participants in theinenl political
communications can self-define or re-define the mmaggs of public
concerns and to problematize unquestioned areasnvér@ once only
defined by the Chinese public authority. If so, whareas are
problematized, or if not, what are the restrictioBscondly, it seeks to
discuss the language usages in participants’ esiores and what their
functions are.

3. Examining thecorresponding functigrthis research looks at two aspects:
firstly, the role of censorship, which is centraldny discussion about
political communications China. But more cruciatlyis research aims to
discover whether there is any likelihood that th&in€se public
authorities would engage with online debates onaespond to them;
and if so, how this is manifested, and which issaled areas they are

likely to engage with.

By examining the structure of the Chinese onlinkligisphere through these
three steps, this research brings Habermas’ comakgation of the public

sphere into the social and political context ofr@hi

Based on this systemically examinations by applyhregthree institutional
criteria and two political functions as analytio$es, this research argues that
there is a semi-structured online public spher€hima, and that this is the
result of a co-existence of structured and ungatrect parts within the
sphere’s institutionalisation process and polititadctions. The structured
parts refer to areas that showed promises, whédeutistructured areas are
those limitations. The term ‘semi-structured’ hagt chosen: because there
are both structured and unstructured parts oftlie@public sphere, of equal
importance, and it is through understanding bodh, th balanced and critical

account of this sphere can be given. By referrmdhe sphere as ‘semi-
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structured’ is not to imply it is exactly half buibut rather to emphasize both
structured and unstructured parts as equally inflakfor this sphere and

therefore require equal attention.

Contributions of the Research

By analysing the Chinese online public sphere thihouhe analytic
framework discussed in this chapter, this researakes three contributions
to current debates about the online public sphem @nline political

communication in China.

Firstly, in existing academic studies, the governtypublic struggle in the
online political communications in China is ondlod key theme, making the
argument is how Chinese net-users have been uUsenpternet to fight for
more spaces for freedom of speech, alongside tisocghip that comes from
the Chinese authorities. This research also engaigieshis key theme of the
government-public struggle, but its focuses movegohd control and
censorship from the government, to other type®astthat are taken by the
authorities to interact with the public. To pusjtecifically, this study of how
thecorresponding functioof China’s online public sphere is structured,sloe
not only discuss this function in relations to aaship, but also discover
whether or not the Chinese public authority engagis or responds to
public debates in the online public sphere thallehge the government, and
if so, what form such engagement and respond, akeltb what level. By
shifting the discussion beyond censorship, thisaesh approaches China’s
online public sphere from a different angle, stnetg the possibilities of such

a sphere, and thus offering fresh perspectivesti@t debates.

The second contribution this research makes isdbtyonly discussing the
power relations between individuals and Chinesénaiites through the

sphere, but also power relations among differenigigants in this sphere,
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an important theme since it has a significant impaa political

communications online. In so doing, it explores elxéent to which, debates
are facilitated to enable equal and inclusive pgdtion, a relatively
neglected aspect of studies around the onlineigallitommunications in

China.

This research will contribute to the debate by riigating such power
relations according to Habermaséguality and principal inclusiveness
institutional criteria, namely whether pre-existirglatuses have been
disregarded, so the accessibility to the sphereights to express all sorts of
concerns are inclusively given to all participamis not. The research
challenges the assumption that all net-users im&Lbobme together as a
‘public’ with consensual opinions and uses the ranlpublic sphere to
communicate with the authority through consensuginions. It also
challenges the over-generalised conceptualisatitat bnline political
communications are always anonymous and thus dexdeall pre-existing
status. Those assumptions are not entirely wrongthey give a limited

account.

This research argues although there are circumetamdien consensual
public opinions are reached between net-users noramicate with public
authority through the Internet in China; there al® circumstances when
debates are occurring between different particgaartd such debate can be
contentious rather than consensual. Both typesmintunications are given
attentions in this research. This research alsdsfithat an increasingly
important phenomenon in online political commurimatin China is the
emergence of the Sina Microblog, which has becohe rmost used
interactive site in China, and which introducedI® ¥ystem to enable social
and political elites to announce their pre-existitgtus in online platforms.
Thus, within Sina, the status of participants ititgal communications are

visible and net-users are labelled by and debate different statuses. This
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research investigates the potential impact of Wmssbility on the power
relations among individuals, when they are debatirfgina, on the basis that
it is important to critically evaluate this potaitimpact rather than ignoring
it.

The third contribution this research makes is tgage with the linguistics
dimension of political communication. In currentademic debates, much
attention has been paid to what kind of topicsdateated through the sphere,
while little research is carried out to examine tvkiamd of language and
debating patterns are used. In other words, schdlave analysed public
debates in terms of the kind of concerns that areed and the outcomes of
these debates but have paid less attention torteegs of the debates, in
terms debate patterns and language used by indigidlihis does not mean
that there is no academic interest at all in onlareguage usage. On the
contrary, many studies of the public sphere in Gbimese contexts have
adopted a linguistic approach. Studies have inyasd the impacts and
functions of different linguistic choices in thelghe sphere, and the social
and political constructions of discourses in theesp (for example: Lazar,
2008 and Wodak, 2008). More recently, scholars Ieggin to use a similar
approach in studying China’s online public sphdfer example, in her
studies ofe gao (online spoofs), Meng (2011:43-46) has discussad h
rhetoric or even ironic expressions, such as ‘GhMsd Horse’, have been
used by Chinese net-users in political discussen what the impact of
using such expressions might be. Xu's (2012) stddmgtifies six discourse
genres in China'’s online public sphere and disau#sar impact for online
communications. However, these studies are exaeptad there is a need

for more linguistic analyse of this type.

Starting from Habermas’s conceptualisation of ralecritical debates in the
structures of theproblematization of unquestioned areasd for the

expressional functionin China’s context, this research contributes to
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knowledge about online language usage by askingheheublic debates in
China’s online public sphere are being conducteduth rational-critical

debates or not. If not, it asks what are the listycichoices in this sphere,
how could different choices impact on China’s oalipublic sphere and
individuals’ political communication within it, anchow might the

government react to individuals’ use of languag@&hWhese questions, this
research addresses the language dimension of Glanéhe public sphere,
alongside the content of political communicatioBg.finding out more not

only about what individuals are debating about, blsio how they are
debating, the research contributes to wideningeamathing the knowledge

about China’s online public sphere.

Methodology and Organisations of this Thesis

To answer the research question, this thesis appheanalytic framework
which consists of three institutional criteria ana political functions to the
online public sphere in China. This framework regsiithe examination of
the power relations among different participantshis sphere, the language
used in debates, and the power relations and atiens between individuals
and the public authorities. The analyse is compiege it deals with different
players involved in political communication, inclod the platforms that
facilitate online debate, the net-users who expthkes opinions, and the
governments who are problematized and engagecehyethusers. To do this,
three case studies were carried out in two of tbstmopular online platforms
in China: Sina Microblog and Tianya BBS. Case stigdysed because it
provides specific illustrations of samples to clgseok into the players, the
relations and interactions involved in the commatians, rather than simply

generating generalisations.

The two platforms that are the focus and contexdnaysis in this research

are Sina Microblog and Tianya BBS. These two sitegthe most used online
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debate platforms, where Chinese individuals gatlepress and exchange
their opinions around different political issuesl aurrent affairs. Because of
their popularity, they are places where large nusilwé original online
political communications take place. This resedhdn selects three cases
that occurred on these two sites. The first casesisries of debates on Sina
Microblog around an oil refining industrial plamt Kunming, Yunnan. The
second case is a thread on Tinaya BBS, on the tdpite ‘purchase plan
incident’ of Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands between Chimé &apan. The third case
is a series of debates that occurred on a populsarw’s Sina micro-blog,

in which participants were competing their opinicaisout the social and
political systems between the US and in China. Tmeroblog post,
comments and retweets, and BBS posts are the prireaearch data this

research collected and analysed.

To complement the analysis, this research also memgovernment
regulations, and collected a variety of reports ariitles generated by the
party media with regards to the three cases, imujudnass and, more
particularly, new media. The regulation it studieghe National People’s
Congress Standing Committee’s Decision on Safegugref Internet
Security (2001) on Control and Dealing with Sensitiinformation, a
landmark piece that defines controlling of onlir@ifocal communication in
China. The first party medium used in study is thest central party
newspaper in China: People’s Daily and its webditweo local party media,
Yunnan Daily and Kunming Daily, are particularlyadysed regarding to the
debates about the local oil refining industry plaftinming Mayor’s Sina
Microblog account, the first mayor in China to o@emicroblog account, is
also analysed regarding Kunming oil-refining indiadt plan. And the
Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC)’s webs#&governmental body

with specific responsibilities for information armiblic debate online, is

2 For ethical considerations, all users IDs in thissis will be anonymous.
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analysed to find out government’s attitude towdirdguistic choices in online
political communications. A more specific reviews why each of the
platforms, events and party media were selectddo@igiven in the Chapter

3, the methodology chapter.

When it comes to examination of the cases, thegrgirdata source are texts:
texts used to write the regulations of online mlatfs; texts written by the
net-users to express their opinions; texts offesethe government (including
the party media), to regulate, engage with andaespo the online debates.
Content and discourse analysis were applied tethesause both tools are
specifically designed for textual analysis. Througle use of key codes,
content analysis helps this research to identifgtwhas said by net-users in
the communications, and what responses came freuiblic authorities. So
the occurrences of the expressions and responsdsedacated and studied.
Through critical discourse analysis, a more speeifid detailed analysis was
carried out in terms of how things were said ana@twower relations were
embodied in the discourses. Through discourseysiaalt is also possible
to understand what languages have been used irnedelia create what
effects for both net-users and the government. @wyhsning content and
discourse analysis, this research not only analbedare said by the net-
users and the government, but also analgeeghings are said. Thus a more

comprehensive understanding towards the onlinapsphere can be formed.

By using this combination, Sina Microblog and TianBBS are firstly
analysed in terms of how they define the acced#siltd their websites, and
the rights to express opinions. This will contribiib the research’s aim of
understanding the power relations among differantigpants in the online
public sphere, as conceptualised throeghalityandprincipal inclusiveness
This research also examines how individuals themsespeak about the

power relations among all participants of the debaand what this might
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mean with regards to the structure of éggalityandprincipal inclusiveness

institutional criteria of the online public sphere.

The research then analyses contents and discoursescroblog post,
comments and retweets, and BBS posts, to find aw met-users
problematize the Chinese public authorities wheewbsing political issues,
in the debates. It firstly identities the occurremof the key code ‘government
(EUfF)/party (5¢) in online contents, and then analyses how tlidecis
differently associated with different topics andeets. This key code is
identified because how Chinese net-users problemathe Chinese
government is one of the most crucial themes imd#dates around the online
public sphere in China, and this research also gagyavith such a theme
through the analytic lens oproblematization of unquestioned areas
institutional criterion anaxpressional functioof the public sphere theory.
By identifying this key code, this research disesskow often individuals
mention the government, and how they portray the adbgovernment. This
provides a way into a discussion about how publancerns are
problematized through the online public sphere, lama the sphere is used
to express concerns. The methodology chapter wgtdbe in more detail
how the codes were identified and how the data thas coded. The
language used in articulating political concernanalysed by focusing on
how online linguistic violence is used by individsiawhat functions they
serve and how they might contribute to the strgctfrtheproblematization

of unquestioned areamdexpressional functioof this sphere.

This research also analyses the regulations an#tienal level and on
individual websites with regards to online commatimns, in terms of how
they define the power to monitor, control and cermaine debate. This
contributes to an evaluation of censorship as aiardorm of action the
Chinese public authorities undertake. This researdlyses how discourse

is used to phrase those regulations of contrdi@nttional level and on the
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two websites. This draws a context when analysiagybvernment behaviour
through the analytic lens @brresponding political functiof the sphere.
Using the same analytic lens, articles publishedhm party media are
analysed to identity government engagements tmemlebates. Of the three
case studies, only the oil refining plant case imKing involved immediate
and direct reactions from the authorities. By faiegson Kunming’s case,
insights are provided into how central and locatyaedia react to public

concerns raised in online political communications.

The research looks at how the government engagisand responds to
public concern as articulated in the popular usdgaline linguistic violence.
The CAC websites are analysed to identity the pudlithority’s attitudes
towards ‘language usaggi(Z)’ in online debate, in order to find out whether
or not the government has started to pay attentichis phenomenon. The
2015 People’s Daily Survey Report of Vulgar Uséafiguage on the Internet
(M R AR 1E 5 I & 4k 75) as the first official paper to discuss online
linguistic violence is also analysed to identifyhdiscourses are used in the

report to express what types of opinions.

This thesis consists of six chapters and a conatudnapter.

Chapter One this first literature chapter reviews classicablic sphere

theory, the debates and critiques that surrourahd,the online public sphere
beyond China’s context. It will also explain howstliesearch derives its
theoretical approach, in terms of examining theicstmres of the sphere
through its institutional criteria and politicalrfctions, from public sphere

theory.

Chapter Two: this second literature chapter reviews the debatesnd
online political communications and the online paldphere in China. It

discusses the media system in China, the role efliternet within this
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system, the main players in online political cominations, and the issue of
censorship and the digital divide. It continues review the different
arguments around the concept of an online publleersp in China, and
discusses why and how this research’s theoretpgabbach can be applied to
study the online public sphere in China. In paticuit discusses the
contentious characters of the online political camivations, and identifies
three major types of contentious public debat&3hima’s online discussions,
and discusses how these three types can be applibé methodological

design for empirical research.

Chapter Three: Methodology. This chapter describes the methodd use
this research to study the structure of China’sxerpublic sphere. It explains
why particular online platforms, cases and mediaewselected for this
research. It provides a justification for the udecontent and discourse
analysis as the most suitable method, and howdh#ination of these two

analytic tools were applied to the empirical stedie

Chapter Four: the focus of this chapter is on two institutiorzaiteria:
equality and principal inclusivenessThese two criteria are used to discuss
what kind of power relations characterise onlinktigal communications in
China. To access those power relations, this chaptamines whether
accessibility to online debate platforms are equnal principally inclusive,
and whether pre-existing social and political Sate disregarded in debate
to enable all individuals, regardless of their présting status, to participate

in the debate.

Chapter Five: this chapter focuses on theoblematization of unquestioned
areasinstitutional criterion anexpressional political functignn terms of
individuals’ expressions of concern in the publealm. This chapter
discusses whether individuals can self-determire rtkeanings of their
political concerns in the public domain, in ternfshow they express and
debate their opinions about the Chinese politicgdtesn, how they
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problematize governmental policies and the autyisriible in dealing with
international issues. It also discusses how linguigolence, as a popular
linguistic choice, contributes to the problemaiatof unquestioned areas,

and expressions of concern.

Chapter Six: this chapter discusses tberresponding political functiof

the online public sphere in China, in terms of teblic authority’s

engagement with and response to the concerns élvatdmerged in online
debates. It begins by analysing how the authorif§inds control and
censorship through regulation. This provides a ednfor further analysis
which asks whether and how the government, inclyitiie party media that
speaks on its behalf, engages and responds tocpoabficerns and the

phenomenon of linguistic violence in online pokficommunication.

Discussion and Conclusionthe final chapter provides a summary of the
whole thesis, bringing together the data and aealgiscussed in previous
chapters, to suggest how the structure of Chinals@ public sphere has
been suggested and analysed throughout the reséavidhalso compare the
empirical findings with other academic work, higfits the contributions,
and suggest further research using the theordtiaalework and analytic

lenses generated by this research.
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Chapter 1. Literature Review: Public Sphere and the

Online Public Sphere

Introduction

This chapter will discuss the theoretical origirighos research: the public
sphere theory. It will review Habermas’s discussiaround the public sphere,
major debates and criticisms of the concept, aadi#bates around the idea

of an online public sphere beyond China’s context.

1.1 The Public Sphere Theory: Concepts and Debates

Public sphere theory is primarily associated wittHdbermas’s work. He
defines the public sphere as a critical spherehichv‘private people come
together as a public... against public authoritiesrtkelves, to engage them
in a debate over the general rules governing oelafHabermas, 1989: 27).
This interpretation of the public sphere as an aren facilitate political
communications for individuals to engage in andllehge the public
authority, namely governments of the country, istlly abstracted by
Habermas as a historical category. Central tohts®orical category is the
transformation of European bourgeois societies owenturies, a
transformation which saw the institutions of thélmisphere changing from
the ‘world of letters’, such as books, journalicst to coffee houses, salons
and table societies in various European countaied then going into decline
in the mass media era (Habermas, 1989: 30, 16Q-Fé2)Habermas, the
public sphere provides a critical theory for thed®mm mass media system.
By reviewing the historical category of the puldighere, Habermas states
that in the mass media era, ‘the world of letteas weplaced by the pseudo-

public or sham-private world of culture consumptigtabermas, 1989:160).
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The exchange of information went into a circle ofoquction and
consumption, and ‘discussions, now a business besoformalized’

(Habermas, 1989:164).

Habermas’s concept of public sphere entered acadeefiates which then
went beyond his historical category and criticishcantemporary political
communication via the mass media. The notion of ghblic sphere is
frequently used, when referring to political comnuation between the
public and the government; and the public spheeerthhas been widely
applied by academics to critically examine thosenmmnications. As
Garnham (2007: 206) suggests, the attraction gbtldic sphere theory ‘was
that it offered the possibility of a concrete higtally situated sociological
analysis...of the relation between the material, enun reality of media
systems, and the public debate, formation of puipiaion and influence on
public policy...”. Goode (2005:1) suggests that tlmmczpt of the public
sphere is ‘routinely invoked in debates around d=axy, citizenship and
communication’. The kind of ‘routinely’ occurringelates around the public
sphere not only critically reflect on Habermas’sien of a bourgeois public
sphere, but more crucially, underline the very idé¢he public sphere as a
communicative space between the public and theiguhlthority, then
critically applies and develops public sphere theas a theoretical
framework within which to examine, assess and ats#i the political
communications between the two sides. Becauseaskthpplications and
debates, the public sphere theory is often usesidauthe historical category,
and has become one of the most commonly appliedatore framework in
the analysis of political communications betweer thublic and the
government in different countries, and of interaas among the public, the
government, and different types of media. Thus,mthe notion of the public
sphere is used, it is a concept and frameworkhthsideveloped from but not

limited to Habermas’s interpretation of the puldphere. When engaging in
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academic debates around the public sphere, issega® firstly understand
how Habermas talks about it, and then criticallgeas and develop his
interpretations, in order to better apply it to &xamination of contemporary

political communications.

1.1.1 Public Sphere Theory: Institutional Criteria and Political

Functions

Habermas interprets the bourgeois public spheee'@nsion-charged field’
(Habermas, 1989: 29) between the public and themgovent. Such a field,
ideally should serve ‘political functions’ (ibidaynd such functions include
expressional political functioas private individuals form a public, use reason
to express and exchange views on political issared,raise public concern;
and then thecorresponding political functignas the government engages
with and responds to such issues and concerngdar ¢o best serve and
correspond to its people’s needs. As he has stiegublic authority ‘owes
this attribute to its tasks of promoting the puldiccommon welfare of its
rightful members’ (Habermas, 1989:2); while ‘[T]prblic sphere as a
functional element in the political realm was gitbe normative status of an
organ for the self-articulation of civil society twi a state authority

corresponding’ (Habermas 1989: 74).

Such a field can be realised through institutiem@mples being the ‘world
of letters’, such as books, journals critics, téf@® houses, salons and table
societies in various European countries (Haberm889:B0). Those
illustrations bring in conceptualisations of thiastitutional criteria, which,
he argues, all these historical institutions shegeality, the ability to achieve
the problematization of unquestioned argamnd principal inclusiveness
(Habermas, 1989: 36-37kquality is defined as the dis-regarding of pre-
existing social and political status, to ‘eradicdiferences and inequalities’

(Habermas, 1989: 36). In this process, pre-exigowal and political status
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can no longer bring in their select groups of imdinals, such as social and
political elites, with more access to political amemications. Nor can they
bring in pre-determined positions, which allow s&de groups of individuals
to dominate the communications. Instead, it isgieeral public, rather than
selected groups of already powerful individualgitttan engage in debates
through the public spherBroblematization of unquestioned argesfers to
instances in which the public uses reasons to eéfinredefine) meanings of
public concern so that the meanings of those cosceo longer remain
‘components’ of the public authority’s represerdatibut become areas in
which private people can ‘determine its meaningh®ir own’ (Habermas,
1989: 36). In this process, individuals criticaltefine and rationally
communicate about what they need and think, aserdift from the
government defining what is needed, and forcindhsiefinitions onto the
public. So political communication through the patdphere can critically
reflect the public’s self-determined opiniofsincipally inclusivemeans that
the public sphere is ‘open to all’, who are ‘algeuse this sphere, in debate
(Habermas, 1989: 37). This criterion ensures thatinstitutionalisation of
the online public sphere offers participation taightful members of society,
with all types of political concerns and issuesisTénsures that chances to
express opinions are given to all individuals ie public domain, around all
possible concerns, with no-predetermined signifteanffered to certain
groups or certain opinions. But Habermas also stggehat such
inclusiveness should be understood as a ‘pringiptethat ways the public
sphere is open to privates who are able to acaadsuse it, namely the
‘educated’ and ‘propertied’ (ibid), so that theyncaead, listen, and
communicate in this sphere. He concludes phatcipally inclusivemeans
that to communicate through the public sphere, lgca@ not judged by who
they are, and concerns are not judged with preqtdéted significance, but
rather, based on accessibility. Once people gacessdility, they are

included in the public sphere.
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It is crucial to understand and interpret the pulsiphere in terms of its
political functions and three institutional critrinot only because they are
put forward by Habermas as key approaches to utagerthe institutions and
functions of the public sphere, but also becausg frovide analytic lenses

for public sphere theory.

To explain this: Habermas’s narrative of the pubpbere relies critically on
his historical reviews of how political communicats have been engaged
with in European societies during thé"d 18" centuries. The public sphere
as a historical category provides crucial and ogbisources for its
conceptualisation. But if one focuses only on thetohical aspect of the
public sphere, discussion around it would largelpain for the past but not
the present. What has enabled academics to applgublic sphere theory
beyond the historical category, and provide a ntisrdramework within
which to assess public-government relations incttr@emporary world are
the three institutional criteria and two politidahctions abstracted from the
historical reviews. These three criteria and twactions are not limited by
historical context, and can be regarded as andbmises with which public
sphere theory sets out to assess political comratiois. They indicate that
the power relations between the individuals, whe @ebating through the
sphere need to be analysed to see whether theyjaa¢ and inclusive. They
also indicate that the power relations betweergtheernment and the public
need to be examined to see whether individualscaéinally and rationally
express self-determined opinions on political conseand whether or not
the public authority will engage correspondingljrofe power relations and
interactions are important historically and are adlyu significant for
analysing contemporary political communications.ughthrough these
criteria and functions, academics have a set désyatic analytic tools with

which to study, understand and interpret how palitcommunications are
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established in a society, through discussions efitistitutionalisation and

functions of the public sphere.

1.1.2 Criticism and Debate of the Public Sphere They

Habermas'’s definition of the public sphere as csiigg of three institutional
criteria and two political functions provides thasks for the application of
the theory as a normative framework beyond thehestl context. It allows
the critical assessment of contemporary politicahmunications between
the state, the public, and the media. Nonetheless a foundation that
academics have not simply adopted uncriticallyteag, critical debates and
critiques of the concept itself, especially asitised in Habermas’s original

work, have also developed.

This section engages with those debates and @giffom three key aspects,
not in an attempt to totally abolish the conceptttg public sphere but
because the public sphere theory has the potémsaldy key power relations
in contemporary political communications. It is rifere necessary to be
critical in applying it, rather than blindly follamg Habermas. These three
aspects are discussed to indicate that, when thiegphere theory is applied
as a normative framework, Habermas'’s version obthegeois public sphere
has its limitations, and it is important to undar&t and deal with those

limitations in order to better apply the framework.

The three debates engaged here are the three plmded ones around the
public sphere theory. The first debate draws oereeral question, which is
whether or not there is only one public spheresThiestion is fundamental
because it enables the debate to go beyond Habsrvasion of the
bourgeois public sphere, and contemplate the pbgsitsf multiple public
spheres. These multiple public spheres can be ibated by historical

narratives that are different from Habermas’s, oote crucially means the
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applications of the public sphere theory also nedae multiple, so as to be
applicable not only to democratic nations, but alsn-democratic ones. The
second debates are around the equality and inelsss in Habermas’
conceptualisations. While the third debate is adothve rationality of the
public sphere. Both these two debates are speasdithey explicitly refer to
the institutional criteria and political function§the public sphere. They are
debated to indicate that although those criterid famctions are crucial
analytic lenses in the public sphere theory, Habsisninterpretations on
equality, inclusiveness and on language usagdsvated. In the application
of the public sphere theory, it is necessary tceustand the limitations in his

theory and broaden the perception of them.

1.1.2.1 Debates about Multiple Public Spheres

Habermas suggests that the public sphere is a Eamndpourgeois one. Such
a suggestion is made because Habermas’s histoacadtive of the sphere
relies primarily on Enlightenment thinkers, whiokatls to his idealistic
version of the public sphere as a model of pulglese based on the history
of Enlightenment in European bourgeois societiegh@in (1996:33) argues
that such a limited account of intellectual histarye. only taking European
Enlightenment thinkers seriously, is the centrabkveess in Habermas’s
methodology and conceptualisation of the publicesph Such a central
weakness means intellectual thinkers and histatie$ are outside the

Enlightenment are excluded from Habermas'’s pulpliese.

As a widely used normative framework, this centraakness is highly
problematic, especially for scholars who see miidfiges in the historical
narratives and the public, and encounter multijdisiof nations and societies.
These scholars debate about the possibilities lko alaout not only the
bourgeois public sphere, but rather multiple puldgheres, as better

empirical applications of the public sphere thetoyaddress the increasing
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dynamics and varieties of political communicatinrhe contemporary world.
The debate around multiple public spheres hasoledctitical understanding
predicated not on a single public sphere in one typsociety, but rather,
multiple public spheres within democratic societees well as in non-

democratic ones.

The possibilities and necessity to envisage meltgiblic spheres beyond
Habermas’s bourgeois version is most in evidenddeigt and Kluge’s study.
Departing from Habermas’s definition, they suggest other than talking
about a bourgeois public sphere, it is also necgska recognise the
‘proletarian public sphere’, as a ‘historical caencbncept’ (Negt and Kluge,
1993: 57). By focusing on the historical and préssperiences of working
classes, they suggest that ‘in a bourgeois classnterests of individuals are
organized and implemented on both private and pédims. By contrast, the
interests of workers can, since they are unreglizedrganized only if they
enter into a context of living, in other words irggroletarian public sphere,
only then do they have the change to develop asasits, instead of remaining
mere possibilities’ (ibid). The establishment aétbonterconcept is powerful
and necessary because it demonstrates that ifogib#s narrative is based on
Marxist class struggles, then the historical catggaf the public sphere
would be a proletarian one, used by the workingscta express and fight for
their interests and expressions. If only the boaigggublic sphere was
counted, working class individuals would feel odéssuch a sphere, because
the ‘expressing use-values’ of such a sphere ‘aterchined by the
bourgeoisie’ (Negt and Kluge, 1993: 56). Thus iiésessary to recognise not
only the bourgeois public sphere, but also thegbavian one, as well as other

historical narratives that are not included by Haizes.

To acknowledge that there are outsiders in Habésmasrative is not to deny
the value of the bourgeois public sphere, but rathepen up the application

of the concept of the public sphere. On this, Hraags ‘the idea of a public
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sphere as an arena of collective self-determinatioes not sit well with
approaches that would appeal to an outsider pergpdo delimit its proper
boundaries’ (Fraser, 1993:19). Habermas’ s bousgpuoblic sphere would
not appeal to proletariats, but at the same tiheeptoletarian one would not
appeal to all individuals in the society eithenca& there is no guarantee that
all individuals’ interests would be reflected thgbua single public sphere.
Thus, rather than speaking of a single public spreemultiplicity of publics
is preferable’ (Fraser, 1993: 27). To explain tiigltiplicity, Wright (2008,
33) says that for Fraser, ‘a diverse range of ($etracounter) public spheres
are beneficial to democracy’. Rather than talkingud a single public sphere
that appeals to everyone, it would be better tk #ddout ‘diverse, multi-

sectoral public spheres’ (ibid).

These multiple public spheres can operate on mawsid, from local, to
national, and then to international (Wright, 2088; Curran, 2000: 13637);

they can also be issue-specific, such as only cordewnith human rights or
environmental issues (Curran, 2000:136); and can also be gender-specific, i.e.

primarily focusing on feministic rights, or concerabout minor sexualities
(Fraser, 1993: 19-20). By seeing the public splemecept as multiple,
political communications caused by different ing¢seand in different
societies can be encountered and assessed thrtweglpublic sphere

framework.

The possibilities of talking about multiple pubkpheres are of particular
benefit to scholars who intend to apply the pugibere theory as a normative
framework to analyse political communications imfeuropean countries,
or non-democratic societies. Liu and McCormick argjuat ‘there could be
many different types of public spheres’, among théon Habermas the
‘liberal model of the bourgeois public sphere fegatively close to the ideal
type’ (Liu and McCormick, 2011: 112-113). But hayian ideal model for

Habermas, does not stop other people, with diffenestorical observations
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and empirical standpoints, to discuss other putpiteres. Indeed, scholars
who are interested in political communications pn+western and non-
democratic nations, have applied the public splieeery, as an analytic
framework to study the interactions among the mukhe government and
the media in those nations. Sreberny-Mohammadi §19r example,
critically applies the public sphere theory to urstiend the relations between
the commercialization of broadcasting and the dmmaknt of civil society
in the Middle East. Akinbobola (2015) criticallywiews the public sphere
theory within an African context, and suggestsgbssible conceptualisation
of a digital public sphere in West Africa. Thom&914) and Harindranath
(2014) have both placed the public sphere theotkimvian Indian context.
Thomas (2015: 133-134) specifically argues that wery contextual
interpretations’ of the public sphere theory ‘ame f'emoved from the notion
of the bourgeois public sphere that is ascribedabermas’, but rather ‘are
bound to emerge from a variety of contexts as #dwult of a variety of
communicative and cultural shapings’. This meamslimiting to regard the
public sphere as only applicable to European baisgeociety. The
application of the framework is being enhanced @evtloped by embracing

multiplicities in cultures, nations and communioas.

Among these applications, a number of academics banceptualised the
Chinese public sphere. Liu and McCormick (2011:)11& example, state
that the public sphere theory can be empiricallpliad to China’s context,
which they define as ‘a social realm where publscdurses are structurally
situated, allocated,egulated, and circulated’; it can act as a ‘theoretical
ground for critically assessing media reform anel titansformation of the
Chinese public sphere in relation to democratidipsl. Liu and McCormick’
s study is only one example among many applicatoisdebates around the
public sphere in China. These applications and tésbaill be reviewed in

depth in the next chapter.
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Debates around multiple public sphere address #mral weakness in
Habermas’s version of the public sphere therebyemiity its scope and
allowing this western theory to be applied to pcdik communications that
are beyond one historical and political narratiVee significance of this
debate also means that in empirical studies, theifsp historical and social
context of Habermas's European bourgeois publicesphhas been
disregarded, but the normative framework of theceph of the public sphere
has been kept, which makes it possible to usedteeaf the public sphere, or
public spheres to understand and study politicahroanications within
different contexts. As part of widening is applioat scholars have also
started to discuss exactly how the normative fraorkwf the public sphere
can be better interpreted and these discussiond tenfocus on the
institutional criteria and political functions ahé public sphere as crucial
analytic lenses of the public sphere frameworkhbse debates, critiques on
equality and inclusivity in the conceptualisationdaapplication of the
equality and principally inclusiveinstitutional criteria, and the consensus-
seeking rational discourses in the conceptualisatiod applications of the
problematization of unquestioned areasstitutional criterion and the

expressional political functigrare the most debated.

1.1.2.2 Debates about Equality and Inclusiveness

With applications of the public sphere theory goipgyond Habermas’s
bourgeois public sphere, to become a normative dveark for analysing
political communications, it is important that tifremework is critically
defined. As part of this process, a debate haslaje®@ around the two
institutional criteria of the public spherequality andprincipally inclusive
Central to this debate is not to deny the imporasf@qualityandprincipal
inclusivenesas the key analytic lenses in the public spheméwork and
as indispensable criteria for political communioa$ but rather, to reinforce
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their importance whilst suggesting that Habermastsount of equality and
inclusiveness is limited. By having this debatdyadars have demonstrated
that equality and inclusiveness among differenttigpants in political
communications are complicated issues. Whenetgality and principal
inclusivenesscriteria are referred to or applied, rather thateating
Habermas’s interpretation of these terms as thg emplanation, it is
necessary to see the limitations of his definitj@msl open them up to critical

reflection.

Habermas’ s interpretation of equality and inclaesiess in the European
bourgeois public sphere is first and foremostasad by feminists who see
exclusions and inequality in his interpretation. &dlHabermas introducing
equality, he writes [L]es hommesprivate gentlemen, made up the public’
(Habermas, 1989:36), and it was such a ‘publid gteuld enjoy the equal
and inclusive right to enter into the bourgeoislmusphere, and also should
be entitled equal rights to express and debatedh a sphere. Feminist Lande
(1988: 7) points out that it is an interpretatidratt is neither equal nor
inclusive, since it is clearly gendered, with womexcluded from the
bourgeois public sphere. Such a gendered publierepbelongs to a
particular historical period (17and 18 century Europe), which Habermas
uses to construct his ideal version of a bourgeoisic sphere, a period with
strong gendered characteristics. Historically, woraed women’s concerns,
were regarded as belonging to the private sphamgly inside the family
and the household, and ‘domestic privacy’ (Fras883: 20) was not to be
discussed in the public sphere. This is in starkrest to bourgeois men of
the time who could enter the public domain outdide privacy of their
families, and debate in the public sphere abouitipal matters (see also,
Bruell, Monika and Siim, 2012: 36). A private angbpic division was not the
only means by which women were excluded; the idea of rationality in the

public sphere, was also established to prevent w&mparticipation.
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Knoppers suggests that ‘the very definition of rasiodiscourse and of
citizens debating in public presupposed the exaiusf women’ (Knoppers,
2014: 616). In other words, a bourgeois public spirewhich rational debate
took place was assumed to be only for men, sinernan were believed to
be rational beings, while women were labelled ekitey these characteristics.
On this basis, it was thought they should be exaduiiom a rational public
sphere. Cowan indicates that ‘gender was not themo@ans by which access
to the coffeehouse public sphere was restrictad’ ydither that ‘social class,
regional, professional or political affiliationsowan, 2001: 149-150) were

all means by which individuals could be excluded.

These criticisms show that historical institutioinsthe bourgeois public
sphere did not share the criteria of equality andcppally inclusive, but
Habermas fails to reflect these inequalities aralusxons. The importance of
the criticisms is that they demonstrate equality antlusiveness could and
need to go beyond Habermas’s model, to seek egaalit inclusiveness not
only among the ‘private gentlemen’ of European esties, but also more
widely among different genders, sexual orientatioases, social classes, and
all identities and status in any political and sbciontext. A fully equal and
inclusive public sphere may always be a utopiarcept) but this does not
prevent individuals with all types of identitie®iin seeking a more equal and
inclusive sphere than the one limited to the ‘pievgentlemen’, and in which

to express a wide range of concerns.

It also enables the development of the public splieeory as a normative
framework. When such a framework is applied to dhalysis of political
communications,equality and principally inclusive are still important
analytic lenses. Habermas'’s intention to estaldtpimality and inclusiveness
as institutional criteria of the public sphere ddoalways be admitted,
because he critically demonstrates that the poglations between different

individuals with all sorts of status are crucigbests when assessing political
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communications. At the same time, his critics hafkected on these aspects
and enabled these institutional criteria to berpreted in such a way as to
move beyond Habermas’s limited historical accoditey show that in
discussion of equality and inclusiveness, reseasa®an and need to see more
widely, in order to better account for power redag among individuals with

different status.

1.1.2.3 Debate about Consensus-seeking Rational @iarses

Beside critical reflections on the criteriaegfualityandprincipally inclusive
the consensus-seeking rational-critical debatempted by Habermas are
also the subject of considerable debate, whoseopars also to suggest a
better interpretation of the public sphere framdwiarorder to enhance its
application when analysing contemporary politicaimenunications. A
central dispute around this issue is Habermasis lfielief in the position of
consensus-seeking rational discourse in the paphere, in contrast to post-
modernists who argue for the recognition of conterst and non-rational
discourses in the public sphere. Such a debaignigisant for the application
of public sphere theory, since it firstly demontsathat consensus-seeking
is not the only legitimated purpose for politicahemunications and affirms
the value of contentious debate among people witarent interests and
identities. The public sphere theory framework d$tiowot be limited to
valuing consensus-seeking debate, but should eressygqontentious debate.
Secondly, this debate also highlights language aisaga key aspect in the
public sphere. This is because when interpreting beHaas’s
conceptualisation of rational discourses, schala@raonstrate that language
is the communicative instrument that allows ratlodascourses to be
organised and expressed. But they also indicate dhaan instrument,
languages can be used in different ways for diffepairposes, while rational
discourse is one among many. Rather than seeimmpaatiscourse as the

49



only valued choice thus only study it, it is neeggsto recognise the
diversities in languages and study how languagesuaed differently for

individuals to express their concerns.

The central position of consensus-seeking ratiahiatourses has been
repeatedly stressed by Habermas throughout higngirie suggests that
‘public debate was supposed to transform volum#és a ratio that in the
public competition of private arguments came in&ng as the consensus
about what was practically necessary in the inteoésall’ (Habermas,
1989:83). In his version of public sphere theorgbErmas posits two
founding blocks: one is consensus-seeking as thmaie purpose for
communicationsn the public sphere; the other is rational discourse as the
means through which communications are conductbdsd two founding
blocks can be seen in his interpretation of tm®blematization of
unquestioned areawiterion and thexpressional political functiorRational
discourse forms consensus-seeking rational-critieddates through which
individuals use reason to self-determine meanirfigsublic concerns. The
articulations and exchange of rational discouread the public to reach the
most reasonable opinions of the public concerng, they present such
opinions as the consensual public opinions to comaoate with the
authorities. By having these two founding blockgbErmas establishes a
sense that using rational discourse in debatesiiensally appealing and
achievable; through this usage, individuals can and would gradually achieve
consensus around all sorts of public matters, agrdeaon what is most

necessary to be expressed as the public conceati.for

Habermas's firm belief in consensus-seeking ratioisgcourses is heavily
criticized, which as Thomassen (2008:11) putsaotld be the ‘most heavily
criticized elements of Habermas’s work’. Criticsatnge such elements by
particularly focusing on the possible contentiong diversities in individuals’

linguistic choices and political interests. To ursend these critiques, it is
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necessary to firstly interpret what is meant by semsus-seeking rational

discourses.

Consensus-seeking rational discourse in publicrepteory should not be
equal to rational logic or rationality in individisgaminds, although rational
thoughts are the foundation of rational discouid®Mmpson, 1982: 122-125,
Steuerman, 2000: 25-27, Brandom 2001: 25, 158, 189;193, 195-196,
Bunge, 1987: 5, 8). Instead, it should be undedsama process that begins
with individuals’ rational thoughts on political mb@rs within their own
logical minds, and such minds are extended to theravorld through their
languages, since language is the ‘extension’ oplgé mind (McLuhan,
2008: 63, 85, 89, 93, 95, 282). More specificallygfers to a process in which
individuals wanting to express their opinions retya linguistic choice that
aims to produce a particular type of discourseiqnal), and to achieve a
particular purpose (consensus). In this processguiage becomes a
communicative ‘instrument’ that rational discoursaa be drawn on (Olson,
2013: 432-433, 437, Olson, 2012:153) while consenswough rational
discourse becomes the communicative goal. Whemt$tisiment is used for
consensus-seeking rational-critical debates, it mmeandividual are
expressing their opinions by explaining reasonsinaghso reasons and
opinions are expressed together, to demonstratentptvhat individuals are
thinking about but also why. While others readinglistening to these
opinions through rational understanding of thewaasand then reply to them
in the same way. Through this process, reasoraicalated and exchanged
to reach the most reasonable opinions, and thdm &uiaions are presented
as the consensual public opinions to communicatie thie government on

behalf of the collective private individuals.

When approaching consensus-seeking rational disepwhat becomes
problematic is not that language is the communieatinstrument for

expressing opinions in the public sphere (Wrighip& 21, Thomassen,
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2008:17), but rather that consensus-seeking rdttheeourse should only be
seen as one particular process among many, thwhgih language can be
used; and yet Habermas defines it as the only valued process in his public
sphere. This definition ignores the multiple leved§ differences and
diversities of individuals within society (Calhouh993: 274), and those
differences and diversities are not only in induads’ political interests, but
also in their choice of language. Villa, with redace to Lyotard and Rorty,
argues that by suggesting the public sphere istsmed upon consensus-
seeking rational discourses, Habermas intends \‘oidaan irreversible
fragmentation of the public sphere’ (Villa, 1992:5¢716). By assuming one
type of linguistic choice with one purpose, a hegeit positon is created in
this sphere and the pre-assumption is made towarpgssibility that an
‘agreement on which rules or metaprescriptionsuareersally valid’, which
is actually against the nature of ‘diversity ofalissive species’ (ibid). To
posit consensus-seeking rational discourse foptitdic sphere is to set up a
universal standard; but in nature, human beings make different choices, and
the conflicts and diversities among people shoaotde neglected. To neglect
such diversity and difference and to assume thatgaeement on language
and a consensus in political concerns can be rdachéo give consensus-
seeking rational discourse a hegemonic or even mmhiposition in which
this type of practice and those who adopt it, dfered a privileged position
in political debate compared to those who do natammnot practice language

in this way.

The danger of overly reinforcing consensus-seekatignal-critical debates,

as Steuerman argues, is that the public spherdtroggplaying into the hands
of a totalitarian and repressive society’ wishiagilence all forms of dissent,
and ‘[T]he right to disagree and be different beesrsecondary’ (Steuerman,
2000: 26). Thus, the function of the public sphe®,an independent and

critical communicative space can be weakened. Evamon-totalitarian and

52



repressive society, the assumed agreements onagagnd consensus of
opinion can still be used by dominating groupsrasyuse to exclude other
groups, and thus lead to inequality and exclusiserté the public sphere.
The example of such an exclusion is that consesseking rational
discourses have been historically associated walheducated/paid, ‘white,
property-owning males’ (Kellner, 2000: 267), andén@een used to exclude
women and the working class from the public spheyelaiming they do not
have the rational quality (Goode, 2005: 31). Datglasso argues that in any
given society there will always be mainstream argjomdiscourses, and
those who are outside of the mainstream. Majorodises can achieve more
power to reinforce their identity, cultures andiabconcerns, by establishing
an ‘authoritative status’ in discourse. So regayditional discourse as the
defined discourse for the public sphere is one thayauthoritative status is
established, which leads to ‘subordinate discourgeduding the cultures,
groups and identities associated with them, bemgrginalized or even

silenced’ from the public sphere (Dahlberg, 20@25-836).

Consensus-seeking rational discourses do haveuvideies but it should not
be established as a universally achievable praomsas more valued ithe
public sphere. Instead, it is necessary to reals® admit the existence of
differences of public opinion, and of language pcas, and to understand
their conflicts and dissents, rather than seekingegemonic position.
Because the greatest political function of the mubphere is to allow all
rightful members of a society, with all sorts obales and interests, to express
and debate all sorts of concerns in public acclssabenas so public
authorities can be informed and respond to théerdint needs. If this public
sphere is based upon exclusion through applyingiticad beliefs about
consensus-seeking rational discourse, rather thabliag contentions to be
spoken in self-determined ways by different sogr@ups, then the public

sphere becomes very limited. So as Mouffe (19891948: 1) suggests, there
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IS a necessity to recognise the conflicted natfingobitical communication

and to ‘takes account of the full breadth and dfmétyi of the democratic

struggles in our time’. Dahlberg also argues tretkeng for consensus
through rational discourse is not the purpose tfipal debate but rather, it
IS contestation, because consensus can only bertss of a dominant
culture, while contestation opens up the space®xfoluded voices. Thus,
rather than talking about a rational public sph&hecursive contestation’ is
needed as a ‘normative requirement for advancimgpihblic sphere’ to
‘[E]ffective challenges’ ‘discursive boundaries’damo ‘open up space for
excluded voices, fostering greater intra-discursigentestation or

deliberation’ (Dahlberg, 2007a: 837).

In order to respect such differences and divessitianguage usage and
political opinions must be understood as consistoigself-determined
choices that individuals are given the right to makdividuals can choose
to use language as an instrument to form conseserlgng rational
discourses, but they can also use language torforrational discourses for
the purpose of discursive contestation. For examiplstead of forming
rational discourses to inform and discuss througgson, language can be
used to form linguistic violence to attack, to offieand to humiliate (Jackman,
2002: 395-396, Andersson and Trudgill, 1990: 35-38,65). Instead of
seeking consensus, language can be used for tip®geuof exchanging
inflammatory speeches, aggression and anger (Randefvtgis 2006: 3,7,
13). Those choices, although different from whabétanas would hope for
in his public sphere, are still indications of wmduals’ self-determined
choices. Their value and function should not beiaterbecause they are

different, but rather can and should be criticalhalysed.

Thus the focus of analysis should not be limiteddesensus-seeking rational
discourse, especially when applying the analytisésproblematization of

unquestioned areaand expressional political functionas analytic lenses.
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Instead, the focus should be towards language utssdebecause a critical
analysis of language usage makes it possible tmfgdruct the text’ (Wright,
2008: 22) in the public sphere, to understand: varatthe opinions that
individuals try to generate by using certain largpgawhat are the concerns
behind such opinions; how the opinions are generated, and how the linguistic
choices have contributed to the expressions. Ttwesfehould also encompass
contentious debates raised in political commurocatl hus, the diversity and
differences in individual political interests anishduistic choices can be

identified and analysed through the public spheaméwork.

To sum up, Habermas’s definition of the public ggheffers a theoretical
foundation for the concept, while the debates artitism that surround it
enables this concept to be critically reviewed addanced. In describing the
departure from Habermas’s conceptualisation obthegeois public sphere,
this section has discussed how the sphere couhddpe equal and inclusive
than Habermas’s version, and how the sphere catlgrbreflect concerns
from different individuals. These critigues do rd#ny the value of the
conceptualisation of the public sphere as a comoatine arena but rather
show that applications of the public sphere franrbwied to be critical, to
recognise the dynamics, difference and diversitiesontemporary political

communication.

The three debates discussed above provide the Basithe empirical
application of the public sphere concept as a novedramework to study
political communication. But the actual applicatigii vary according to the
nature of each research. For this research that taistudy the online public
sphere in China, the empirical theoretical framawamd methodology will
be based on but developed from them, through ubi@dghree institutional
criteria and the two political functions as analyienses. This means the
analytic focus is the equality and inclusivenesgaoiver relations among
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different individuals in political communicationsheir language usage,
expressions of concerns, and governments’ readioverds them. However,
the context of China will also be reviewed in order indicate more
specifically what the crucial power relations ane a/hich aspect of language,
which concerns, and government behaviours requiaéysis. This aspect of

the research will be described more fully in thetrehapter.

1.2 Online Public Spheres: Promises and Limitations

When the public sphere framework is applied tcaih@ysis of contemporary
political communication, the role of the media entral. The framework is
used to discuss relations between the public, tvergment, and the media
in political debates, to question whether or natase types of media have
contributed or restricted equal, inclusive andicalt debates of public
concern in the public sphere. The types of medidistussions draw on
Habermas'’s historical examples of print media, saghooks and journals to
mass media, such as televisions and radio anddhde digital media, such
as the Internet. This development has been in nsgptm the transformation
of the media. What has not changed is the apphicaif the public sphere
framework itself, to study issues and challengesedaby different media

types for political communication.

This section will focus on different conceptualisat and interpretations of
the online public sphere, because its empiricataeh on China’s online
public sphere will be part of this big approachwéwer, before this, a brief
review of the academic debates around the rel&gtween the mass media
and the public sphere will be drawn, since thadeslwith discussions about

the online public sphere.
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1.2.1 Public Sphere and the Mass Media

The mass media has a central role in Habermas’'ticpsphere theory.
Habermas acknowledges that mass media played &lcrale in political
communications in the $&entury, but he regarded its role as harmful fer th
public sphere: ‘the world of letters was replacsdtibe pseudo-public or
sham-private world of culture consumption’ (Habesnt989:160); in which
interactive dialogues among individuals, have beansformed into mass
consumption of standardised, cultural production@den by media
organisations (Habermas, 1989:160-162). The exehahmformation went
into a circle of production and consumptions, adgcussions, now a
business becomes formalized’ (Habermas, 1989:464j)e saw it, the decline

of the public sphere in an era of mass media.

To call it a decline, Polan explains that for Habas, ‘the public sphere arose
in reaction to the artificialities of the old anstacy’ (Polan, 1993: 38). Books,
journals, coffee houses, salons and table sociediesnstitutions of the
historical category of bourgeois public sphere, ewgred the newly
emerging private property-owners in thé"thd 18' centuries. Those media
and spaces enabled private individuals to expiesis toncerns, to fight
against aristocracies and to engage the publiomatitho pay attention and
respond to their needs. But, for Habermas, theasippemass media removed
this empowerment from private individuals, givitgetexpressive powers to
the mass media organisations. Media institutioneeveanpowered as they
could represent public opinions in the public damawhile individuals
became passive consumers of information and omrporduced by the mass
media. Deliberatively engaged critical debates ware longer being
generated in the public sphere, but rather, comoations around political
issues became reliant on standardised informatidropinion goods selected
and made by the media organisations. What publiciams should be and

how such opinions should be expressed, was nowndieked by the mass
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media. When compared with ordinary private indiald) the mass media is
thus offered a dominated position in communicatan opinions produced,
provided and spread by them are given pre-detednamgnificance. This

political communication through the mass media basome unequal,

exclusive and uncritical.

Habermas'’s criticism of the mass media is importBahlgren suggests that
Habermas’s perception of the relation between tleliamand the public
sphere should not be taken as ‘ready-made answlews’rather as a
‘formulation of questions’ which can lead to a dission of mass media’s
role in the public sphere, through both ‘its poi@ntand limitations’
(Dahlgren, 1995: 25). The ‘ready-make-answers’rredeHabermas sceptic
viewsabout the mass media; while the ‘formulation ofsjioms’ refers to his
application of public sphere theory as an analyamework through which
to study mass media. Dahlgren stresses that Hab&riaaalysis of the role
of mass media in contemporary political communaatusing the public
sphere framework is crucial, even though the caichs he reached have
been critically challenged. Curran, for instan@gss‘a theory of media and
democracy need to be related, in other words, ® d¢bllective and
institutional forms of the modern political systend Habermas’s work
‘represents a clever attempt to do precisely t@sirran, 2000: 135). With a
critical review of the concept of the public sphdre argues, such a concept
speaks about a framework which is a ‘space witbaiety, free of both state
or corporate control, in which the media should enakailable information
affecting the public good, and facilitate a frepen and reasoned public
dialogue that guides the public direction of sgci€Curran, 2000: 135).
Garnham’s (1993: 260) study, for example, suggéstisthe ‘concept of the
public sphere offers the soundest basis for théysisaand political action
necessary to rebuild systems of both communicasind representative

democracy adequate to the contemporary world’. therowords, public
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sphere theory allows us to question issues rarsatkdiated communication
in relation to political debates in the contempgid@mocratic world, in terms
of whether or not the modern mass media systemresnsu threatens the
‘freedom of assembly and freedom to impart and ivecéenformation’

(Granham, 1993: 260).

For all these scholars, relations between the met& public and the
government are areas to examine, and public sptierery provides
comprehensive tools with which to do this. The arswbtained may differ
but all share public sphere theory as the framewafrkanalysis. Such
applications have developed beyond the mass medihet digital media,

especially the Internet, as the new technologyspasad across the world.

1.2.2 The Public Sphere and the Internet

Debates around the relationship between the Intem the public sphere,
are not radically different from those that surrdumass media. This is not to
suggest that there are no differences between therause by engaging with
different types of media, academics encounter rdiffe organisations,
representations, regulation and effects, which \&ld to the need for
different approaches and lead to different resist at the same time,
discussions about mass media and the Internehate a common theoretical
framework: the normative framework of the publidhhepe through which
relations among the media, the government, anguldic are analysed. A
move of focus from mass media such as the TV ahid,rto the Internet, still
attempts to ask same fundamental questions, althdlig medium has

changed.

Papacharissi (2010:119) indicates that over thesyespplications of the
public sphere as a normative concept ‘has beendbrnmal to address

contemporary critique and approaches’, and ‘whaiaias to be seen is how
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well, how poorly, or simply how the Internet fitsito it. In other words,
examining the Internet through the concept of dip@phere is possible and
indeed crucial, as a critical approach to tackletemporary issues, namely
the rapid and wide spread of the Internet, as hggilatforms for political
communication. Applying the concept in this conteximportant, because it
opens up new possibilities in the debate aroungtlic sphere. As Bohman
(2004:1330) states, new ‘technological conditicaar® being considered for
‘modern public spheres’, and this creates ‘innaxapotentials’ (Bohman,
2004: 151), and opens up new challenges and qussiitie concept of the
online public sphere is thus introduced to addfess central questions:
whether or not the Internet, as an increasingly idating medium in
contemporary society, can potentially form an online public sphere or spheres;
if so, how public debates within the online sphere are facilitated; whether or
not the online public spheres can promote liberal eteractive political
communication, enhance deliberative, equal and usn¢ political
participation; and finally, who can benefit and be empoweredughothis
sphere. By talking about an online public sphere, particular
conceptualisation is given so that the analyticsésnof the public sphere
framework can be adopted in the examination of nenldebates, and
specifically, of online political communication,rdugh looking at equality
and inclusiveness, analysing the language usedhén debates, and

interactions between the public and the government.

Two characteristics that are central to understando the online public

sphere or spheres, are de-centralisation and antynyBuach characteristics
should not be understood as determining the foomadf the online public

sphere, but rather as that individuals can potigntake advantage of those
characteristics of online political communicatidasngage with liberal and
deliberativepolitical communications, and thus lead to the fis$ormation

of an online public sphere.
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The Internet is believed to be a new medium thatbkss de-centralised,
flexible and open-architecture networking. It stoaed delivers information
into the network (Feather, 2008: 33, Leiner et1897 :103, Abbate, 2000 :11,
Berners-Lee, 1999: 39-40, Castells, 2001: 116}thab information can be
generated, presented and received through mulapsnels, from and
towards multiple directions (Feather, 2008: 33,rkhgr 2002: 112, 114, 120).
Thus this new medium has the potential to deces¢éralommunication by
distributing the rights to express and inform amatigparticipants in the
network, rather than being centrally controlleddme or a few individuals
(Castells, 2001: 54, Rheingold, 1994: 2, 157). Thisld potentially facilitate
political debate from many-to-many, which is di#at from the one-to-many
pattern of communication through mass media. THraugjng the Internet,
individuals may no longer be passive receiverscamsumers of information
produced by mass media organisations, but couidecticcess information
on the network generated through multiple sourBeslic opinions may no
longer be represented by the media organisatiangduld be deliberatively
expressed by and exchanged between every indivatutie network. This
means online political communications could occw deliberative
competitions of opinions among individuals throughblicly accessible
virtual arenas, in which individuals can directirficipate, rather than being

represented.

It should be noted that the level to which sucltéetralised communications
can be realised will be subject to the structurthefnetwork, the regulations
of the Internet, and the inter-personal/inter-graefations in the actual
communications, requiring specific case-to-caselyaisa Still, the de-

centralisation characteristic of the Internet offech potentials.

Online debates are also argued to be anonymowashén words, individuals
do not need to present their real identities inatied online, but rather, can

engage through online identities or anonymity (Kahd 998: 130, Huffaker
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and Calvert, 2005, Castells, 2001: 116, Turkle 91847, Turkle, 1996: 178).
This anonymity might help, in a limited way, to -degard the influence of
pre-established social and political status, allgandividuals not to be pre-
judged based on who they are, but more through t@nions. Without
knowing the real identities of online participarttggh and low status in the
work place, gender and socio-economic differencas,be left out and net-
users can enter into debates and express theiloopion an equal footing,
without being limited by status. In political commcation, this could
encourage individuals to express opinions that tvewld not normally
express through their real identities, and chakepglitical issues that they
would not normally challenge (Berg, 2016: 38, Akide2002, Farrall, 2012,
Papacharissi, 2010: 122). This could potentiallyoval more critical

problematization of political issues.

However, anonymity does not necessarily make thiee@apace an equal and
inclusive one, nor does it necessarily lead toicalitdebate. Individual
scenarios would need to be analysed to establishNbnetheless, anonymity

does create that possibility.

It is these two characteristics of online commuiiicg de-centralisation and
anonymity, that leads to scholars to suggest thajossible to talk about an
online public sphere(s), as public use of the t@ercould enhance
deliberative political communication and civic eggment, and enable
marginalised groups to have alternative arenas hiclwto express and
exchange their views. Poster (1997:216), for examgigues that to ‘frame
the issue of the political nature of the Intermetalation to the concept of the
public sphere is particularly approprigtevhile Papacharissi (2010:119)
suggests that, ‘online media, including the Interoeuld host a virtual sphere
to revitalize the public sphere’. Dahlgren (20052)L argues that the
contribution the Internet makes to the public sphsrobvious’ as ‘there are

literally thousands of Web sites having to do wviltk political realm at the
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local, national, and global levels’ which help tgand the scope of and space
for political communication. In his opinion, itilsappropriate to describe the
Internet as a single universal public sphere, htlter, it is a platform that
contains several different public spheres for déife types of political
communication. Such communications can be faadtaby the public
authority in the form of ‘e-government’, or by ‘@gizations with generally
shared perceptions, values, and goals’ to promaesist activities organised
by them. They can also be ‘diverse civic forums rghgews are exchanged

among citizens and deliberation can take placeh(@an, 2005: 152-153).

By positing the possibility of an online public gph(s), these authors are not
trying to generate a technology-determinist pointgiew which promotes a
‘utopian euphoria’ (Papacharissi, 2010:119) abbet internet but rather,
they have tried to establish a connection betwiseméw technology and the
well-established public sphere framework as antatian to further the
debate without ready-made answers, to discussaiemfials and limitations
of the online public sphere. The connection cannise, because the
normative framework of the public sphere speaksaof equally and
inclusively institutionalised publicly accessibleeaa, which facilitates
critical debates based on individuals’ self-detemxiopinions and languages.
Furthermore, the public sphere should function e@snamunicative space for
individuals to express their concerns and inform government of their
needs, and provides a forum in which the governroantengage with and
respond to their needs. The Internet has the patéatbecome such a space
and to meet the equality and inclusiveness criteriale online debates have
the potential to facilitate critical political comumication and to enable
individuals’ self-determined expressions of conserfihe online public

sphere is thus conceptualised.

The following two sections will review how scholanave discussed the

potentials and limitations of the online public sph
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1.2.2.1 Online Public Sphere, Deliberative Politida Debates and

Empowerment of Marginalised Groups

The online public sphere can be seen as institaliged withequality and
principally inclusivecriteria, the two criteria that are central to fheblic
sphere theory framework, although it should notdgarded as totally equal
and inclusive. Froomkin (2004: 15) argues that kieg to equality and
inclusiveness of the online public sphere is mogeiaé and inclusive
availability and accessibility of information. Ither words, individuals could
have more equal access to information, includingprimation about
government behaviours or decisions, as well asrmmdtion about others’
opinions, and their expressed opinions could hameeraqual chance of being
available in the public domain, and be accessedthgr net-users. The
Internet offers alternative platforms to publishdagain information, so
information is no longer dominantly controlled, estbd, manipulated and
expressed by powerful entities, the governmeniaass media organisations.
Froomkin does not intend to suggest that acce#gibol information would
become totally equal and inclusive in the onlinblmusphere, but increasing
public usage of the Internet indeed offers moréeviddals the arenas in which
to express their opinions that would not be represkeby the mass media,
and to access opinions that would not be availalilee mass media. Through
this increase in the equal availability of and ascéo expression and
information, Goode argues that the once empowem@ssmedia no longer
holds a dominant position in representing publimmm, but rather, needs to
‘fight to retain their aura of authority and expegtand would lose their power
as gatekeeper of knowledge, culture and the puagienda’ (Goode,
2005:107). Thus, the power relations between the&epml and ordinary

individuals could become more equal and inclusive.

An increase in the equality and inclusiveness fafrmation not only means
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that individuals have a more equal chance to egpghesnselves, and be more
equally engaged; but also that a more deliberative process in political
communication can be enabled, which enhances tHwidoal critical
problematization of unquestioned areas. Key to sudeliberative process is
individuals’ self-determined access to and expogssf opinions, as opposed
to being fed and represented by mass media opinéasde (2005:107)
argues that individuals can debate online ‘withrenpdented freedom along
both horizontal and vertical aces’, and thus reatisect ‘citizen-to-citizen,
and citizen-to-institution’ communication. This mmsainteractions can be
directly established among individuals, and evetwben them and the
institutions or the authorities; so, what are regarded as public concerns and
opinions are truly determined, expressed by indiaignembers of the public,
rather than being selected or represented by tlss madia. This deliberative
process contributes significantly to tipeoblematization of unquestioned
areasand theexpressional political functigrsince it allows the meanings of
political concerns, as well as how and where suclterns are expressed and
engaged with, to be critically and directly detewed by individuals

themselves to best reflect their needs and inteneshe public domain.

With such a deliberative process of political conmmeation, Papacharissi
(2010: 120, 122) suggests that the online pubhespcould provide ‘citizens
with the tools with which to develop informed viesipts and engage in
substantive political discussions’, offering a dsgrof ‘reciprocity’ and
‘mutual exchange of opinion and information’ amandividuals. Warnick
and Heineman argue that it not only enables liked®d individuals to
identify those with common interests, but allowserth to encounter
different/oppositional opinions. Thus, it could al$play a key role in
enabling proponents and opponents on an issuefite rineir thinking on
major political topics, identify major features @iay in deliberation, and

engage the interests of people who either shareuiesvs or oppose them’
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(Warnick and Heineman 2012:52). In this procesS$tipal communications
around particular concerns can be established estieal exchange of
opinions among individuals with different viewpantrather than being

dominated by certain agendas.

Such a deliberative process can particularly enatdeginalised, minor, or
radical groups to express their opinions, or tchaxge such opinions with
other groups, in ways that not only make mainstreaajor, or dominate
groups’ interests visible in the public domain, kalso voices that are
alternative and marginal. Thus, political commutiara can be both more
diverse and more inclusive through the online pubphere, particularly,
Dahlberg suggests, in terms of enabling those iddals who are outside the
mainstream discourse to identify like-minded pe@pid enable them to have
a say in the public domain. It could provide ‘altative discursive arenas’ for
‘oppositional discourses (identities, interpretaip social imaginaries and
languages)’, ‘helping marginalized groups — thossugs associated with
discourses excluded from the mainstream public rep@ahlberg, 2007b:
56). So once un-reflected opinions and concerns stamd more chance of
being heard and discussed by other net-users imrihee public sphere.
Those excluded or outside voices and groups cam @&se the online public
spheres to form ‘counter-public networks and cuadg (or articulations) of
radical discourses’ that could ‘lead to the develept of more powerful
oppositional discourses’ (ibid). They can also supponline and offline
counter-public contestation of dominant discourgeg'stablish ‘contestation

of the deliberations of the mainstream public sph@bid).

Such a deliberative process can also occur betwgmrernment and the
governed’, as Tumber (2001: 22) suggests: ‘the elewtronic technologies
are empowering citizens to participate in new decforums’, by creating
a new virtual public sphere, which provides ‘a bdsr a new politics and

greater political participation by citizens’. Butdemink warns that when
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compared to the enhanced interactions among ingasdwith shared or
different interests, or with major or marginal irsts, deliberative
interactions between individuals and the governnagatrelatively limited.
The claim can and has been made that the onlinkcmghere can enhance
citizen participation in ways that offer more opjppoities to engage in
deliberative expression with more equally availabded accessible
information. However, this is not to suggest thatls a sphere can
fundamentally challenge the policy-making procesgowernment level. In
his study of Britain’s UK Online, Froomink (20045)Isuggests that what has
been provided so far is easy access to ‘governcmrgultation documents
and invites readers to discuss draft bills and tmment on other
parliamentary processes’. Such communicationdjifar ‘initiatives involve
little more than moving traditional practices sashnotice and comment rule
making online’, since ‘they can offer is to charige volume and quality, but
not the nature, of citizen participation in goveemti (ibid). This means any
proposals or petitions still needed to be consitibsethe already established

parliamentary system, which is under the contrahefgovernment.

Froomink’s arguments show that although he isiradft optimistic about the
potential functions of the online public spherdl|l stoes not ignore its
potential weakness and limitations. Although theucttires of the three
institutional criteria and thexpressional political functiotan be observed;

the corresponding political functionf the sphere is limited, because even if
the opportunities for individuals to deliberativeBqually and inclusively
express their concerns towards the government imaveased through the
Internet, it is still the public authorities thagtdrmine the level to which they

engage with and respond to all those concerns.

The next section will engage with literature tlatically discusses other
weaknesses and limitations of the online publicesphn addition to the

limited response and engagement from the government
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1.2.2.2 Digital Divide and ‘Political as Usual’ a<ritical Interpretations

toward the Online Public Sphere

Scholars sceptical about the online public sphereat deny its existence,
but question whether or not such the sphere caved¢he political function
as promised. Their biggest concern is power, ard it the power of
accessibility, the power to generate influencentine debates, and the power

of the government.

In terms of the power of accessibility, online palsipheres cannot be claimed
to be as fully equal or inclusive, because worldevand nation-wide digital,
and language divides create inequalities in aceeslsexpression. Online
public spheres are only open to those individuah® Wave access to the
Internet and who are able to communicate onlinéchvis no more than half
of the world population. Those who are excludednfrthe online public
sphere are divided from those who have accessjtaadnly the latter’s
opinions that will be therefore reflected in onlipeblic spheres. Thus such
spheres cannot be described as truly open, equatlosive, nor can it be

said fully enable all sorts of concerns to be exped and responded to.

In this regard, Curran (2012: 5) argues that wineninternet first started to
be associated with political communication, it wasmised that it could offer
‘greater opportunity for ordinary people to comnuate with each other than
do traditional media’. But such a promise failet@ounter the issues of the
global digital divide, the issue of language dividied the conflict of interests,
values and beliefs among people from differentomatiities and backgrounds.
He points out that although the number of net-useggadually increasing
every yeatr, still the ‘rich regions of world haveich higher internet access
than poor regions’, and because of such unequasaitility, this ‘global
communion’is ‘not bringing the world together’,tbringing primarily the
affluent into communication with each other’, ththe ‘world’s poor are not
part of this magic circle of mutual understandi@giran, 2012:9).
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Even within a single country there is a digitalida: Curran suggests that
individuals who have higher education, higher inesnand men are more
likely to have Internet access, and therefore can take part in communication;
those who are less educated, poorer and womelesarékely to participate.
This once again underlines the inequalities amodiyiduals, and those who
have already been marginalised still do not haveak@ccess to and

participation in public communication (Curran, 2011D).

The language divide is another factor that meaesthine public sphere is
not truly equal or inclusive. Curran argues thaiglzage is ‘a medium of
power’ and ‘who get heard’ are often determinedwdych language the
individuals are using. Given that English reacladarge global public’, those
who speak English can be empowered (Curran, 201@);3vhile those who
cannot speak it, stand far less chance, or canls¥@xcluded. Thus Curran
concludes that the ‘idea the cyberspace is a tpgen spaces where people
from different backgrounds and nations can commwitie each other and
build a more deliberatey tolerant world overlooks a number of things’; since
the world is ‘unequal and uncomprehending’, andititernet cannot change
it (ibid).

Even for those who have gained access to the Btietflme power to access
and to speak, does not necessarily bestow the paiwerng heard and valued.
In other words, the power to express does not iabli lead to the power of
generating influence in political communication.ighs firstly because
information online is huge in volume; thus, a single piece of information can
easily get lost in the information flow, before hgiassessed by others. Thus,
even though access and availability of informatiway be on the increase, it
does not lead to equal opportunities of being eeda@ithout this equality,
their expressed concerns may not carry equal infeicand therefore will not

be given equal attention.
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More crucially, when online public spheres stattiedbe used as arenas for
political communication, they were being used bdimary net-users as
alternative platforms outside the mainstream medaw, the Internet is no
longer only used by ordinary individuals, but iscrigasingly used by
politicians, parties, celebrities, media organ@madi and governments, who
can bring their pre-established status into onlnublic spheres. Those
already powerful users have established a politisal of the Internet, to
campaign, to lobby, and expand their offline inflae online. For those
marginalised groups, because they are already armyinn numbers or
radical in their opinions, it becomes much haradebé heard in the public

domain and to gain influence as a result.

One of those already powerful ones is the mediarosgtions. As Curran
(2012: 19) points out, when media organisationstwatine, they ‘quickly
became dominant’, because they were ‘heavily csofsidised and
exploited the news-gathering resources and estaliseputations’. Such
dominance means they have already gained the Esoand credibility to
publish first-hand information, and net-users aitkersore likely to access the
information published by those media organisatitime relying on multiple
and independent sources. Thus, opinions from th@ian@ganisations are
still more widespread and more popular than alter@aopinions, and
therefore has more influence. The increase in regoal and inclusive access
to, and availability of, information has not radigachanged the power
relations between ordinary individuals and the media organisations; rather,

media organisations’ powers have simply extendéaclade the online arena.

Another already powerful one is the governmentafgied before, although
individuals can raise concerns through online mubpheres, and use this
spheres to talk to the government, the level tocivithe government will

listen to these concerns and respond to themlisssbject to the already

existing political system in each country. Thus, ffam establishing equal,
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inclusive and critical interactions with individgalgovernments maintain

their powerful positions.

Government control is the first and the most visilthechanism that
authorities can apply to reinforce their power otrex online public sphere.
This control is easiest to identify in authoritarieountries in the format of
censorship; and although censorship can be ‘not comprehensive’ because of

the fluidities of online information, still theyateffective enough’ to control
sensitive information and debates (Curran, 2012176 Thus, although
individuals can access information and expressr thiews through the
Internet, the level of accessibility and the lengttime the information stays
on the net depends on state controls, rather thtrrdined by technology.
China is a typical example of a national contextimi which censorship is
effectively carried out by the state to maintaimtcol over online debates.
The next chapter reviews studies investigating @esigp in the context of
China, to discuss how debates online can be anel l@en controlled by the

Chinese authorities.

Even in democratic states, government can stilhtaa their power through
controlling the transparency of information, thrbugnhonitoring online
debates and through regulation of the InternetMssgolis and Resnick
(2000: 10) argue ‘when it comes to governance...athes of self-regulation
belongs to the past of the Net; the future belongs to the government’. They
suggest it is more appropriate to view the govemtmet as an ultimate target
of deliberative online discussions of political teas (Margolis and Resnick
2000: 97), because according to their studieszérit will prefer to make use
of forms and publications regarding government isessand information’
that are provided by the government, rather thativelg engaging in
legislation-making processes to challenge the iegistystem (Margolis and
Resnick 2000: 96). This empowers the public authorbecause the

government still holds the power to regulate tHermation and discourses

71



online, which in turn set the rules of online communication; if individuals
resist those rules, the government can use thsld¢ign to control or even
punish them. Thus, the level to which individuats aeally problematize
unquestioned areas, the level to which marginalijgedps can raise concerns,
and the level to which deliberations can lead tougee response, are still

subjected to the authority, rather than the spheres

Margolis and Resnick (2000: 10) also argue thategawients favour the
Internet as a tool of propaganda and that they avike to use their ‘social
and political forces to tame it’. Margolis and Riekrobserve that in America,
the government uses the Internet as a platfornrdwigle information and
services, and official websites are the best exaspi this. In this case, when
individuals access information and services, theynat actively interacting
with the government, but are merely ‘audiencesomsamers’ (Margolis and
Resnick, 2000: 79) receiving what has been providéuds is a one-way
communication in which individuals cannot diredid§k to officials through
the sites but only read the standard informatiey ttontain. The information
provided by those government sites are likely to Spportive of the
government, rather than inviting individuals totically challenge them
through deliberative discussions. Margolis and Réstherefore state that
interactive deliberations can occur among actisitgroups or ordinary
individuals by using the Internet, but are unlikedyengage governments and

officials.

These critical reflections on the limitations ofdaconcerns regarding the
online public sphere are as crucial as those matiengstic views. What they
suggest is that the institutionalisation and fumtdi of the online public
spheres can be acknowledged but should not be takgranted. There is no
doubt that online spheres have enabled some lépelitical communication
among individuals. What is less certain is how équaclusive they can be,
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to what extent they confer real political influenaad what the role of public
authorities is in these spheres. Thus, it cannatlddened that online public
spheres have brought about totally equal and fadiigal communication,
but rather, their institutionalisation and funcsameed to be analysed country
by country, case by case, to critically evaluati bloeir positive and negative

impact on political communication.

When those understandings of the online public plage reflected into
studies of China online public sphere, it meansitisétutionalisation and
political functions of the online public spheres@aheed to be examined in
the Chinese context. The accessibilities to thenenpublic spheres need to
be discussed, to question whether they are equhlnatusive or not. The
institutionalisation and political functions of tlealine public spheres need
to be exarimed with regarding of powers in the country; not only in terms of
the powers to have free, critical and deliberagixpressions for Chinese net-
users with different status, but also the powergdnerate influence. They
also need to be interpreted with regards to Chigesernments’ regulations,
engagements and responses, to question how therideghhave regulated
the spheres, and whether or not they would actigalyage with debates in

the spheres, and respond to them.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has reviewed debates and criticismralr@ublic spheres, and
more specifically around the online public sphérargues that public sphere
theory can be applied as a normative framework rialyae political

communication in both democratic and non-democisdeties. The three
institutional criteria and two political functiores the sphere can be applied
as specific analytic lenses to empirical data. futh applications should not

take on Habermas’s ideas uncritically, but needak® into consideration
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academic debates around equality, inclusivenegsneadity, language usage,
and political functions of the sphere. Debates @agotihe conceptualisation
and definitions of the online public sphere haverbeeviewed, showing how
current academic debates have engaged with bopotbatial and limitations

of the online public sphere. They help to identifg critical issues that need

to be addressed when researching the online psiiiere in China.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review: Internet Censorship and Online

Political Communication in China

Introduction

The first literature review chapter has focusedttoa concept and debates
around the public sphere theory; and outlined some of the issues around the
application of this theory as a normative framewadthkndicates that issues
raised around access to the public spheres, lapgusage and the power
relations between the public and the governmengdn® be critically
discussed case-by-case, country-by-country. Traptehn will discuss online
political communication in China in particular, ander to find out what are
the key elements academic studies have engagedwvéh they attempt to
apply the concept of the public sphere to discusma&s online political
communications. It will firstly review debates amolithe media system,
regulation and censorship in China to provide daexnand then discuss what
the key topics, areas and languages are that Ghnetsusers majorly engage
with in Chinese online political communicationswitl then engage with key
debates and themes in academic studies that attengunceptualise the
online public sphere in China. In the final sectitime empirical analytic

framework this research used is introduced.

2.1 The Media System and Censorship in China

When approaching debates around China’s online@sphere, government
control and censorship are regarded as key coralefgittors (Yang, 2009: 1).
Such a context exists, because, as Chan (2003:s1&@p when describing
the media’s political status in China, it is ‘regad as an important part of the

ideological apparatus’ for the Chinese governmenprtomote the party
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interests, stabilise its regime, and control opision the public domain (see
also: Hassid, 2008: 415, Wang and Ang, 2010: 1@68)rder to maintain this
political status, through which the media serve plagty's interests and
regimes, rather than being used to fight againsthe CCP has in place
different levels and methods of controls, cens@rsind regulations in the
media sector, in relation to political discussibogh in traditional mass media

and the new digital media.

However, such a context should not be understoodnasin which there
control over political communications is absolutéth no space for liberal
political debates, especially for political commeations in new digital media,
particular the Internet. Rather, it is a struggleAeen the government and the
public over the Internet: on the one hand, the gowent tries to maximise
its control over net-userexpressions and debates on political matters; on the
other, net-users try to survive under such conantsmaximise their chances
to achieve liberal debates about political matté&ss.Endeshaw suggests,
there is a ‘never-ending cat and mouse game’ orndeenet in which the
Chinese government is the ‘cat’ who intends to ltatdormation that it
regards as harmful for its regime, while Chineseusers are the ‘mouse’
who intends to escape from the control to publestgcess and exchange
information freely (Endeshaw, 2004: 41). As lorsgtlais ‘game’ is playing,
the struggle between the two sides remains and @&Eswdt, government
control is a key contextual feature, within thisntext there are potential

spaces and possibilities for political debate.

Similar indications can also be found in McCormaokd Liu’s (2003: 146)
studies, which suggest there is room for ‘uncetyamhen discussing the
relations between the government and political comigations in China’s
online public sphere. New media should not be grhras having totally
liberalised political communications in this coyntout it is also not the case

that the government has totally disabled any libeoanmunications either.
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Thus, rather than rushing into a conclusion tha side has won over the
other, a critical assessment is needed regardiagkitid of controls and
censorships, how individuals debate within the ewntof control, what
effects they can create in online debates, andthevgovernment reacts to
them. Such a critical assessment would then leadrtmre comprehensive

approach when researching China’s online politcahmunications.

This section will discuss in particular how the wmo of control and
censorship of the media in China has been drawh,only towards the
Internet, but also towards traditional mass medga,newspapers and TV.
Understanding of control over the mass media, hétpsighlight the
importance of the online media for political comruations in China, and it
also helps to understand the overall context oitipal communication in

China.

2.1.1 Mass Media

Censorship and control of mass media has exist&hina since the nation
was established. But the ways in which the Chirggsesrnment draws its
control in the mass media sector, namely over @dintedia and broadcasting
media, has been changing, as the political, sacidleconomic conditions in
China have been undergoing transformation sincel8#¥9 reform. This
means Chinese government’s intention to conducitigedl control over
media have not been changed before and after tF@ re®orm, in ways that
it still aims to maintain control over political sdiourses and information
published and broadcasted through the mass. Whkatttaamged are the ways
in which those controls are exerted. This sectigh pvimarily discuss
regulations and censorship in the post reform leeaause the focus of the
discussions is not to provide a complete historealew of the media system
in China, but rather, to draw a picture of the eomporary context in which

this research is situated.
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Zhao (1998: 3) argues that the government’s reiguiatand controls over the
mass media in the post-reform era can be regarde@na‘economic
liberalisation without political democratizatioiThis means that although the
media sector has embraced a high level of econ@utonomy in its
productions and operations, the political statugshef mass media as the
government’s ideological apparatus has not changed,freedom has not
been given to media content, especially to polittcentent. To explain this,
in pre-reform China, the media was tightly conedllby the Party for the
purpose of ‘propaganda and persuasion’, and acte@dply as ‘mouthpieces’
for the party (Zhao, 1998: 4). Politically and eoomcally it belonged to and
was attached to the government. But after the enaneform started in the
late 70s, market-oriented operations were enfoteedoid ‘financial losses’
in an increasing market-oriented society, in whie@hgovernment stopped its
‘subsidies to media organs and allowed the introdoof market forces’ (Pei,
1998: 150). As a result, ‘financial autonomy, masragnt decentralization,
deregulations, and diversification’ were allowedt bot the freeing of ‘public
discourse’ in the public domain (Pei, 1998: 155¢aNy two decades after
Pei’s observations, Brady and Wang found the s@oainchanged, in that
although a ‘current path of reform and developmesut’ be observed in China,
such reforms, rather than weakening the CCP’s obnbut rather has
‘strengthened’ its power (Brady and Wang 2013: Eiljhe media sector, they
suggest, after the ‘commercialisation of the Crhenesdia in recent years’,
CCP has encouraged the development of a ‘limitedivdag role’ to help the
central governmenbtdeal with ‘abuses of power at the local level’; but such
watchdog functions remain controlled and determirmd the central
government, rather than independent from the attitb&r Chinese media
organisations have accepted the ‘constraints intpogéhe party propaganda
system’, to publish ‘pro-CCP information’, to re@upolitical coverage and
in replacement with ‘consumerism and entertainmé@atady and Wang,

2013: 29).
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To ensure media content serves its needs, the &hg@vernment controls
print and broadcasting media in the post-reform teraugh institutional
structures and regulations. As Creemers (2015p&®) it, both ‘institutions
and rules’in China’s media system are designeddimtain the government’s
control over the media. In terms of institutionaustures, Creemers (ibid)
indicates that the institutional framework in Chénaedia sector is designed
to ensure that the CCP ‘maintains considerableedpewer over the entire
structure through direct intervention’. In this tingtional framework, the
‘party organ’ of the Central Propaganda Departmeotks alongside the
‘ministry-level stats institutions’ of the Ministryof Culture, State
Administration of Press, Publications, Radio, Filand Television
(SAPPRFT), and the State Council Information OSficeith ‘state-owned’
media enterprises, and with other ‘sectors andegeibnal organisations’
(Creemers 2015: 53). Each of the institutions fism& within the structural
framework to ensure that all actors, including girises, organisations and
individuals, involved in the production, publicatio distribution and
broadcasting of media contents are all controllexfulated, attached,
monitored and overlooked by the party system, rdtten being independent
from it. Thus, even though mass media is operatngake money, it is still

inside the party system to serve the political sesfdhat system.

In terms of regulations, the party organ and mipiltvel stats institutions in
the institutional framework also function as regoitg bodies to ‘formulate’
rules and regulations, so ‘public available expoess can be regulated,
censored and controlled (Creemers 2015: 53), tovepte unsuitable
information being available that publicly challesgihe Chinese political
system and the government. Creemers suggests hbatnforcement of
regulations may be fragmented, weak, and unprdaetavhich creates a
high level of uncertainty and ambiguity in the needector, but overall, the

‘primary goal’, in terms of maintaining the medigseem under the Party
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control, has been successfully achieved so faref@ees, 2015: 57-58). Lee
underlines Creemers’ analysis by focusing on thespaper sector. She
argues that both party newspapers, and the now-papular press are
important players in China’s mass media sector, ingakhe overall
‘landscape’ much more ‘diverse, commercial and cetitipe’ (Lee, 2015:
119). But despite such a commercialised landscagigg as ‘mouthpieces’
still guides the direction of China’'s newspapews Joth party and the popular
press (Lee, 2015: 117). The General AdministratibRress and Publication
of China, and the Ministry of Information Industwy China work together,
as regulatory bodies by ‘using a variety of manag@ntools’ to oversee
newspaper publication (ibid). Besides ‘controlliofigownership, registration
of publications’, regulating ‘areas and method ribstions’, and over
editorial staffs; those bodies also ‘manage contents’ of new productions by
prohibiting certain information from being publishein advance of
publication, encouraging self-censorship, and enigr punishments if
unsuitable information is published (Lee, 2015:)120l these mechanisms
are installed to ensure the newspapers are careégulated to stand in the
line with the CCP, and to maintain ideological ¢ohtAs a result, even
though both party and popular newspapers are inmeket for financial
benefits, they are still regulated to maintain fcdi attachment to the party

regime.

On the other hand, scholars have also shown tresetlstructural and
regulation controls are not so strict that voicé$erknt to those of the
government cannot be heard. Scholars have indith#eclthough the mass
media has not been politically liberalised, oves tkecades, mass media,
especially news media has been informative, hatdypeeflected public
concerns, can form some level of public opiniord ean criticising the local
level governments. For example, in her 2011 artidleang (2011: 104)

indicates that the policy towards mass media i®imgng more ‘relaxed’, in
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the sense that they have gained more ‘bargainimgepdo ‘negotiation and
accommodation with the state’. The mass media @gtans’ ability to be
more ‘infotainment’ and to report breaking newsgts@as ‘natural disasters
and accidents’ that are intimately related to aedynindividuals’ lives, have
increased in the last decades. But she also whaatstopics such as human
rights, religions, protests, violence eruptions faistration and ethnic
problems, especially in Tibet and Xinjiang, soaues and conflicts that are
perceived to threaten the CCP’s legitimacy or thigipal system do not gain
from such relaxed policies’ (Zhang, 2011: 115). i@marguments have been
made Tai (2014: 186) who in her 2014 article sutgyésat the CCP ‘is
gradually adjusting its censorship practices fragstnicting unfavourable
reports to a strategy of “conditional public opmiguidance™, and ‘[O]ver
the years, the propaganda apparatus has banned repeets and guided
more of them’. The article also found that the cargovernment has tried to
‘fight against the widespread corruption and fakirof governance,
encourage journalists to write exposes of the nmabeur of local officials’
(Tai, 2014: 190)’. But at the same time, ‘CCP tetadban news that directly
threatens the legitimacy of the regime’ (ibid). Wttreese findings indicate is
that it is necessary to acknowledge the limitedpgetitive contributions the
mass media has made towards political communicatioound certain issues,
but such contributions are still far from being ealib lead to public

expressions that directly challenge the CCP govemrand the regime.

As Zhao puts it, the overall situation in Chinahass media sector can be
summarized as having ‘not emerged as an indepepdélit sphere outside
the Party/state apparatus proper’, and ‘currenéldgwments’ in China ‘have
not given much promise for the emergence’ of aréilhg political
communication model (Zhao, 1998: 151-152). Buhiidd also be noticed
that, within such a system, there are spaces reRpression of political

views, although only in a limited way.

81



2.1.2 New Media

The Chinese government’s principles with regardscdatrolling digital
media, and in particular, the Internet, is not catioally different to those in
place for mass media. Digital media is allowedgerate in a market-oriented

way, but control of its structures and contentsaias with the government.

Scholars like Kalathil and Boas (2003:15), Qiu (200®2) and Zheng (2008:
4) have argued that the Chinese government’s @gtttowards digital media
is contradictory: on the one hand, it has been @agpng the physical
expansion of the network and Internet-driven indufstlr economic purposes
while on the other hand, it is also afraid that tle&tively free online
information flow could lead to the liberalisatiohpmlitical communications
that challenge its legitimacy. This fear was reioéal through observing the
characteristics of online communications and theadyics of China'’s early

net-users’ online debates on political issues.

The Internet is believed by some optimists to beoutrollable, because
online information is stored in a network that is open, fluid and transformable;

so principally speaking, once a piece of informaigavailable online, it can
go into the ‘endless reconfiguration’ in the ‘mu#lyered and decentralized’
network, and cannot be completely removed (Casg€D4: 12). Thus,
traditional censorship whereby pieces of infornratice removed or blocking
individuals’ access to particular platforms or imf@tion, has not been
effective in controlling online information flow.His is because removing one
piece of information from one particular node ie tietwork will not affect
the availability of the information through othevdes in the network. Also,
the Internet can break down physical and nationalindaries, since
principally speaking, the whole world could shdre same net. Regulating
online information, not generated by domestic udmrs by global ones
constitutes a considerable challenge for nationddlip authorities. Those
wanting to apply national laws and monitors magfirhard to deal with this
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loss of national boundaries (Castells, 2004: 168).

Because of having above mentioned features, wheintbrnet first started
to be used by a handful of Chinese individuals,d&eentralised and fluid
architectures of the Internet had indeed contrithtbecreate liberal political
communications. Scholars observe that when a feimeSh elites became
net-users in the first 6 years after the formah&duof the Internet, they indeed
gained a lot more freedom to access informationtartebate, than through
mass media. Such freedom had led to more libemranaanications about
political matters among early net-users, who turtiesm into deliberative
debates, which allowed them to problematize Chipaltical system, the
role of the CCP, and to express their concernssistedy in 2003 observes
‘the booming of the non-official and non-commercratbs, such as ‘online
BBS forums, digital archives’, providing Chineseopke with a different
‘forum for debating current affairs’ and expressitngir diverse political
thoughts, which cannot be achieved through othemgoof media’ (Lee,
2003:16). Li also observes that from 1997 to 2008line political
communications in China had been based on telrssebBBS and web-based
liberal BBS forms. By referring to Prochaska’s stud argues that “[M]any
of the early BBS operators and users were frorsadle&l elite —well-educated,
well-paid and well-read. They were ambitious tcateea new public culture,
explicitly aiming for civic virtue, which ‘enshrirgefree institutions outside

the state’™ and ‘[D]emocracy was a major appeapalitical communications

in this period (Li, 2010: 67).

Observing those liberal communications, from 2@08,Chinese government
started to tighten up its control over online poéit communications. It
established a regulatory framework that installsticds over the physical
structure of the network and accessibilities to the Internet; regulates and
controls online services providers, including Intrbusiness companies and

websites administrators; and regulates and censors online information. To
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ensure the successful functioning of such a framlewioe SAPPRFT and the
Ministry of Industry and Information Technology (M) act as the two main
ministry-level regulatory bodies, who establish amgintain the legal

frameworks for ‘examination, approval, supervisemd administration of
internet publishing services’ (China Business Resyi2016). Under their

regulations, any domestic companies or organisatieho intend to offer

services related to the new media, including thwalse offer online services
and who provide the physical networks, need toyafipla license from the
regulatory bodies (Harwit and Clark, 2001: 388)r Fareign companies,
especially non-Chinese based websites, which carbeot effectively

controlled or regulated by domestic laws, stridbimation barriers are set
up to restrict access by domestic users. Websies-hcebook, Twitter and
Youtube are all examples of sites that are sulbgelstocking (Goldsmith and
Wu, 2008: 92-93, see also O’'Rourke et. al, 2007Cl2yton et. al, 2007: 72-
74). By doing so, the technological ability to pide/ the basic network for
the new media can only be given by the Chinesergavent, and the ability
to structure online platforms that can publish addtribute online

information can only be approved by the public attly. Thus the entire

network is controlled within the party regime.

Also within this system, service providers are tatpd to be self-responsible
for the information that is published and transddrria their networks. If a
particular IP or a particular website is found tmtain sensitive and harmful
information, then the service provider facilitatdss IP or the website
administers will need to take actions to assistdtiaée monitoring body to
censor. Such a responsibility is linked with seevigroviders’ economic
benefits, as if they fail to self-regulate and-slhsor, their licenses could be
revoked, websites could shut down, or they couldiien a fine (Li, 2010:
69). For companies who provide information techgglservices, to avoid

financial loss, the revoking of their license onet punishments, Wang and
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Hong report that in 2000, “Over 300 Chinese Inteimesiness users [had]
reportedly signed’ a voluntary pledge entitled,Public Pledge on Self-
Discipline for the China Internet Industryincluding Google, Yahoo!,
Microsoft, AOL, and other international corporatsgfwang and Hong, 2010:
73). They suggest that these companies “have cethplith China’s ‘self-
censorship’ laws”, in order to stay in China’s nmedrko gain economic

benefits.

For website administrators who provide platformsdioline communications,
self-regulation and self-censorship are also paverfarwit and Clark (2001
395) indicate ‘[S]Jome ICPs have admitted they atyivheck the content put
on web pages’, to make sure contents in their websire not too ‘political’
or sensitive. In a study of self-censorship onraSoom, one of the biggest
portals in China, Ji (2014: 62) indicates that Siaa an internal monitoring
body whose monitoring behaviours are conductechture self-regulation
and self-censorship are effectively in place to ticdnall information
published and transformed on their websites. Tbdylactively censors and
blocks sensitive key words (such as naming ofeaeér) on a daily basis, to
ensure no sensitive information can be publishedcoessed through Sina
(ibid). It also monitors users’ activities, in orde react quickly and
effectively. If any Sina users publish oppositioaakensitive opinions, they
could be removed, and if needed, access is blofdkegarticular users (Ji,

2014: 63-64).

Besides service providers and websites, indivithe#lusers are also targets
within this regulation framework. Individuals arequired to conform to
national and website level regulations regardirigrmation and behaviours
that they are prohibited from engaging with. Ifythmiblish opinions that are
regarded by the monitoring bodies as sensitivar tggnions are removed,
their access to the websites can be blocked, agid @lccounts on those

websites can be closed down. Moreover, the inttolois of the IP address,
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allows regulatory bodies to identify the physiaatdtion of individual net-
users. Such a location enables the authority ®sathe individual who has
published ‘sensitive’ information, and bring an lio# legal prosecution
against them. An example of this, as illustrated3mydsmith and Wu (2008:
88), is Liu Di, who was regarded by the authorgyeapressing opinions that
were ‘detrimental to state security’. She has heeated, arrested and sent to
jail.

A more recent method in the public authority’ s aifcontrolling individual
net-users is real-name registration in online compations. This especially
affects microblog users, one of the largest useumg in China’s online
communications, aiming to require all microblog ngséo be real-name
registered. The Chinese authority has stated hlegturpose of registration is
to encourage net-users to take responsibility Heirtonline expressions, to
reduce rumours and linguistically violent attaalesulting in a ‘purification’
of the online environment (China Internet lllegaffdrmation Reporting
Centre, 2012). But for scholars who study such lecyat more crucially
functions as ‘a tool that the Chinese governmees & prevent Internet users
from criticizing government officials or publicizingovernment corruption’
(Lee and Liu, 2016: 16). The intention is to managenymity in online
debates: because on the one hand, it allows therdtytto effectively control
net-users, since they can monitor the real iderdffyhe users rather than
monitoring anonymous online accounts, so accolaride linked directly to
the real person. On the other hand, it has eskadisa sense of ‘being
monitored and controlled’ for the negers; by knowing they are watched by
the authority, net-users’ intentions and courageexpress challenging
opinions can be curtailed. Although the enforcenoén¢al-name registration
has not been totally effective, there is no douboua the controlling

intentions of the government.
With the establishment of a regulatory frameworkatwpeople can express
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and access online are heavily regulated and largstyicted, especially with
regards to public debates around political isssesh as discussions around
Tibet, around the 1989 student movement, or palitigendas that challenge
the CCP regime. As a result of the gradual tigimgif control, Li (2010: 67)
argues that the Internet in China has transformenh fa ‘free institution

outside the state’, into a controlled medium witthia party system.

However, increasing control of the Internet doelsmean, or at least has not
yet led to the total disabling of deliberative pohl communications through
the Internet. The next section will move to discudsat kinds of debates
around what kind of political matters still exist China’s online worlds,

despite the restrictions described in this section.

2.2 Online Political Communication, Three Types of

Contentious Debates, and Linguistic Violence

2.2.1 The Contentious Characteristics of Online Comunications in

China

The government’s multiple levels and methods oftmdrand censorship
indeed place restrictions on online political conmications in China. The
guestion investigated here is within this contextantrol, whether or not,
and if so, how, Chinese net-users resist theseaientor scholars like Tai
(2014, 206), the fight’ for Chinese net-users foore liberal expression in
such a context, is difficult. But being difficuls inot the same as being
impossible. Yang (2009: 1) argues that there ansléading images of the
Chinese Internet’ whereby ‘because of governmetmétrnet control,

Chinese Internet users do nothing but play’. Suchisconception largely
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ignores the ‘real struggle’ of Chinese people. ME®LO: 501) also suggests
that Chinese online debates cannot be oversinglience there are ‘very
diverse activities taking place in Chinese cyberspamany of which
contribute to a more inclusive communication enwingnt without pursuing
overt political agendas’. These scholars show thatlerstanding the
restrictions imposed by government regulations @rsorship is necessary,
but at the same time, political communication inrahdoes exist and needs
to be acknowledged. An analysis of China’s onlinétijgal communications
can only be accomplished by understanding bothazehip and the dynamics

of them.

To understand these dynamics, this research useg'sYg2009: 1)
conceptualisation of the ‘contentious charactedmine political debates, as
the ‘result of interaction of multiple forces’. Tleententious characters help
to understand the dynamics of online political camioations in China
because they draw together a picture that incladesnly the crucial actors’
involvement in the communication, but also the riatéons among them.
‘Contentious’, this research interprets as debat@#ls contentions. They
occur as participants in these debates hold diffemnagterests, needs and
agendas, which are expressed and exchanged ore gulatforms, not so
much for the purpose of consensus-seeking, but rfooréhe purpose of
announcement: to announce the existence of coatsntand to tell other
participants what they problematize and dis-agréé.Whe aim is not
necessarily to reach the most reasonable or rdtiwgament through debate,
but rather, to reinforce the differences in theddifcal opinions, and to
compete their opinions. The ‘forces’ that form thieractions in contentious
debates, this research argues, are individual sessuand the public
authorities, as the founding elements in onlinéipgal communications, who
generate and exchange contentious opinions. Thasees can be further

categorised according to their political agendasthgir online/offline status,
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while authorities can be subdivided into localjoral and even international
levels. The interactions and contentions will vegpending on the specific
participants that are involved in a particular debaBy studying the
expressions, interactions and concerns raised ghralifferent types of
contentious debates, it is possible to demonswaet and how individuals

are debating online within the context of censgrshi

In Yang'’s discussions of the contentious characte@hina’s online political
communications, he identifies that although issfe®ntentions are multiple,
still roles and behaviours of the government aeentiost major sources that
causes contentious debates, and the governmentsechoth the domestic
and foreign ones (Yang, 2009: 56). By having thenéstic and foreign
governments as major sources, three types of ciimiisrdebates frequently
occurring in China’s online political communicat®onThe first type is
contentious debates between individuals and locakhtional governments,
as individuals problematize governmental behaviairdocal or national
level, while the government wants to control or age with such
problematization. The second type is debate betwssikiduals and non-
domestic authorities, when Chinese net-users prwddiee foreign nations,
international organisation or particular individsiabehaviours that they
consider offend their nationalistic interests amtbgons. The third type is
debates among individuals with different politiegendas. Central to their
competitions of opinions is conflicting thoughtswirds the Chinese
government and the political system, while the emstiemocratic systems

and governments are often used to compare the §thoree with.

2.2.2.1 Contentious Debates as Government-Publicr@ggle

Yang (2009) identifies the struggle between goveminand public as the
main source of contentious debates in China’s ergwiitical communication,

but the types and topics of these debates is chgnginder the pressure of
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state censorship, debates with democratic appelatianates about ‘human
rights’ issues can be judged by the monitoring esdis directly challenging
the state, and thus are unlikely to enter or renmaihe public domain (Yang,
2009: 56). But topics such as rights defence, Igoaernment corruption and
power abuses, and environmental pollution and ptiote, especially those
that are related to the failure of specific goveentrpolicies, can be discussed
online, and are more ‘likely to have some degreedlitical tolerability’
(Yang, 2009: 55). This shows that, despite cengorghe Internet still
provides a platform for individuals to challenges t&hinese government.
Increasing control mechanisms and censorship hatventirely removed the
space for political debates, nor entirely silenakgbolitical communications
that challenge the government. Rather, while affett reducing the levels
of resistance, to prevent individuals from direatlyallenging the central
party regime, spaces have opened up in which iddals can express
disagreement with local public authorities, discpadicular issues that are
within the political system, and help the regimenprove itself rather than

attempt to overthrow it.

Although different from debates with democratic epis that directly
criticize the ‘formal politics of the state’ (Men2010: 503), these contentious
debates between individuals and government argqadlly valuable. In these
spaces, individuals do not attempt to challengepibléical system or the
legitimacy of the CCP party, but they do expressrtbpinions, concerns and
disapproval towards local government. This kind débate enables
individuals to deliberatively engage into politic@mmunications, to resist
the local authority, and to a certain extent, pespure on local government
to adjust their actions to best serve local pespie&eds. Because of this,
debates in this type becomes the most common fbrordentious debate in

China’s online political communications.
Among contentious online debates between indivilwald the Chinese
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government, environmental issues such as the ‘qnatests’ against the
‘industrial pollution of water sources and ‘urbanvigonmental activism’
(Yang, 2009: 34), are among the most popular topicecent years. When
debating these issues, contention often occursdaetvwndividuals and the
local public authority, and are represented aggeonal problem, which the

national public authority distances itself from.

‘Localised’ environmental debates (Ho, 2001: 89Fgdimes major because it
is a shared concern between Chinese individuals @hithese central
government. Attentions are drawn from the publaesias environmental
problems intimately link and seriously impact odiinduals’ daily lives, and
becomes an area that Chinese individuals trulyeonabout, and have strong
desires to express their opinions around (Wong328ang and Calhoun,
2007:212, Stalley and Yang, 20@étentions are also drawn from central
government side, Ho (2001: 914) suggests that tlneSe central
government put the radically worsen environmen€hna is ‘high on the
political agenda’, and discussions around envirarntaleprotection are
frequently published by the government. But stogpire environment from
getting even worse, was beyond its capability (#aQ1: 914). One of the
biggest cause of this lack of capability, as Ya2@00), and Wong and Chan
(1996), indicate is that at the local authoritydewenvironment is not the
priority. Local authorities often enjoy certain &% of autonomy in drawing
up local development plans and when doing so, inegpy consideration will
tend to be economic rather than the environmenerdibre, although
environmental protection may be high on the pdlitiagenda of central
government, this has been hard to enforce or geatishe local level. In this
instance, central government has realised and eaged that the public can
act as a monitoring force at the local level, tachathe local authority’s
environment-related behaviours. This opens up paees for the public to

discuss their environmental concerns at local lavehe public domain, to
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identify local environmental problems, and to ofngan grassroots
environmental activities against regional polluti@ut as Ho (2001: 914)
points out, while the government wants individualgesist local policies that
cause environmental problems, it ‘fears the lossooitrol over society’ and
does not want to see environmental protests groimioga nation-wide social

movement that could threaten the CCP regime.

With the spread of the Internet, contentious debabetween local
government and the public around environmental eorscare growing, but
the localised feature remains. Huang and Yip'systudthe Xiamen anti-PX
environmental protest is a good illustration ofstHn 2008, Xiamen locals
considered the local government’s plans for a Ptgpylene, PX for short)
factory as environmental unfriendly, since the kiésges from the factory
were regarded as toxic to the waterways and thesghere. The locals
argued that the local government’s plans faileédddress their need for a
green living environment, and asked that the plarabolished. As public
concern increased, local government tried to sédahese voices of dissent
by forbidding all local mass media to report these concerns; so the Internet
became the central ‘information-hub’ (Huang and,YgD12: 214) for
individuals to express their opinions, exchangenmiation, identify like-
minded people, expand influence and organise effictivities. By turning
to the Internet, individuals found an arena in whio organise a counter-
discourse with which to fight the local governmerdecisions, and through
which to try to engage non-local mass media to ntef@ir concerns at a
national level. It is also through use of the in&t that Xiamen locals were
able to organise offline protests in the form otausal walk’ and forced
Xiamen government to ‘announce the suspensioneoptbject’ (Huang and
Yip, 2012: 210). Whilst local government was laygetiticized in Xiamen,
the national public authority did not feature muchheir debates. Instead,

the debate remained a regional one between lodaliduals and the local
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government. And just as the local government wasphmary target of
criticism, it was the local government that inityatried to censor public
debate and finally it responded to public pressume suspended the plans to

build the factory.

2.2.2.2 Online Nationalism with Multidimensional Catentions

Another key source of contentious character in &hironline political
communication is online nationalism. The politicatigin of online
nationalism is nationalistic thoughts, and the imé¢ is the platform where
such thoughts are expressed. These communicatemsbe regarded as
contentious when international figures such asraiga government or an
international organisation are criticised for babavs that are regarded as
harming a nationalist agenda; this kind of nationalism can also manifest in
criticisms directed at Chinese governments behasithat are regarded as
failing to protect China’s national interests. @eli nationalism is also
regarded as a source of contention because whenduals express their
disapproval of, or opposition towards, actions @ws seen as threatening
their nationalist sensitivities, the exchanges @ften charged emotionally,

expressed as aggression or anger (Kadar et al; 3043354).

Nationalism’s popularity, as Yang (2009: 56) obgsris due to it helping to
fill the ideological vacuum in China’. Since theform era, China has
experienced a gradual crisis of hegemonic commudesblogy, so that

communism is no longer the single ideological behat holds all Chinese
people together. As individuals have started toertakir own choices, adopt
alternative views, different standpoints and agenthee belief and faith in the
communist central government has been eroded ([1i8g4: 37-52, Lin,

2006: 238-239, Zhao, 1998:289). While individualavé sought new
ideological beliefs outside of communism, the Chaagovernment has

sought to regain ideological control; nationalism has been a shared choice for
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the government and large numbers of Chinese ing@sd As a part of
regaining ideological control, the Chinese governirteas instigated state-
led nationalism, which as Zhao (1998: 293) putfidentifies] the party with
the nation’ and ‘makes criticism of the party liae unpatriotic act’. In this
state-led nationalism, the CCP has tried to estlalslisense that it is the only
legitimate leadership of China, and that only urtderdeadership of the CCP,
will the national interests of China be protectiedthis sense, the CCP has
been described leading the nation and its peoptber than governing it
(Mitter, 2005, Gries, 2004, Tang and Darr, 2012)thee same time, popular
nationalism has also developed in China at thesgpass level, which may or
may not include support for the CCP, but which ¢sissof loyalty towards
China as a nation, with its own *historical’ andiltral heritages’ (Wu, 2007:
8, Zhao, 2004: 191, Yu, 2014: 1176-1178). It isaanalism which puts an
emphasis on ‘patriotism’ (Cong, 2009: 832) towdttkna as the motherland
that all Chinese people should be proud of, anteptdrom segregation and

foreign invasions.

With both state-led and popular nationalism becgmmmajor sources in
China’s ideological battlefield, Chinese individsiahave become highly
concerned about Chinese national interests, aschtét8 become an area of
politics that the government allows or even encgesandividuals to engage
with. Cong (2009: 839) observes that nationalifticughts are the most
actively expressed political opinions in contemppr@hina, in the ‘most
radical way’, and the Internet has become the nmogortant platform, for
problematizing issues with regards to China’s matiointerests, and
expressing thoughts, opinions and emotions witlonalistic appeals. Liu
(2006: 153) argues that ‘online discursive strugglaow that the internet
serves as a key site for Chinese nationalism-fretovs. It has been used by
individuals with nationalist views to express aswburse of dissent’ (Liu,

2006: 145) towards a foreign country (in Liu’s studlapan) and towards the
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Chinese government. It has also been used forodrse of action’ (Liu, 2006:
149), whereby individuals organise and preparefidher actions such as
offline protests. Adding to Liu’s observation, Cepper points out that the
Internet not only allows like-minded nationalistsitientify themselves, to
express opinions, and to organise offline protesta much larger scale but
also facilitates a ‘competitive arena in which glarties —diasporas,
governments, minorities, majorities, individualgdc.e— can compete to
represent their own brand of nationalism (Culpepp20l2: 201).

Furthermore, competing parties can react to eabbrand influence one
another’s conceptions of national identity’ (ibidn the exchange and
competition between nationalist views and actiom®ugh the Internet,

online nationalism has become one of the most itapbfora for nationalist

expression in China.

Contentions showed through online nationalism ardtiple. The most
fundamental one is anger and disapproval expraesexds foreign nations,
mostly Japan and US (Kang, 2013, Liu, 2006, Zzh&022 Shirk, 2007), as
those are the countries whose actions have beamsamost often threating
China’s national interests; thus Chinese online nationalists use the Internet to
voice their concerns. Online nationalistic contemsi can be developed as
some nationalists judging China’s current politisgstem as failing to best
serve the national interests, and believe thatthmbugh democratization and
replacing the current authoritarian regime can @hinnterests be better
served; their hope is ‘that nationalism as a social movement can work as a
force to push democracy forward’ (Cong, 2009: 83®)like the previous
group, they will not only criticise foreign natidrisehaviours if they are
regarded as harming China’s interests, but wilb alsticise the CCP as
inadequate and incapable of addressing nationadistls. But certainly, not
all nationalistic expression is critical of the gorment. In large part, as Hyun

and Kim observe ‘public use of the Internet for ifpchl expression
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contributes to sustaining the existing Chinesessystaither than undermining
it’ (Hyun and Kim, 2015:775). Indeed, some natigstalmay support the CCP,
believing it has successfully protected China’samatl interests, and will

only criticise or disapprove of the behaviour ofeign nations. Some may
even see the nation of China and the Chinese tgowarnment as one and
the same, and thus offer their patriotic loyalty aoly to the nation but also

to the government.

The value of contentious debates in the contexinihe nationalism is that
it enhances public participation in political dedmtallow individuals to be
active in politics-related debates, and enablethe@tive expressions of
political opinions. The various aspects of deba&esund nationalism
demonstrates the complexity and dynamism of palittbommunications in

China.

2.2.2.3 Contentious Debates among Different Agendas

Disagreements between individuals with differentitipal agendas also
contribute to contentious characters in China’s inenl political

communications. Among the many political issues cwhpeople hold
different agendas with, debates around Chineséiqablsystem and the role
of the Chinese government is still the main onent€ations often and
frequently occur between individuals with anti-Gégse government and
system agenda, and those who support Chinese gogatrand question
western democratic systems. As opposed to traditkypes of public debate
with democratisation appeal, in which disagreemwith China’s non-

democratic system is debated as a shared conaeatl fearticipants in the
debates; in debates among individuals with different agendahina’s non-
democratic system becomes a topic around whichvichaials holding

different opinions can engage with one another.ddmpetition between the

two sides may not necessarily be about reachirageement about the most
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reasonable argument about or evaluation of the &Skirsystem, but more
about an opportunity for individuals to proclaimdareinforce their own

political standpoint as different from the imposleelgemonic voice. The
Internet offers that opportunity by providing threaa in which those different

opinions to express and exchange.

Contentious debates between people who hold tloegeasting perspectives
are important to China’s online political communioas because they
demonstrate that Chinese individuals are no longéormly informed by

certain hegemonic values but have become moreectelf-determined in

their political agendas and opinions, and are ahtwilling to express and
debate them in the public domain. Thus, hegemalices are being replaced
by debate, and the diversity of political opinicarsd agendas in China are

made visible.

Political contentions among different political agas are the ideological
sources for online political communication of thefhose contentions
publicly appear in China’s public domain as reswitshe decline of the
hegemonic communist value. But this is not to dst different political
agendas and ideologies did not exist before tls&sdn communist ideology.
Yang and Le (2009), Zhao (2008), Xie, Li, and L®12) and Rosker (2014)
all point out that different political agendas haleays existed in Chinese
society, including liberalism, communism and trexhal Chinese ideologies
such as Confucianism. Among them, liberalism androonism were
introduced to China in the T9century, when some of the nation’s
intelligentsia tried to use western political idegikes to reform the nation (Liu,
2000: 49-50, Cheng, 2008: 384-387, Wei, 2010: 56-Although the CCP
won the civil war and established a communist regimnd although it
cracked down on alternative political ideologieghe Cultural Revolution,
alternative political agendas never totally disaggpd. Then in 1979, the

reforms embraced liberal thinking as far as theon& economy was
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concerned, and the nation re-connected with theewesvorld, liberalism
and private political preferences towards libeehdcracy re-asserted itself,
gradually becoming once again one of the most emiiial political agendas

among Chinese individuals (Wang, 2013a: 188-194 2000: 54-56).

What the crisis of hegemonic communist ideologyid in is the possibility
of publicly accessing, expressing and exchangiagdhlifferent agendas, and
discussing China’s political system through thefferént agendas, although
in a limited way. As Nathan and Shi (1996: 522cdss, state control over
ideology ‘weakened’ in the reform era, so ‘publititade diversified, new
ideological alignments took shape’. With those ndeological alignments
came the beginnings of public debate. Goldman (2669) observed that ‘a
degree of pluralistic discourse and openness tgnrideas exists in China's
universities, academic journals, and think tanlstigularly in the sciences,
although these institutions are still under thetirof party officials’. Qi
(2011: 886) indicates that the difference in ida@ad political understanding
not only exist in the intellectual sphere, but ‘thebate ... has drawn in many
participants, ranged widely, and probed into soomeldmental issues facing

Chinese society today’'.

Such debates continue to grow, ‘thanks to the abtbe Internet’ (Qi, 2011:
886). Indeed, the Internet offers platforms foriwdlals to increase their
access to intellectual opinions and debates abdfteretht ideologies,
particularly about liberal democracy and China’sxaystem. Those opinions
and debates are a demonstration of the fact teat thre different agendas
and ideologies to choose from and compare with. eSamividuals may
therefore choose to become online nationalistschivhas been discussed in
the previous section. While others may continualign themselves with
China’s Marxist tradition and argue that China'ditpzal system has to be
recognised for its uniqueness in a global contéxt.online political

communications, they may support a pro-CCP agebeigving that the
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social and political struggles in China should ésoived within the existing
system, they may be sceptical about western detnopditical systems and
may argue against democratisation in China (FreesmanYuan, 2012: 65-
71, Song, 2009: 85-94). Others are influenced lirél thinking and have a
pro-democracy agenda. As Liu (2000: 49-50) notesse individuals ‘are
dedicated to resistance to repression, respectinfdividual worth and

freedom, and the promotion of liberal democratistitations’. In online

debates, they question the foundational politigatesm in China, as having
failed to serve individuals’ needs and interestseylask for recognition of
personal, political and economic liberty and hunmayhts, challenge the

legitimacy of the CCP and seek the systematic deatisation of China.

When individuals with different agendas come togethiebates occur in
which they express and exchange oppositional amdpeting opinions,

particularly about the political system in Chin&eTmost highly contentious
is between those with a pro-Chinese system/Wesdemocracy-sceptic
agenda, and those with a pro-Western democracyZ&# agenda (Chen,
1999, Xie, Li and Li, 2012, Goldman, 2009, Qi, 2)™ue to fundamentally
conflicting political beliefs. The continual andeh aggressively competitive
debate between the two agendas through the IntBaseted to increased
polarisation. Tong and Lei (2013: 299) describe Ititernet, especially the
microblogsphere, as becoming a ‘battlefield’ fowar of positions’, in which

the already divided Chinese individuals develop amshsolidate their
divisions. They observe that the Liberal camp, ngtm@se with pro-Western
democracy views, is the most numerous in Chindimemicroblog spheres.
Following or being influenced by opinion leaderstire camps, who are
usually be the intellectuals, elites or celebrit@slinary individuals use the
function of comments and retweets in the microlimgromote their own

opinions, while dismissing the opposing set of \@giiong and Lei, 2013:

298-299). The smaller but still significant group individuals with pro-
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Chinese/Western democracy-sceptic views critidigeliberal agenda, label
the liberals as traitors who are overly-adoringvektern ways and admonish
them for denying the values of their own communtju’s study uses the
7.23 train accident in 2011 to illustrate the irsiéiad debate between these
two agendas. According to the author, a major emidends to give rise to
consensus on the one hand, against the officiabsfailed to address people’s
concernsand conflict on the other as people interpretahent from their
very agendas. The ‘liberals’ emphasize the ‘systefailure’ not only for
causing the incident in the first place but alse $pread of rumours in the
aftermath of the incident (Wu, 2012, 59). The wesidemocracy sceptics
argue that it is the very idea of ‘freedom of sjeétat leads to the rumours,
and that a liberal system would not solve the mobéither (Wu, 2012: 59).
Wu concludes that in the aftermath of the 201htaacident, individuals with

different agendas ‘took sides on the debate’ (ibid)

The three types of contentious debates discussea ave not the only types
in China’s online political communications, butytee the three most major
and crucial one. Not only in the sense they arguieatly occurring in the
online debates, but also as reviewed above, majesthave identified and
discussed them as key features of China’s onlihigéigad communications.
They show that even under strict censorship, tlaeee levels of public
engagement in political debate in China. It invdeademics not to generalise,
but to interpret specific political debates in Giin online political
communications, so the changing dynamics and diyes$ China’s online

communications can be analysed and discussed.

The identifications of these three types of debates have methodological
importance, as they provide examples of politicglics debated online in
China. Considering the number of online public deb&hat take place daily
in China, any attempt to carry out an empiricatigtthat includes all of them
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would be overly ambitious, over-generalised, if mppossible. Thus, a more
explicit way to study them is through adopting aecatudy approach, which
allows the research to focus on major and cruciahmles of debate and
carry out empirical and systematic analysis of thérhile the three debates
illustrated above, demonstrate major, crucial andtemporary political
contentions and concerns in China’s online politm@anmunication. They
offer basic guiding categories, from which selati@f case studies can be
drawn from. Guiding by them, this thesis therefftmeuses on debates that
involve the following concerns and contentions: domtention caused by
environmental issues between individuals and government; online
nationalism in which individuals are critical of reagn or domestic
governments; and debates between net-users with pro-Chinese
system/Western democracy-sceptic and pro-Westenod@acy/anti-Chinese
system agenda. The selection of the individualsased in this research will

be discussed further in the methodology chapter.

2.2.2.4 Linguistic Violence in China’s Online Polical Communications

The previous section identified the debates in $eoftopics and concerns.
This section discusses types of language that ishaids have used when
expressing and exchanging contentious views in nenlipolitical
communications. Analysing language usage is crufistly because, as
argued previously in this thesis (see section 13),.language is the founding
element for the communications among individualss lthrough language
that opinions are voiced, understood and responded to; so from studying
language usage, it is possible to not only undedstahat individuals are
debating, but also how they are debating. Analysanguage usage is also
important because language is a key feature comtrlio the contentious
nature of the online political communication in @4&jin that language is not
only being used to form consensus-seeking ratiargalmentsbut rather, to
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commit linguistic violence in that individuals uséusive terms to swear,
label, offend and attack people holding differeietms to their own, and use
aggressive language to express their anger angpi®al towards the

government.

The phenomenon of language being used to comnguibtic violence in
contentious debates has already been touchedtbe gliscussions of online
nationalism (See section 2.2.2.2). The linguisimlence that Kadar et al
(2013: 344-354) observe in terms of the frequentafsabusive language to
attack, and to exchange radical positions and agy® views, can be
observed not only in online nationalism but alsthiose contentious debates
between pro-Chinese system/Western democracy-isseptd pro-Western
democracy/anti-Chinese system agenda. Tong an(2Q&B: 300) note that
in the ‘war of positions’ between the two agendascasm and humiliation
are used, with individuals from both sides of thrguanent calling each other
‘50-cents’ party (. 3%)’ or ‘direction-guiding party 47 % ) respectively.
The former implies that the pro-Chinese are notingi their true opinions,
but are being paid a pittance (50 cents) to be nlmaithpiece for the
governmentwhile the latter effectively accuses the Libexdbeing traitors
who betray their motherland and welcome foreignagion. Rather than
engaging in rational debate, the two sides use lratmg terms to label the
other, and use swear words and abusive languagstdok people with

opposing views to their own.

Linguistic violence is not being committed in is@ld cases, but rather, has
become a common feature of China’s online politicammunication.
Scholars have approached this phenomenon fronrelitfgperspectives. For
example, Li (2010: 73) argues that a ‘tendencyettsationalism nurtured by
plebeian curiosity and parochial imagination’ is rendikely rather than a
rational-critical debate with democratic appeaid Yang (2003b: 473-474)

suggests that ‘online discourse can be very unciafld to change such
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uncivil discourses into ‘a meaningful discussidtakes time and practice to
gain these skills’. Both of them see the use @juistic violence as a negative
trend in China’s online political communicationghieh is turning rational-
critical debates, into ‘uncivil’, ‘abusive’ and sgational’ arguments, a trend
seen by Yang as an ‘obstacle’ to the developmer@hofha’s online public

sphere, while seen by Li as a decline in onlinétipal debate.

Kadar et al. by contrast, see the use of abusimestand ‘verbal aggressions’
as providing an important resource for the analgkiatergroup interactions
in China’s online political debates. While Meng {2689) argues that
‘Chinese netizens face the additional barrier afeaentralized censorship
scheme that combines coercive measures (e.g. rigeletsts, arresting
dissidents, etc.) with self-censorship. The costasiing part in activities
directly challenging the authority of the governmenthe Party can be very
high for internet users in China’. Under such amnstiances, net-users tend to
twist their language in playful and ironic ways, ‘@s stylistic means of

‘smuggling ideas past a censor” (Meng, 2011:39).

What Meng and Kadar et al. show is that the phemomeof linguistic
violence should not be dismissed simply as an olesta online political
communication, but rather as a tendency that isthyoof examination.
Because, although the words being used may bewvaarsdl humiliating, still,
the political reasons that contribute to individuasing them, and the political
functions they fulfil in terms of the expressiong amntention, are not
meaningless. Linguistic violence does not simpligethrough individual
deliberative choice, but is caused by the enviramroé political censorship
in China. It offers Chinese individuals a mechanigith which to speak their
anger and opposition towards the public authoriggstrol or any other
political concerns and survive under censorshipalysing the power
relations that created by such a specific usagetangolitical impact of it is

critical for understanding online political commaaiion in China.
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Thus, this research sides with Meng and Kadar.ah akgarding linguistic

violence as a crucial feature of online politicabdte in China. When it
comes to the language element of the public sphezaesearch will discuss
how this feature contributes to the structure @ ¢imline public sphere in

China.

2.3 Debates of the Online Public Sphere in China

The above reviews of academic debates around admgprand the
contentious characters in the online political camimations under the
censorship offer theoretical context, upon whidhe tacademic studies
attempted apply the public sphere theory to anatieeonline political

communications, can be reviewed.

2.3.1 Application of the Public Sphere Theory in Cma

The public sphere theory has been applied to Chefare it has been
specifically related to the use of the Internetevhough, in current
applications, the attempts to conceptualise thmemublic sphere in China,
and to apply this theory as normative frameworlarialyse online political
communications, have demanded much higher attenbecause the mass
media sector faces tougher censorship, while therrat brings more
possibilities. This section will firstly brieflyeview the application of the
public sphere theory beyond the Internet, and thewve to discuss it with the
Internet, so a comprehensive picture of the delmtmsnd the public sphere

in China’s context can be drawn.

Cao (2006: 42) states that the public sphere frasrielWwecame popular in
China in the 90s, with the ‘new round of reformEXxamining relations
between the government, the public and the medaudn the public sphere

theory is regarded as ‘unique’ in ‘history studeesl media research’ (Cao,
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2006: 44). Wakeman (1993: 108-109) also indicatewds in the 90s,
especially when observing the 1989 Student Movemeastern scholars
started to discuss whether or not ‘we can speakthaf’public sphere in
contemporary China. Not all scholars accepted thigom of the Chinese
public sphere. Huang, for example, argued thantight want to reject the
further use’ of the public sphere theory ‘to chéedze the Chinese
phenomenon’ (Huang, 1993:224), but rather to usalae-neutral’ category
such as ‘the third realm’ as an approach to palititebate in China’s public
spaces (Huang, 1993: 225). According to him, Chirsgecific historical
context contributed to different types of statetstycrelations that could not

be conceptualised through the public sphere theory.

Despite Huang’s rejection of the public sphere thed has gained wide
acceptance and currency. Historians such as Wak€i®88) and Rowe
(1990), critically applied the historical categoof Habermas’ public
interpretation, to discuss the historical transfation of the public sphere in
modern China. The theory is also and the most egpEind as a normative
framework to discuss political communications inir@h between the
government, the media, and the public. It is pdesaind important to apply
the public sphere theory to study the political camication in China,
because as Cao puts it, the public sphere theary,help academics to
‘explain and solve modern problems’ that cannotamswered through
traditional Chinese theories (Cao, 2006: 49). Thisans with increasing
academic interests are drawn on how Chinese pubteract with its

government, the public sphere theory offers a pwwand comprehensive
framework to understand such the interactions, all as their power
relations. By applying this theory, Gu (1999) fouhina’s cultural

intellectuals who ‘actively initiated and participd’ in political

communications and ‘aimed at transforming the @gststate-controlled

public space by reclaiming its deserved autonoragnfthe party-state’ (Gu,
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1999: 390). While McCormick et al.’s study argueattpublic discourses in
the public sphere in the reformed China had expdwattel resulted in the
1989 Student Movement, as a radical form of paliticommunication to

express individuals’ needs for public ‘dialogue;agnition of autonomous
social organizations, enforcement of the constituand laws, establishing a
free press and resolving the crisis in parliam@itCormick et al, 1992: 189).
Keana’s critical discussion about the possibiligesl obstacles to applying
the public sphere theory, to ‘arrive at a workailedel that accommodates
the tensions and compromise between official caltyolicy and the

activities of producers’ (Keana, 2001: 787) in thedia sector in China.
Another example is Steinhardt’s discussions on ti@iransformation of the
media environment and policies in China have led¢oeasing ‘exposure of
protests event in China’'s public sphere’ throughssnanedia coverage

(Steinhardt, 2015a:125).

Public usage of the Internet in the Chinese congeahother significant area
of investigation which applies of the public sphtreory. Academic debates
in this area questioning not only whether it isgbke to tale of an online
public sphere(s) in China; but also apply the public theory as a framework to
study how the Chinese government is controlling twdine political
communication, how particularly issues are disadisealine, and how

particularly online sites are used by net-usergdoititating public debates.

For the discussions around the conceptualisatidheobnline public sphere
in China, there are different scholars discussimg tssue, but with no
conclusion and some people directly used this qunée describe the
communication in China. Yang’s (2003b) study isimportant example. In
this study, he suggests ‘a nascent form of pulplieese has emerged’ (Yang,
2003: 456). To understand this ‘nascent form oflipiphere’, it is necessary
to understand the ‘technical features’ of the nekywiowamely de-centralisation,

anonymity, and deliberations as well as the transétion of media policy,
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including commercialisation, liberalisation, andatstcontrol through
regulations and censorship in China. He suggesténtiernet is regarded as
providing a liberal and independent space for imlligls to engage into
political communications. Through these engagemeiiinese individuals
are ‘better informed’ and better participated padlt They not only speak for
themselves by deliberatively engaging in debatechn also take collective
action through organisations such as ‘environmegtaups and NGOSs’
(Yang, 2003b: 466). By facilitating deliberative litical debates and
organising collective civic activities, the onlipeblic sphere is emerging in
China enables the ‘articulation of social probleamsl has shown some

potential to play a supervisory role in Chinesatsl (Yang, 2003b: 474).

But at the same time, Yang also suggests it isssacg to pay attention to the
‘internal’ and ‘external’ obstacles of the onlinebtic sphere (Yang, 2003b:
473). With regards to internal ones, Yang argues timequally distributed
power relations among different participants of tlebates, and ‘uncivil’
online discourses have all limited the proper depelent of the online public
sphere in China (ibid). With regards to externasryang believes political
control could be gradually put in place by the estathich restrict liberal
political communications to prevent democratizataord overthrow of the
single-party regime (2003b: 457). And the commdiasion of the Internet
‘may reduce it to a vanity fair of commodities asgieeze out the political
action that now takes place there’ (Yang, 200318-474). He also raises the
issue of the digital divide as another economidatds, but suggests that if
China’s Internet population can ‘grow steadily’ett is hope that ‘this aspect

of the economic obstacle will lessen and not wdrGkeral).

Similar argument can be observed in Zheng and \({A066) study. They
argue that an online public sphere can be seee taking shape in China,
despite being subjected to government censorshimlaspite not leading to

‘a politically autonomous civic society in ChinZl{eng and Wu, 2006: 553).
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They further observe that the Internet is increglginsed by individuals ‘as
a new battlefield where the state and social grdigig for power and
interest’, and potentially or occasionally couldluence state politics and
policy practices (ibid). Mou et al. (2011:342) alswmggest that the
conceptualisation of the online public sphere issgae and beneficial for
understanding the online political communication€hina, since it can bring
in an analytic framework for ‘political involvemengspecially for nations
with authoritarian political systems such as Chirit they also warn that
the issue of ‘political nonparticipation’ needsh®e taken into account. They
suggest that participation rates in political conmication in China are low,
beside the issues of digital divide, even for thoke are already online, half
of them tend to remain silent rather than activetpressing any political
views. So although they have also described angsphere in China, they
argue there are more to be discussed about thetégtevhich it can engage

people (Mou et al, 2011: 342-343).

Censorship and controls from the government isterdheme that is often
discussed when applying the public sphere theoipuestigate the online
political communication in China. This theme is aggd because the
relations between the government and the publiei&ey focus of the theory,
and in the case of China, such a relation is afteaswn as a struggle between
the two sides: the government controls the Intenwatile the Chinese net-
users try to resist. Rosen (2010: 510) argues‘imaty’ scholars engaging
with the conceptualisation of the online public efghin China do hold a
‘more optimistic’ outlook while being at the sammmé very critical on the
issue of censorship. Although they see the poterittale of the online public
sphere in China, censorship and state-control reasathe central context or
pre-condition in their analysis. Thus, when thesalies speaking of the
online public sphere in China, as a space for iddals to communicate

about political matters, they also warn that tipisese is not totally free from
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government control.

Other scholars see censorship as a more seriaugs gsch as Li (2010), who
argues that while there was ‘an emergent onlinsiguablic sphere’ in China
before 2003, in which ‘Chinese intellectuals anlufigures began joining
the chorus on the web, participating in online focdi activities’. But since
2003, not only the sphere itself but also the @nfolitical communication
taking place in this sphere has been ‘jeopardizeitid state and the market'.
In this analysis, state control has been the ‘degiriactor’ (Li, 2010: 70).
Political communications have been regulated, medhamnd limited by the
state while at the same time ‘maintaining the $tgibof the online public
mood’ (Li, 2010: 71). As a result of censorshige thublic can still engage in
debate in online communications, but the topicy tthebate about and the
opinions they can express, are much restricted. Loalthough he still
describes an online public sphere in China, he #$eesinfluences and

functions of the sphere are heavily restrictedi®ygovernment.

In addition to the debates around whether it isiixds to conceptualise the
online public sphere in China, there are also stkolvho adopt a more
focused approach by applying the public sphererthes a normative
framework to examine how particular issues are wehahow particular
platforms are used, to what extent they enhanaéigablcommunication in

China and to what extent they are limited by stat&rol.

Examples of these issue-specific approaches incéiaigies by Yang and
Calhoun (2007), Chen (2010), and Sima (2011). Thekelars have applied
the public sphere framework to analyse how enviremtial discussions have
emerged in China’s online political communicatioasg how the public and
the government are interacting with regards toghesues. In applying the
framework to this, Sima (2011: 478) argues tha fossible to see a rising
‘green public sphere’ in China, as ‘Chinese enwvimental activists’

effectively use the Internet in “constructing sedfpresentation, increasing
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organisational visibility, circulating environmehtainformation or

‘greenspeak’. The concept of the public sphereised here to critically
indicate the existence of the public spaces andigdiscourses that are

emerging in China around environmental issues.

Examples of studies which adopt a platform-specifipproach are
Rauchfleisch and Schéafer (2015), and Sullivan (2048ich both focus on
the most used online interactive platform in ChiraSina Microblog.
Rauchfleisch and Schafer (2015: 139) argue that glatform ‘presents a
typology of different kinds of public spheres’. Wadopt the critique in terms
of multiple public spheres and use their analysi€hinese net-users’ usage
of the Sina Microblog to suppottiis critique. They further argue that this
platform can be seen as providing ‘thematic pudfiberes’ in which issues
that already ‘exist’ and ‘have already been ackmolged as problems by the
central government, whose existence can hardlghied’ (Rauchfleisch and
Schéfer, 2015: 144), such as environmental isssspe discussed. There
are also ‘short-term public spheres’ where ‘unetgekcevents’ can be
discussed; ‘encoded public spheres’ in which languages are ‘deliberately’
encoded to express opinions that could contain sensitive discourse; and ‘local
public spheres’ that have a more local focus (ibidheir work confirms that
the public sphere framework is beneficial in distoag political
communication in China, which though limited, stilés things to offer.
Sullivan (2012) is more sceptical about using puldphere theory to
approach Sina Microblog. He admits the potentialoshg the microblog in
China, since ‘enormous numbers, the unusually san@ active personality
of Chinese netizens, and the mistrust of officrs#loimation sources has
helped Sina Weibo become a contested force in Gaipelitics’ (Sullivan,
2012: 799). But equally he warns that such a pilatfis with ‘walls and adult
supervision’ (ibid) because Sina is still a heaegnsored platform, in which

many topics, issues and even language are monigm@densored, and thus
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discussions around those topics and issues by ukoge languages can

hardly emerge or being engaged (Sullivan, 2012).776

All the questions, themes and approaches discussedillustrate how the
online public sphere has become a significant andhndebated topic in
Chinese media studies, with a variety of issueago@ivestigated but more

remaining to be discovered.

2.3.2 Limitations of Current Debates

This research argues that there is a level ofcatitdebate generated for
applying the public sphere theory to study the ralipolitical

communications in China, but with three limitations

The first limitation is that language usage hasedtively neglected in the
public sphere framework when compared to issuepkaibrms and yet, as

has been argued previously, studies of languaggeusave an important
contribution to make in understanding online poditi communication in

China. Although scholars like Li (2010) and Yan@@3b) have touched on
the issues of linguistic violence and ‘uncivil’ dairses with specific regards
to the sphere, their observations are under degdlaghen compared to
observations regarding the topics that are discussehe sphere. Such a
focus is needed because as repeatedly arguedsithtsis, language is the
basis of the public sphere framework, and thisigdifferent in the context of

China.

The second limitation is that, in debates arourdahline public sphere in
China, power relations and interactions betweersthie and individuals are
the main if not dominant focus. Whereas the powktions and interactions
between individual net-users with different stdtase attracted less attention.
Although Yang (2003b) has warned that unequalliridisted power relations
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among different participants in the online pubpbere is an ‘internal’ (Yang,
2003b: 473) obstacle to China’s online public sphéhis obstacle remains
under investigated. This is problematic not onlgéaese focusing on power
relations is crucial if not indispensable in terofsthe analytic lenses of
equality and principally inclusivein the public sphere framewaqrkut also
because power relations among different individudEmonstrate the
dynamics and issues that characterise China’s enlipolitical
communications. Wallis (2015)’s study is an exantpkt demonstrates the
neglects of the power relations between net-usdrenwstudying online
political communications in China. By using gendelations as a specific
focus, Wallis argues that in the use of expresssuth as the ‘Grass Mud
Horse (cao ni ma, meaning ‘fuck your mother’), ‘wems body parts are
amplified in the public sphere to critique a defeztgovernment’ (Wallis,
2015: 229). She suggests that this ‘reveals tmeit8i of gender” through a
gendered dual (in)visibility’ (Wallis, 2015: 230¥et when referring to this
kind of language usage, a great number of schalarsnore interested in its
value as an ironic term to resist government cemgorof vulgar online
language (such as Meng, 2011: 44 Sullivan, 2018) i#vthe online public
sphere. Feminists critiques of gender inequalitysitated in this example
tend to be excluded from academic debates, evamgkthlmoking into such
power relations among individuals with differentnder status are equally

crucial in understanding Chinas’ online politicahemunications.

In addition to gendered power relations, anotheaciet power relation among
individuals to emerge in China’s online space ecdjrally related to the rise
of Sina Microblog as the most popular interactite n China. In their

analysis of Sina, scholars like Sullivan (2012), Y2012), and Lee and Liu
(2016) all discuss the VIP system, which Sina lzas¢hed to encourage
social and political elites and celebrities to lealiname registered. After

being recognised through their real pre-existingtust, those elites and
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celebrities are offered Sina VIP status. By intiidg categorisations based
on individuals’ pre-existing social and politicalatus, this VIP system
reinforces individual status in an environment vahi@as hitherto disregarded
it. In discussion of this system, scholars haveused on how real-name
registration could enhance state censorship (Leelan 2016, Sullivan,
2012), or how those VIPs become opinions leadersnwihdividuals are
taking sides in political debates (Wu, 2012). Byt have not been examined
in terms of what it means to the equality and issleness in terms of VIP

and non-VIP users in political debates throughShea Microblog.

The third limitation is that research on publichaarity behaviours tend to be
in terms of censorship, where the authority’s nslehat of regulator and
controller. Far less research goes beyond the is$umensorship to the
question of whether or not the Chinese public autiee would engage in
online debates, or even respond to concerns rtdisedgh the debates, and if
so, how. This is not because Chinese academics delieerately ignored
those aspects, but rather because with Internétaternightening, there are
indeed far fewer signs of engagement and respdlsetheless, Huang and
Yip (2012) have recorded in their study that Xiarad¢ocal government has
engaged with and responded to, although in a waiiteld way, local people’s
concerns over the PX factory, since the plan wapended after public
opposition. This shows that even a slight possyasi worthy of investigation.
Taking into account the complexities of censorshiglose analysis would
need to ascertain whether or not engagement apdmes can be observed,
and if so, what form they take. This will bring &w dimension into
discussions about the Chinese government’s rolé$ahaviours in China’s

online political communications.

After reviewing current debates around the onlinBlig sphere in China and
their limitations, the following section outlineket theoretical framework

used in this research.
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2.4 Research Framework

This research aims to engage with current acadeemates around the online
public sphere in China, and contribute to a disomssf the extent to which
there is an online public sphere in China’. Theotl&cal framework is based
on Habermas'’s interpretation of the online pulpblbere as formed upon three
institutional criteria-equality, problematization of unquestioned areasd
principally inclusive and as generating two political functionexpressional
functionandcorresponding functian But the application of these concepts

will be more critical and specific than in Haberrsawiginal interpretations.

The first analytic lens is thequality and principally inclusiveinstitutional
criteria. This lens focuses on the power relatidmtween different
participants in online political communication,daestion whether or not it
is possible to observe equal and inclusive comnatimic among individuals
with different status. If so, how does this conitito the structure of China’s
online public sphere and to online political commcation in China or if not,

what are the factors that restrict the criterial @at are the impacts.

This research approaches equality and inclusiveiressnline political

communication firstly by looking into the regulat® of online platforms
where debates are publicly engaged with, accessktiecome visible to all.
This approach is indispensable, because a plagamegulation defines how
it is constructed and run and it is on those rdgdlglatforms that online
political communications take place. A platform ukged with equal and
inclusive principles means that individuals can énan open, equal and

inclusive arena in which to exchange opinions; and vice versa.

Once the regulations of the online platform haverbanalysed, the second
approach used to investigate the issue of equahty inclusiveness is to
examine how participants of the debates themsegdeeseive their power

relations. This approach is necessary becausenvthibiregulated platforms,
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how the participants interpret those regulationd ase the platform will
shape the political communications that take pladew individuals
themselves understand their power relations, howy tiportray the
(in)equality and (ex)inclusiveness of online debatdfers insights into their
power relations in terms of the kind of powers thia expressed, reinforced

and constructed throughout the debates.

The second analytic lens is based onpflablematization of unquestioned
areasinstitutional criterion, along with thexpressional functianThis lens
focuses on the interactions between Chinese nes-uemed the Chinese
government, to establish whether or not individuzds problematize the
government and express their political concerns omline political
communication; if so, how this contributes to the structure of China’s online
public sphere and if not, in what ways the struetfrthe online public sphere

is restricted.

To answer the questions raised by this analytis,léns research will focus
onwhat has been said, and dow it is expressed. In terms wfatis said,
this research focuses on the topics and issuesinti@iduals in China’s
online political communication problematize as uesfloned areas, on
towards what level of governments the expressidheif opinions is directed,
and by associating with what types of roles, then€e public authority is

problematized.

In terms ofhowtopics are discussed, this research focuses gundge usage
in online political communications, and specifigallith the ‘sensational’ and
abusive tendencies — the instances of ‘linguisbtewnce’- in online debates.
It investigates the specific terms of abusive wdhdg individuals use when
expressing their opinions, and whether the abusioels are used against
individuals, organisations or the government, hdweyt are used in

communications, and how they might contribute tofimit, individuals’
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problematization of public concerns.

The third analytic lenszorresponding functignquestions how the Chinese
government controls and react to online politicamenunication in China,
and how their actions (or reactions) contributeotdimit the structure of

China’s online public sphere.

To achieve this, the research firstly examines guwent control and
censorship by studying how regulations at nati@mal websites levels are
written to define individual rights and obligatioria online political

communications. To study regulations is to study législated agreement
upon with Chinese authorities carry out their betans. This does not mean
that Chinese public authorities will always actading to those regulations,
nor that their attempted actions will be writtento the regulations, but
regulations still provide a fundamental insightoirtheir attitudes. Such a
framework also helps to establish the boundary éetwmvhat the Chinese
government considers to be sensitive and non-semsgsues, and their
intended actions in dealing with them. The researdlyses how the public
authority use regulations to reinforce, legislabel @onsolidate its control

over political communications.

This research then assesses whether or not thesehgovernment is likely
to engage with individuals in online political coamcation, or more, they
respond to concerns emerging from the online dslmteot. It will not only

analyse the government’'s engagement and respomsgd® issues and
concerns, but also assess whether and how thergoeat engages with and
responds to linguistic violence, by using what folaths and through what
ways they engage and respond, but also at whdtdégevernment (local or

national) engagement and response come from.
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Chapter Summary

This chapter discusses the censorship and contsrfeatures of the online
political communications in China. It then revieasademic studies that
applying the public sphere theory in discussing inenl political

communications in China. All those discussions tleaa to an introduction

of the research theoretical framework.
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Chapter 3. Methodology

Introduction

This research asks the questimw is the online public sphere structured in
China? and aims to use the theoretical framework prayigge public sphere
theory to study online political communication ihi@a. After reviewing the
literature, three analytic lenses have been idedtihs necessary when

applying the public sphere theory to empirical sad

1) The first is theequalityandprincipally inclusiveinstitutional criteria.
This is used to examine the power relations amafiigrent players
in China’s online political communication in orderask whether or
not communication in China’s online public sphese be carried out
equally and inclusively among different participgnand if so/not,

how.

2) The second lens, consisting of gh@blematization of unquestioned
areasinstitutional criterion and thexpressional political functions
applied to examine how Chinese individuals problieredahe Chinese
authorities. It not only asks whether or not, ameagh what issues
individuals problematize the Chinese governmerndrihine political
communication and how the roles of the authority @ortrayed and
associated, but also asks how linguistic violerscased to express

opinions, and what functions it fulfils.

3) Thirdly, the corresponding political functios used to examine the
public authority’s behaviour. Focus is not only government
regulations aimed at control and censorship but discuss whether
or not, and how public authorities engage with widiials’
problematization of concerns and their languag@eisa the public

sphere.
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A case study approach is used in this researche stnlooks at specific
expressions, discourse types, and actions useddinidual debates and
government behaviours, rather than aiming at amath@nd general picture.
Individual circumstances need to be examined irotd generate concrete
discussions. Considering the dynamics and the duaoft online debates
occurring in China every day, case study is suitdbt this type of specific

analysis.

Three cases in two online platforms have been tsgledhe reasons and
processes of selections of cases will be discugse8Section 3.1. Data
collection and empirical discussions around thesase based on the three
analytic lenses outlined above. Content analysts discourse analysis are
the two major methods used to analyse the datp@®p@riate for the three
different lenses, since these lenses focus onreliffeissues in political
communication, and ask the questions of both ‘wéretand ‘*how’, and
therefore cannot be generalised through one typgeasurement or analysis.

This will be explained more specifically in Sectid:2.

3.1 Selection of Case Studies

The three cases chosen for this research origir@ateTianya BBS and Sina
Microblog. These two sites are used not only bezdligy are the two most
popular interactive platforms in China, but alseadese they are arenas in
which large numbers of original public debates tplece around political
issues. Among them, BBSs have the longest histoGhina, and have long
been important arenas in which individuals can esppolitical opinions and
debate about political issues (CNNIC, 2011a, CNNA@10). Tianya BBS is
one of the most crucial and popular one, and has bepeatedly used by
scholars in their studies on online political conmeation and the online

public sphere in China (See for example Li, 2010; An and Yang, 2010). Tianya
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BBS is also important in its ability to continuafBcilitate major, original and
challenging political debates. As Li (2010: 65) giif Tianya BBS could be
argued to be ‘China’s most popular public forumhigh ‘has generated the
most controversial and influential online debated,an turn, has attracted
massive media exposure and public responses’ Morablog is a relatively
new platform, but its popularity and function isoging rapidly. Sina
Microblog can be seen as China’s equivalent of fBwiand since Twitter is
blocked in China, Sina Microblog has become a ssfaé replacement
(Sullivan, 2012). According to statistics from A&e¥2016), Sina Microblog
is the 3" most visited website in China, and it is also ¢imby interactive
discussions site among these top ¥iugke BBS, Sina is not only popular,
but facilitates original and first-hand public desaround political issues.
According to China’s Internet Network Informatiore@re, in 2015, 33.5%
of Chinese net-users were using microblogs, angtingary function of the
microblog is that it enables users to ‘access aagdeSthe ‘latest newsH [
#RY, ‘interested contentsM il N %¥)’, ‘specialised knowledgef &1i)’
and ‘public opinions #i& 5 \])’ (CNNIC, 2016: 57). When compared to
other interactive sites that emphasize interpetsaanections, the
microblog is characterised by political engagementyays that enable net-
users to use the platform to access, engage imxaidhnge, original political

opinions around current affairs.

3.1.1 Three Cases

This research has chosen three public debatesoticatred on these two
platforms, to conduct its analyses. The criteri@du® select the cases was a
high level of public engagement, because they detrate the topics,

concerns and issues around which individuals wetkngy and need to

3 They are: 1. Baidu.com (a search engine), 2.qq(eoservice portal), 3. Taobao.com (an
online shopping website), and 4.Sina.com.cn (amqtbeal, Sina Microblog’s owner)
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express and exchange opinions. Both websites atitaiiy generate
rankings to show the most replied/commented/reeeposts, and rankings
were tracked between September 2012 and Januady @0ilTianya BBS
this facility is referred to as ‘Ranking of Heatedsts ¢/l{i{5%)’ and on Sina
as ‘Heat Microblogs#{\| 1% #)". By observing these two ranks, debates with
the highest participation can be identified. Thisservation period was
selected not because cases before this time peroel not important, but
because as China’s online communication is in aimoous process of
transformation, in order to have an up to dateupecdf it, it is necessary to

understand and review both previous studies angl lge&vith emerging cases.

The selection of particular cases from these twikings are based on the
identification of three major and crucial types aantentious debates, as
discussed Section 2.2.1. They are: contentiousteelretween individuals

and authorities, especially local public authositiever environmental issues
contentious debates around nationajistmd contentious debates among
individuals with different political agendas on @ai political system and its

government. According to these three types, thsearch observed and
identified posts about the Chinese political systera role of CCP, towards
particular environmental issues, and related tom&&inational interests. The
posts with the highest participation were recordaftier which primary

sources and academic studies around similar tey®@es reviewed. The three

cases were constructed by combining primary andreiry sources.

3.1.1.1 Kunming’s Oil Refining Industrial Plant Case

The first case is a public debate around the mglddf an oil-refining
industrial plant, of which sub-productions incluglif?X products, in the
Anning area of Kunming city in the province of Yam It is an example of
a contentious debate taking place between indilgdaad both local and

national government around environment issuesisgdebate, plans to build
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an oil-refinery were being promoted by the natigmablic authorities as part
of its national resource strategy (Chen, 2010:, 249 by the local authorities
for the development of the local economy. Howewsunnming locals

considered it to be environmentally damaging ang thsked for it to be
scrapped. The primary platform for this online pabdebate was Sina
Microblog. Following the online debate, both natibrand local public

authorities reacted to and engaged with the debbitee it to a limited extent,

through the party media and the Sina Microblog.

As reviewed in the previous chapter, there has laeeonsiderable increase
in concerns about the environment in China, an@ttveronment has become
one of the most common contentious topics betweédividuals and public
authorities in online political communication. Tiesreflected in both Tianya
and Sina within the observation period, during Whacsignificant number of
the debates were around environmental issues. Ay, the Kunming
case was selected because it was one of the rgo#icgint events at the time.
Its significance lies in the nature of the issud #me fact that it generated

huge public participation and gained governmengation.

The Kunming case is one among a stream of oppodgii® X in China, even
though PX production is only one part of the whattustrial plant. The key
contention in this trend is public authority’s int®n to have PX factories
locally, but individuals resist against them. Delsaround PX production has
become central to China’s environment-related debatause of the 2007
Xiamen protest (Huang, and Yip, 2012). Ever sirkaumber of similar
protests and debates have occurred in cities subaléan, Chengdu, Shifang,
Ningbo, and Kunming. What makes the Kunming cagmmant, is that from

Xiamen to Kunming, the dispute over this particutmue showed a visible

4 PX is short for para-xylene, which is a commoroselary product in petrol production
and widely used for manufacturing plastic and pstge However, despite of its wide
usage in industrial production, PX could be toxisgread into atmosphere.
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level of sustainability which took it beyond theesfic local case to become
a nation-wide issue. Xiamen can be regarded ast#mgng point, with the
Kunming case a landmark in terms of isolated aMtigPotests developing
over time into a potential movement, sustainingdleate around a particular
iIssue. Such sustainability in environment-relat@ditipal communication
was regarded by Stalley and Yang in their 2006ysaschot existing in China.
They argued that environmental protests in Chinaldcoot be called
movements because although there were debatesdagnuinonmental issues,
there was an ‘absence of sustained contentiousna¢ttalley and Yang
2006:335). What the Kunming case shows, alongsiuer @merging anti-PX
debates and protests across China, is that camteatound a particular
environmental issue could and has gone beyondntieidual case, and
developed into a sustained contentious debatesitin€icance of Kunming
as a landmark event in China’s environmental moverisenot only proven
by the public through their participation in thebdee, but also by the Chinese
authorities. The China Environment Report (2014 thational official
newspaper owned by China’s Ministry of EnvironméRtetection, named
the Kunming case as one of the 10 landmark evdri2§18. It is the only
anti-PX event, which was chosen in this rank, a&skéy event in China’s
environment protection in 2013The case was unique in terms of the level of
public communication around it, the attention givenit by the public
authorities and the political impact. For all thesasons, it was chosen as a

case study for this research.

The Kunming case generated extremely heated delesescially between
April and June 2013. Large numbers of posts, contsnamd retweets were
generated on different Sina Microblog accountsrdytine observation period,

along with sustained censorship. Almost all thagoecorded in this research

5 Access throughttp://www.cenews.com.cn/sylm/jsxw/201401/t201401268889.htm
Access on: 31/07/2014
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were immediately or eventually removed from thefptan. Some of them
were supposedly ‘removed by the authd % & 4% 1E & M F2); some
were marked as ‘you do not have the rights to lsisanticroblog post'#: 7%
HEE I AR), and some as ‘according to the national laws and
regulations, the relevant content has been deléliét [F =5,

KN E CHMER).

Thus, the Kunming case also illustrates the is$germsorship and regulation
in online political communication in China; but this created difficulty for
empirical research. As a result of censorship, @mthicroblog posts that were
recorded by this research survived. The first ebthwas generated by a Sina
Microblog user, ‘China Capital Reports Net (CCRNiy, account belonging
to a non-party news website, established by Beiihgang Ye Zhi Cheng
Management and Consultation Limited Liability Compadt 5 i G\l £
s S PR 7)); the second was generated by a user ‘21st Century
Economy Report’ (21st CER), an account belongiregrion-party newspaper
owned by Gunagzhou 21st Media Ltd. The recordetsposhe two accounts
are publishing a same article: ‘Why Does Kunmingvelon Reserve?'i¢

AT AT I 2 )P,

These two posts, are the first round of posts idicated and discussed
Kunming'’s issues in April 2013, and are the onlytef this first round that
have survived after censorship. This first roungh@$ts was crucial because
it informed individuals about the plant and statieel big debate. Since other
posts were eventually removed, the two that rendaiwere repeatedly
referred to and engaged with in subsequent comineiteets. A high level

of public engagement can still be observed in theseposts.

The reason why these two posts survived censorshipknown, since the
process of monitoring and censoring is not a traresg one. However, this

does not invalidate the two posts as valid dataf@lysis for two reasons:

8 For ethical consideration, the author of the &tieeps anonymous.
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firstly because these two microblog posts promgigach a large number of
public opinions through their retweets and comments; secondly they should
not be rejected simply because the government choséo censor them.
Even if the reason they were not censored is becthey defended public
authority interests, they still count as communara around the issues in the
public domain, and therefore should be examindaeratan ignored. Thus,

these two surviving posts are used.

Beside public opinions generated on Sina, this arebe also observes
government engagement and response through botitathigonal media and
the Sina Microblog with regards to the oil refinipiant. It was possible for
this research to identify the existence of the govent’s engagements and
correspondence, because Kunming’s mayor openedm@ltog account in
May 2013, and the first blog post made from thisoant entered the ‘Hot
Microblog’ ranking, which this research observedd arecorded. After
observing this, this research determines to analybecause this microblog
provide valuable and unique sources to understhadptiblic authority’s
engagements and responses in this political contation. It is valuable and
unique because Kunming’s Mayor was the first mago€hina to open a
microblog account and the microblog was firstly dige engage with
individuals regarding the Kunming oil-refining instual plari. Not only was
this a first in China, but it is also significarftat it took place on Sina
Microblog, where the debate around the issue énsérged and developed.
By opening this microblog account, Kunming’s magatered into the online

public space, and to compete directly with otheérusers in the same arena.

Another important source in this case study istthditional media, namely
three key party newspapers: Kunming Daily, Yunnail\D(two local party
newspapers), and People’s Daily (the central peetyspaper). They are used

to analyse the government’s opinions, discourseaations with regards to

7 Access throughttp://www.weibo.com/p/10050532580747@#&cess on: 10/10/2014
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the oil-refining plant and to the online politicebmmunication around it,
outside of the Kunming mayor’s Sina Microblog. Th@arty newspapers are
used to study the public authority’ s behaviourduse as reviewed in the
previous chapter, they often act as crucial moeitgs through which
government actions are reported, and through wlhingir interests are

reinforced.

It is necessary to note here that protests alsercest offline in Kunming. But
to avoid being overly-ambitious and sacrificing ddth for depth, this
research will not engage with these protests. Alse,primary focus of the
research is the online public sphere and its acalghses are specifically
designed for the online environment. A study ofiodf protests would require

its own research framework.

3.1.1.2 Debates around Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands indiya BBS Case

The second case is an example of what the reseailshChinese online
nationalism, a BBS discussion around the Diaoyu{8lem Islands, a string
of uninhabited islands that are the subject ofutispetween China and Japan.
The discussion has been taking place on Tianya &BBSbegan on the 19
September 2012. The last post was submitted o8thkine 2013 and was
still open to repl§. The focus of the dispute is the ‘purchase islavent’,
which started with a proposal from Japan’s righbgvpoliticians in April
2012 to purchase the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands fremrivate owner, so that
the Japanese nation would be the legal owners.epteghber 2012, the
Japanese government confirmed the purchase plaspeamd 2.05bn yen to

buy theni. The debate on Tianya started after this was arscesli The main

& Tianya (2012Diaoyu Islands Blind Your Kind Eyes; Japan Is A&y Innocent £7#
B THHERIIR: HAEHMRES), in Tianya Access through:
http://bbs.tianya.cn/post-worldlook-572419-1.shtAdcess on: 31/07/2015
9 A selection of reports of the purchase plan ingideom UK media: BBC (2012)apan
Confirms Disputed Islands Purchase PIamBBC, Access through:
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debate was between anonymous Chinese net-userbeliboed China was
the legal owner of the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, ahdndful of anonymous
individuals who defended Japan’s right to purchieen. A few net-users
suggested that the Chinese government had failpbtect China’s national
interests in this instance; no direct government reactions to this criticiserev

observed.

This debate was chosen as an example of Chinarseamhtionalism, because
of the issues that arose within this debate antktred of public engagement.
Tensions in China-Japan relations is one of thet mtensely debated topics
that can be classed as related to nationalism.|l&shidke Liu (2006), Zhao
(1998), Tang and Darr (2012), Kang (2013), Wand ®@0Gries (2004), and
Klein (1994) have all observed that Japan is a dayrce of nationalistic
communications in China, invariably generating pubiterest, debate and
even large scale protest. Among all issues in Chapan relations, the on-
going dispute over Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands is thestnsoncerned, debated
and interested on@ang and Darr, 2012; Downs and Saunders, 1998; Kang,
2013). This is because public concern over langulieswith Japan has a long
history in reminding the Chinese public Japan’sasion and appropriation
of Chinese territories in the Second World War. phssibility of losing land
again is therefore of intense concern to the imldials who are interested in
Chinese-Japanese relations. The level of publierest was also due to
ongoing conflict of various degrees of severitgaternment and grassroots
level over the years, between the two nations ¢isr disputed territory

(Kang, 2013: 164-165, 171-172). These recurringlcts have contributed

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-1954048&cess on: 03/01/2015, Ryall, J. (2012)
Japan Agrees to Buy Disputed Senkaku IslaimdBelegraph Access Through:
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/f@p821793/Japan-agrees-to-buy-
disputed-Senkaku-islands.htmccess on; 03/01/2012, McCurry, J. (20I2kyo's
Rightwing Governor Plans to Buy Disputed Senkalantts in Guardian Access through:
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/apr/19/tokyavernor-senkaku-islands-china
Access on: 03/01/2015
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to a growing debate, attracting further attentiod eeinforcing individuals’
concerns around the issue of Diaoyu/Senkaku. Tusraulation of attention
and concern takes the Diaoyu/Senkaku issue beyengpecific debate and

instead makes it crucial of China’s online politicammunication.

Based on observations carried out for this resea@innese-Japanese
relations and the Diaoyu/Senkaku issue were thd deisated nationalism-
related topics online, confirming the findings dher studies. Among all
debates that can be categorised as nationaliapenk plan to purchase the
islands has been the most critical one, becausieeadegree of government
attentions and public engagement. At governmergakl] the Chinese
government produced different statements on diftereccasions, and
undertook various diplomatic actions with regardsthis purchase plan,
including the presentation of a white paper pulgiisby the State Council
Information Office claiming ownership of the islandon historical,
geographical and legal grounds (State Council m&dion Office of the
People's Republic of China, 2012). This is thet fihite paper that the
Chinese public authority published with specificgaseds to the
Diaoyu/Senkaku issue. Meanwhile, at grassrootd,|leationalist anger and
concern became tremendous. Huge numbers of ordipatels took place on
various platforms, and offline protests were heldmajor cities to raise

awarenes$, making this a major and, significant event irstheriod.

10 A selection of western and Chinese media repdtiseoprotests and debates: Spegele, B.
(2012)Anti-Japan Protests Mount in Chinan Wall Street JournalAccess Through:
http://www.wsj.com/news/articles/SB100008723963F¥2D204578000092842756154?K
EYWORDS=panasonic+china+protest&mg=reno64-
wsj&url=http%3A%2F%2Fonline.wsj.com%2Farticle%2FSBD08723963904437202045
78000092842756154.html%3FKEYWORDS%3Dpanasonic%2i2éhPBprotestAccess

on: 03/01/2015, Xinhua (20128 Detained in Guangzhou for Violence in Anti-Japan
Protests in Xinhuanet Access Throughttp://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2012-
09/20/c_131861231.htnAccess on: 03/01/2015, Ng, T. and Lee, A. (2@<)ing

Threatens to Clamp Down on Anti-Japan ProteistSouth China Morning PosAccess
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Tianya BBS was identified as the primary platfoondnline debates around
this key event. As has been discussed, underlihiagBBS has consistently
been the first and the most used arena for indalglto access, express and
exchange opinions around emerging events in relato ownership of
Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands (Wang, 2010: 144, Kang, 2QT3). Tianya, as the
most popular BBS in China, has enabled many debates facilitated.

The specific post selected for this research was adrthe most replied to
posts on BBS Tianya around the purchase of Dia@nk&ku Islands during
the observation period, appearing in the ‘Rank of Aosts’ in September
2012. Despite the huge amount of information flomd aposts about
Diaoyu/Senkaku, this post ranked as tHe most replied to post about
Diaoyu/Senkaku in 2012, the only post about thelpase plan that was still
in the rank. Because of this high level of partidtipn and engagement, this

research selected this post as the example cabe stu

3.1.1.3 Writer A’s Sina Microblog Case

The third case consists of a series of debatesdicatred in a Sina Microblog
userA’'s page between 01/12/2012 and 01/01/2§%%d the microblog post,
comments and retweets made on the blog page witisiperiod of time. The
microblog account owneh, is real-name registered in Sina, as a writer and
script writer. This case is an example of a comest debate involving
different political agendas in China’s online picti communications. In this
microblog within this period, participants expressed exchanged opinions

according to their own agendas, around a looselyett central topic: a

Through:http://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1039384beithreatens-clamp-
down-anti-japan-protestéccess on: 03/01/2015
11 For ethnic consideration, the name A is kept anmys in this research. Blog address:
http://www.weibo.com/p/1005051191808911/weibo?is=bf&is _forward=1&is_text=1&i
s_pic=1&is_video=1&is_music=1&key word=&start_tim2312-12-01&end_time=2013-
01-01&is_search=1# ,(Access on: 20/04/2013.
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comparison between the American and Chinese systems

The account owner WriteA held view strongly opposed to the Chinese
authoritarian system and supportive of the Amert@mocratic system. Such
views are evident in his microblog posts in whidiew he discussed different
issues and topics about the two countries. Otharambiog users, who
accessed\’s pages, expressed their opinions by using themoemb and re-
tweets functions in response. Some people sidédAwithile others defended
the Chinese system againais views. Some positioned themselves in
between. Upon reading the comments/re-twegttien published further

posts and the process continued.

This case was selected as an example of contertehaste among different
political views, because of the high level of iakgions, continuities and
intensifications. These three features are veryadteristic of debates of this
type, in terms of the constant and even radicaliolent exchanges of
opinions among different agendas, when compariag@thinese system with

others.

A large number of debates around this topic, oleseon Tianya and Sina in
this period, were often of the ‘one-round’ type.dtmer words, a blog was
posted, others read it then commented/retweetédase comments/retweets
were made only as responses to the main blog poste those readers had
expressed their opinions, they would not returth®posts, nor read or reply
to others’comments. The users who made the maiis pauld not read those
comments/retweets either, nor respond to themdé&bate thus ended. In this
one-round, although opinions were expressed, tlvageno continuity to the

exchanges and level of interaction was low.

In caseA, by contrast, opinions were continually generateteived, then
responded to through a number of blog posts, cortsvard retweets in that
one-month period. Individuals joined and re-joirttd debate around the

Chinese versus the American system through thisoinlieg, not only to
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express what they thought, but also to exchangeiams with others.

Different topics and issues constantly came upxfgaled on or respond to,
what individuals had previously discussed, thusetteying opinions further.
In this process, interactions among individualshwdifferent views were
continually developing, and opinions and positisapeatedly reinforced.
Debates also increased in intensity through thisticoal interaction and
exchange of opinions. This involved participanto@thg increasingly
extreme positions, exchanging flame or attackingppe with different

agendas through swearing, humiliating and abusiwelsy and various forms

of linguistic violence were consistently used, reed and responded to.

The one-month period betweet December 2012 and'Danuary 2013 was
selected because this was the period when patimipaas at its highest and
it is during this time that the debate was at itstintense. The debate became
So intense that usé no longer felt able to handle it and on the fitay of
2013,A announced on this microblog that he would no lorgen his blog

for public comments, so as to prevent further liatic violence.

3.1.2 Sources from Government and Party Media

The three selected cases are the primary sourcdsgaesearch to study the
opinions, concerns and discourses generated bye€dinet-users in online
political communications. But only by observing $leocases on the two
platform, public authority actions towards the Bsthat were the subject of
these debates was not sufficient, except in thendog case. In terms &'s
microblog and the debate focusing on the Chinesesyand the role of the
CCP, there was no evidence of publicly visible gowgent engagement. As
for the Diaoyu/Senkaku debate on Tianya, althohghGhinese government
did engage with the purchase plan itself, thersssifficient evidence to
suggest that those engagements happened as aofethdt specific debate

on Tianya. Instead, government behaviours sucthegtblication of the
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above mentioned white paper, can be seen as sabplyt protecting its own
national interests partially in response to pubboicerns about the plan in
general; but there were no strong empirical indications to suggest that the
online political communications on Tianya BBS wepecific contributors.
This is in strong contrast to the Kunming caseyhich the Kunming mayor’s
microblog account is powerful evidence of governtremgagement with a

specific issue.

In order to understand the government’s actionsatds/ China’s online
political communications more comprehensively, tiegisearch drew on two
further sources of data in addition to the mayonisroblog and the three
party newspapers as already mentioned. Firstlyegouent regulations will
help to understand the Chinese government’s legaldwork of control and
censorship. This draws the most crucial context dmiine political

communication in China. Specifically, three pieadsregulation will be

analysed: the National People’s Congress Standimgnattee’s Decision on
the Safeguarding of Internet Security (2000); Sina Microblog Community
Convention, and Tianya BBS Users ConventfonThe 2000 regulation
document is fundamental to understanding of then€d® national public
authority’s attitude and proposed actions with rdgdo online information
and online political communications. Tianya anda&imregulations are not
governmental ones, but as argued in the previoapteh it is crucial for

website administers to follow national regulaticausg take responsibility for

12 National People’s Congress Standing Committee {PR@tional People’s Congress
Standing Committee’s Decision on Safeguarding @frivet Security ¢/#F A f/ACEA S
IS G KT Y I 4197 4E), in National People’s Congress Standing
Committee of the People’s Republic of ChiAacess through:
http://www.npc.gov.cn/wxzl/gongbao/2001-03/05/canté&131101.htmAccess on:
16/06/2015,
Sina Microblog (2015%ina Community’s Rules and RegulationsSina Microblog,
Access throughhttp://service.account.weibo.com/roles/quidiAgcess on: 16/06/2015,
Tianya (2015)Tianya BBS’s Users’ Conventioim Tianya Access through:
http://service.tianya.cn/quize/gongyue.do?classt@pim Tianya Access on: 19/07/2015
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monitoring their own website to prevent their cani$efrom being judged by
the government as harmful. Analysing their reguiataamework contributes
to understanding of the legal architectures ofwhesites, and to discuss how

they conform to the national regulations.

The second data source is the official website ydfeCspace Administration
of China (CAC), the direct and specialised govenmmaeorgan that is
responsible for online activities in China. It pides information that directly
reflects the government’s interest, needs and opmiCAC’s website was
analysed to ascertain the public authority’s respotowards the use of
violent language in political communications. Repprdocuments and
statements from the CAC website were identified eoded, to found out
whether or not the government discussed the is§umguistic violence
online. This analysis does not relate to the tlugses specifically, since no
direct government engagement with regards to utangtiage was observed
in any of the three cases. Instead, the governsigatieral engagement with
and response to linguistic violence in online comioation is discussed in
order to understand the government’s attitude hés understanding is an
indispensable element in a comprehensive analysiBeostructure of the
sphere in this research’s framework. Thus in thetance, the research goes
beyond the individual case and instead turnstiéntibn to the language issue

as a whole.

A report published by People’s Daily Online, ewtitithe People’s Daily
Survey Report of Vulgar Using of Language on thiermet (1 4K 181E =
&k ) was also used as a data source. This repos fashofficial paper
to specifically discuss online linguistic violenaad is used to analyse the
discourse used by the party media to convey theergowvent's attitudes

towards online linguistic violence.
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3.2 Methodology Framework

The selected cases will be examined through thmabytic lenses and using
two methodological tools, content analysis and alisse analysis. Each
analytic lens is allocated with aligned methodsstody questions raised
within it. Content and discourse analysis are dsethis research to examine
texts, and they are texts in the regulations dedginvhat types rights are
giving to what types of natsers, and defining the powers for the government;
texts posted in the online political communicatitimast constructed different
powers to netisers, and that show the public opinions and concerns; and texts

in the party media and official documents that &p&fahe government. The
combination of the two are needed because the Hmakytic lenses in the
research framework ask two types of questions: thdré and ‘how’. To
answer the ‘whether’ type of question, it is neaegsto identify the
occurrence of certain information, and content ysisaloffer such a tool. To
answer the ‘how’ type of question, it is necessargpecifically and explicitly
interpret the powers, the expressions, and langudlgat construct the
expression, and discourse analysis offer such laTbe following sections
will explain in detail, how and why the methods ased to study three cases

through the three analytic lenses.

3.2.1. The Analytic Lens of Equality and Principally Inclusiveness

Institutional Criteria

This analytic lens draws on the notions of equadityd inclusiveness by
focusing on the power relations between differegtt-users in the online

political communications from two perspectives.

Firstly, it examines the regulations of the welssiv@ which the debates are
take place. This is important because the regulataefine the rights and

obligations of their users, i.e. what kind of riglaire given to what kinds of
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users?whether or not all users share same level of accessibilities to the sites?;
and whether all users are given the same levekpfessive rights?. The
answers to these questions will help to ascer@mmdygual and inclusive these

websites’ fundamental architectures are.

Secondly, the research investigates how particgpamthe websites perceive
the power relations between themselves, and thenexb which such
perceptions reflect the equality and inclusiveneésthe debates they
participated in. It is an in-depth analysis, beeainside each website, it is
still up to individual users to interpret the regfidns and to conduct actual
debates. It is through those actual debates thatempoelations can be
practically established and engageiih; and it is also only through those
actual debates that it is possible to discuss velnetie power relations among

the participants are equal and inclusive or not.

In regard to these two aspects, the research atisiypar attention to Sina
Microblog's regulations because it found that debabn Sina could be
conducted using the real status of net-users thrdageal-name recognition
VIP system (for examplA is real-name recognised as a writer/scwipiter;
CCRN and 21st CER are recognised as non-party noeginisations, as all
of them are categorised by Sina as VIP users)keian Tianya BBS where
debates are conducted anonymously. Anonymitydsstinctive feature of
online communication and its importance has beeploexd in other
academic studies, as reviewed in Chapter 1. Lésst@in has been paid to
equality and inclusiveness in the context of platf® like Sina, where real
status is used, and to the new dynamics and cleasditis of these online
political communications. As this is a relativelgmm phenomenon and is

likely to become increasingly significant, it isprtant to evaluate it.
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3.2.1.1 Regulation

This research selects Sina Microblog Community @otien to analyse,

because it is the foundational regulation in Sifmanalyse this piece, this
research will apply discourse analysis as a tdod dim of this analysis is to
understand how the regulations define power relatizetween individuals.
While the language used to write such regulatioestlee medium through
which those powers and power relations are corstlyexpressed and
conducted. Gee (2014:7-8) argues that languagestraitured by different

groups with different interests and needs, andgbaple are seeking to ‘gain’
or ‘give’ ‘social goods’ in or through the use drficular discourses. It is a
process in which certain groups gain while oth@ugs might ‘lose’ or be

‘denied’ in discourse. On Sina, the use of particulliscourses in this
Convention, defines what kind of powers its useas gain or lose, and
whether or not certain users can gain more powar tthers. So analysing
the discourse of regulation is a means by whictetmonstruct such powers,
to find out how Sina has regulated its platfornaiway that gives (or does

not give) equal and inclusive rights to all.

In analysing Sina’s regulations, this researchljirsought to determine how
Sina defines the powers of and relations betweéhavid non-VIP useis
the discourse. This involves analysing the ‘corgemlations and subjects’ in
the discourse (Fairclough, 2001: 38), in terms béins said or done about
VIPs and non-VIPs, what relations they each ‘er(féairclough, 2001: 39)
in discourse, and what positions they ‘occupy’djan the regulations. The
analysis of powein the discourse is an essential step towards anglyse
powerbehindthe discourse, in terms of how such definitionp@iverin the
discourse could impact on or reflect the actual gomlations among Sina
users. In the case of Sina users, the researcdus@é ascertain whether or
not the already powerful, such as a famous writexr mewspaper, are able to

‘maintain their power’ (Fairclough, 2001:31) thrdughe regulations, and
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how such constructions of discourse contributertnoit the equality and

inclusiveness of the debates.

The specific analytic tool this research appliesbmes Systemic Functional
Linguistics (SFL) and Critical Discourse AnalysiS¥A). The reason for
using this combination is because it offers a cahensive tool, which
‘begins with SFL, and is extended by CDA, and thge demonstrate ‘the
roles that language plays in exerting, reflectimgl aeinforcing power’
(Young and Fitzgerald, 2006: 23). SFL helps to akxppowerin discourse,
and is conducted before CDA to offer a more ‘olyectapproach to the
analysis of discourses (Young and Fitzgerald, 20®): SFL identifies the
actors goals processesand circumstancesn the discourse, so ‘who and
what is involved in different.... actions and diffetestates’ (Young and
Fitzgerald, 2006:16) can be indicated. Hutorsare those participants who
are ‘doing action’ in the discourse, agdalsare those who are ‘being acted
on’. The actions betweeactorsand goals are referred to aprocess and
circumstancesdescribes the when, where, and howpadcess(Young and
Fitzgerald, 2006: 16). By identifying them, the S#fters a description of the
power relations among different participants, amtidates how powers are
enacted, and how relations are realisedliscourse. When applying SFL to
Sina Microblog’s Community Convention, this reséarspecifically
questions how both VIP and non-VIP users are fedtur the texts are they
feature asctorsor goals?; what positions and actions each of them have been

given in the discourse2nd how the relations between are constructed?.

Following the application of SFL, CDA is used tg&in the powebehind

the discourse because it ‘highlights inequalityt isaexpressed, produced,
and reproduced through language’, and helps toosxpnisrepresentation,
discrimination, or particular positions of poweioung and Fitzgerald,
2006:8). Using the SLF analysis as evidence, CDthes used to interpret

what powers VIPs and non-VIPs could gain or logeugh this practise of
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language. The research seeks to establish: whathet their rights to access
and express are equally and inclusively given; how the definitions of roles
and powers in regulations could impact on the etyuahd inclusiveness of
the sites; and how this regulation might contribute to or limits the structure of

the online pubic sphere in China.

3.2.1.2 Cases

Following an examination of the regulations, the t8ina cases, namely, the
debates prompted by Writé&¥s microblog about the Chinese versus the
American system, and CCRN’s and®21ER’s posts about Kunming’s plans
for an oil refinery, are analysed. The primary s of this analysis is to
understand peoples’ perceptions of power relaiioonsline political debates.
The analytic tool used combines content and dissanalysis, because the
approach this research takes within this analygigs|cannot be solely
achieved through one method. To understand nes'yssceptions of power
relations, the discourses that are used to corigiaveer relations need to be
examined, in similar manner to the analysis ofdiseourses of regulation.
But as it cannot be generally concluded that adtgm the two cases talked
about the power relations between VIPs and Non-\dB€ontent analysis is
applied before discourse analysis in order to syatieally measure whether
or not participants of the two cases mentioneddiadussed VIP and non-
VIP users in their debates, and if so, how ofterd what powers they are
associated with in the posts. When the specifidstakat contain this
information have been identified and measured tjimocontent analysis,
discourse analysis can then be applied to lookifspadty into the text, to
show powein andbehindthe discourse that reflect the equality (or inditg)a
and inclusiveness (or exclusiveness) of the debaBys using this
combination, both objective measurements can baireit and specific
interpretations drawn.
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Through content analysis, this research firstigalates the numbers of VIP
and non-VIP users in the two cases who participdexligh posts, comments
and retweets. This calculation is based on Sinais criteria: if Sina gives
one user a VIP mark, this user is placed in the dategory, and vice versa.
After this calculation, the research then counésftequency of occurrences
of three codes: ‘VIP usersN(V/VIP/Jil V)', ‘media (&1£)’ and ‘Non-VIP
users @A V), in the two cases. The code ‘media’ is usedase the
Kunming case shows that media organisations likRE@nd 21 CER are
also categorised as VIP users by Sina, and thodeés were key players
in political communications about the proposedrefy in Kunming. In order
to measure the extent of their contribution, a syie of VIP users is

introduced.

Next, the types of power associated with the tlu@d#es are further coded
into 4 categories of power associations to assbssher or not extra powers
are associated with VIP or non-VIP users, whernviddals talk about them.

Those extra powers include:

1) The power to dominate the debate, through one ¢{goymnions
being presented as representative of ‘public opiniand therefore

other groups cannot challenge them;

2) The powers to silence other groups’ opinions, osdgoash opinions

that are differendr oppositional;

3) The power to select which opinions can be presemdte public

domain, while which one should niat presented;

4) The power to invite certain individuals into thebd&e, while

excluding others by blocking their access;

Based on the data collected through content amsalykis research then
discusses whether equality and inclusiveness betWdeand non-VIP users

have been constructed in the debates or not, hayhtntine construction
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reflect people’s understanding of power relatianpalitical communication,
and what the possible impacts are on the constructi the online public

spheres in China.

After this, exemplary posts from the two cases Wdélanalysed using SFL
and CDA. SFL is used at first to identify thetors, processes, goals and
circumstancesf the discourses, in order to outline the poineghe discourse
in terms of who is acting on whom, through what nsearhis enables the
research to establish how positions are occupiediByand non-VIPs, and
the relations between them. Following this, thelysis is extended to a
discussion about the extent to which the constvaaif power between VIPs
and non-VIPsin the discourse reflects the power relatidsehind the
discourse in the online public sphere. The reseasits how the actions,
positions and relations in the discourse demorstthe powers of the
participants who expressed them, and whether andlnase discourses can
be regarded as contributing to the equald principally inclusive
institutionalisation of the public sphere; if in the absence of these
characteristics, the research considers how ingguadd exclusiveness are

constructed.

3.2.2 The Analytic Lens of Problematization of Unquestioned Areas

Institutional Criterion and Expressional Political Function

Problematization of unquestioned areasstitutional criterion and the
expressional political functioseeks to establish whether or not individuals
can problematize the Chinese government with regeydifferent public
affairs, and then express these concerns in theneonpolitical
communications in China. If so, what language edus express these views
and how they contribute to the problematization expression of different

political perspectives.
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3.2.2.1 Examination of Whether or Not Individuals Gn Problematize the

Chinese Government

Content analysis will be applied in this examinatibecause it is a powerful
tool to identify what have been said in the tekiscoding the content of the
texts. Berelson (1952: 16,18) argues that contewalyais offers a tool
‘process what-is-said’, which means it acts asa€earch technique for the
objective, systematic, and quantitative descriptbthe manifest content of
communication’. Bernard and Ryan (2010: 287) alsggest that by using
content analysis, it is possible to ‘systematicatige and analyse’ qualitative
data, ‘to explore explicit and covert meaningsert't By establishing key
codes (such as words, phrases or themes) thattrafie issue under
examination, and then identifying these codes entéxts, content analysis
helps to generate a quantitative description oftéxt, especially through
demonstrating the ‘frequency of occurrence of uaioharacteristics of the
content’ (Berelson, 1952: 20). Thus the occurreri@ertain information and

opinions can be proven.

By using content analysis, this research estaldishgeo key codes
‘government EURF/ZF (short for zhengfu)]’, and ‘partyi{)’, and calculated
the occurrence and associations of them in thetegba the three cases.
Tianya posts, microblog posts, comments and resweetre all coded. In
terms of occurrence, these two codes help to iyemthether or not
individuals talked about the government in the detaand if so, how often.
Based on this, associations to the codes werenteasured, categorised as

follow:

1) What levels of government are associated: natidoedl, foreign or

non-speific;

2) What roles are associated: as governors, leadengjtio negative

indications (such as corruptadgcapable);
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3) What issues are associated: particular policies,otrerall political

regime, or international issues.

These associations are made according to the thgpss of contentious
debates that this research identified in the ltesareview. As previous
academic studies indicate, through those contentitabbates, Chinese net-
users can problematize local government with regswdparticular polices,
discuss the national government with other indiglduholding different
agendas, and criticise international and domesteghments in online
nationalism. By using the above three associatitins,research test those
indications in the empirical research. It particlylaiscusses whether or not
individuals have the opportunity to publicly protatize the Chinese
political regime, including the role of the natibg@vernment, the CCP and
the political system. This is often regarded asketyf to occur in China’s
online political communications although some Chaedividuals do hold
concerns about the system, and this researchstastsa regard. Secondly, as
suggested by previous studies, individuals couldbbl@matize the
government, especially the local government, whepressing their needs
with regards to particular domestic policies. Trasearch tests this regard,
then enriches it by quantifying in what terms loogbvernment is
problematized, whether or not national public attles are also
problematized in the debates, and if so, with ezfee to what kind of issues
and what concerns are expressed. Thirdly, as redepreviously, when
expressing concerns about China’s national intgrestme net-users regard
China’s domestic government as powerful leadeyzratectors while others
accuse them of being incapable of dealing with ifseie. This research
engages with this debate to discover in the engliresearch whose claims
are valid. It also examines how is the domesticegoment mentioned in
debates, and what concerns are expressed towardsthien discusses the

findings in terms of the implications for the stiwre of the online public
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sphere in China.

3.2.2.2 Language Usage

Following the measurement of whether or not andtwsaaid about the
Chinese authorities, this research combines coatahtliscourse analysis to
assess how language is used in expressions ankbpeatizations. As was
suggested in the previous chapter, a ‘sensatidhaifid ‘abusive’ tendency
can be observed in China’s online political commgations, in which
Chinese net-users engage in linguistic violenegtack, humiliate, and abuse
other net-users and the public authorities. The #®mholars who have
investigated this tendency suggest that linguigiiidence serves functions
and creates political effects for online politicailnmunication. This research
takes this argument further by discussing how éxdiciguistic violence is

used and how it may contribute to the structuréhefonline public sphere.

Firstly, it identifies and measures particular abeisvords, how frequently
they are used and who the targets are. Abusivestarmidentified because
they are the most direct formats of linguistic eimte (Andersson and
Trudgill, 1990), so by locating them, it is possiltio locate texts with
linguistic violence.To do so, this research used content analysis laad t
accordance for codes is the document ‘Ranking e¥-Laste Words on the
Internet 2014 (2014F X &K {717 154E4T), published by the People’s Daily
on 24June 2015, as a part of the 2015 People’s Daitye§tReport of Vulgar
Using of Language on the Internet. This officiatdment lists the 25 terms
considered to be the most frequently used abusordsnin online debate in
China. The 10 most used terms in the list accortbrtye official survey are
used to code the posts, comments and retweetsithtee cases, to see
whether Chinese net-users have indeed used thasealberms frequently
in their political communications. The researchgloet intend to prove or

otherwise that these 25 words are the only abusives used in debates, but
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rather, uses them as representing a group of frelguesed ones.

Once frequency has been measured, this reseantifieiewho or what are
the targets of the abusive language, in other wanti® (or what) is being
attacked through linguistic violence. The fiveegairies used to code the

targets are:
1) local government
2) national government
3) foreign government
4) government with no specification
5) individuals
6) organisations

The data collected is used as the basis for a sbsmu about how linguistic
violence helped problematization of unquestionexhsrand expressions of

concern.

Discourse analysis — both SFL and CDA - is usedetermine exactly how
violence is used when individuals try to problematinquestioned areas, and
what effects they achieve. By using SFL, this regeéirstly identifies the
actor, processes, goafnd circumstancein the discourse. This helps to
outline how linguistic violence is involved in tk&pressions, i.e. is it used to
refer toactorsor goals conducted aprocessesor others. Then CDAis used
to question what the discourse means to the debapac by associating it
with the context and nature of the debated concé@&imis will help to interpret:
the function and effects of linguistic violence faslitical communication in
the online public sphere; the kind of positions individuals can occupy; the
kinds of power they can gain (or lose); and kind of relations they can establish
through using linguistic violence. Through CDA, flodowing questions are

addressed:
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* s it the case that individuals gain the power itobfematize public
authorities through linguistic violence, or it ietcase that individuals’
power to question have been denied?

e Does linguistic violence contribute to the expressof opinions
which may not be able to be expressed otherwisevhat does this
mean for online political communication in the oipublic sphere

in China?.

3.2.3 The Analytic Lens ofCorresponding Political Function

The third analytic lens used from public sphereotiieto investigate
government actions with regards to online politicammunications is the
corresponding political functianThis includes examining government

regulations and assessing possibilities of engagearsl responses.

3.2.3.1 Regulations

Examining the regulatory framework helps to undardtthe context in which
online debates are located. As this area has bekre@veloped in previous
studies, this section will be relatively brief. rék documents are analysed:
Sina Microblog Community Convention, Tianya BBS t$s€onvention, and
the National People’s Congress Standing Committ&ssision on the
Safeguarding of Internet Security (2000). The kegec‘information (& 2)’
is used to locate clauses in these three docuntleattspecifically discuss
online information. The identified clause is therlmed in order to find out
what information is defined by the government assigve or harmful, and
what procedures are proposed to control and cahsbrinformation. The
research then asks: who is empowered by thoseitit@igin the regulations,
the netasers or the government; how those empowerments are constructed in

the discourse; and what this means for the structure of the online public sphere
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in China. The regulations are then related to lineet cases to ascertain the
level to which the rules were enforced, and what theans for online

political communication in China.

3.2.3.2 Kunming’s Case

To discuss whether and how government engagesespodnds the online
political communications, this research uses Kumgysigase as the primary
focus, because it is the only case with clear airéctd government
involvements. The Kunming mayor’s microblog ancethparty newspapers
are analysed. The mayor’s microblog is studied fiday 2013, when the
account was opened, to December 2013. The Pe@adig Yunnan’s Daily,
and Kunming’s Daily are studied from January 2@dBécember 2013. 2004
is selected because the Kunming plan was firstqeeq in 2004 as part of
the China-Burma oil/gas pipeline. December 20kgiscted as the end point
because the online public debate about the planalvés height between

March and June 2013. Thus this annual year is used.

The number of reports regarding the proposed Kugraihrefinery in these
four party media are counted, especially betweenl Ap June 2013, when
the online public debate was at its peak. To idgmtiose reports, the codes
‘China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) Yunnaii-refining
factory/plan (A = ki) /5 H) CNPC 10-million-ton oil-refining
factory/plan ¢ 4 i 1000 /3 Wi #% v ) /5 H)/ China-Burma Oil/Gas
pipeline[H 4 (4iif)) v (4D %] are used, which are the names of
the oil-refining plant. The titles and the firstrpgraphs of the reports in the

party media will be searched and analysed.

Then, associations of the codes are measureddgarate the reports in terms
of whether they are associated with environmentalegtion §¢f15/311R),

resources strategiesif(J5 1% %), the economy % %F), public/public
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opinions& A/ E), or Internet/net-user${4%/M [X). These categories are
established according to the features of the ordetgates around the plant.
The Kunming plant contains both national governmetgrests in terms of
its energy strategy, and the local government'sreldsr local economic
growth through industry. Alongside these interestscals’ concern about the
environmental damage that would be caused andsth@fuonline spaces as
platforms to express this concern. Therefore, tlogerent interests, needs
and features of the debates are established agodate for coding. Such
measurements help to establish: whether or ngbdity media talked about
the oil refining plant; how often it was mentioned; through the use of what
kind of images, and what aspects they try to aag®the plant with. The
research investigates whose interests towards ldré¢ pre foregrounded,
what kind of government behaviours and attitudes alrsserved and what
those associations mean for toeresponding political functioof the online

public sphere?

Once an overall picture has been drawn, this reedaoks at the information
provided by the reports and microblog to identifynav actions the
government conducted or promised to conduct in gngawith and
responding to public concerns over the plant, artbse interests are
reinforced through those actions. It also examihesliscourses in the reports
and blog posts, to analyse exactly how the govemp@trays the plant once
it has become a topic of debate online, and howgtvernment talks about
the relation between government interests and puigeds with regards to
the plant. It asks: whose interests and needs eandorced, and who is
empowered through the discourkew do those discourses contribute to or

limit the engagement and response from the govenhme
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3.2.3.3 CAC Website and 2015 People’s Daily Surv&®eport of Vulgar

Using of Language on the Internet

The CAC website was used to analyse how the Chipebkc authorities
engage with and respond to online linguistic viokras a whole. To conduct
this analysis, the website’s own search functios wsed. The wordH] &
(language usage)’ was inserted to locate articlestte website that
specifically refer to language usage in online camitations. This is a basic
but essential step because it measures the nurhagrctes focusing on this
issue, and helps to draw an overall picture to réagicewhether or not this
government organ has paid attention to languaggeusaline and if so, how
often they are published, and what they reveal wlbgavernment’s

engagement.

The research then focuses on the 2015 People'y Saitvey Report of
Vulgar Using of Language on the Internet, applytd. and CDA to address

the following questions:

1) When mentioning linguistic violence in online pmél communications,
what positions does the public authority occupy?at\dre the positions

of the net-users? How are they related?

2) Who has the power to define whether linguistic emnale is negative or
positive, to define its functions and effects, &ogv such definitions are

made and enforced in the discourse?

3) Who has the power to define what should be donatadrdine linguistic
violence in political communications, and how sdeffinitions are made

and enforced?

These three questions enable the research to isetabbw the public
authority approaches online linguistic violence,aivlagendas they try to
achieve through the approach, who they try to engogthe public authority

or the individuals), and whose interests are eefird he implications for the
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structure of the online public sphere in Chinathsn discussed.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has described the research desigehveoimprises three case
studies, and applies the methods of content amulise analysis to answer
the research questions. The next three chaptetseasmpirical chapters that
present the findings and discuss the results fduwndising the methods

outlined.
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Chapter 4. The Structure ofEquality and Principally Inclusive

Institutional Criteria in China’s Online Public Sph ere

Introduction

In the public sphere theory, discussions abegtiality and principally

inclusiveinstitutional criteria traditionally focus on assgbility to and power
relations between, different participants in thélpusphere. They question
whether it is possible to disregard pre-existingiaoand political status in
the public sphere so that individuals of any stamssn or women, working
classes or middle classes, famous or ordinary itdals, can take part
equally in communications and whether their opisi@an be equally and
inclusively discussed without offering pre-deterednsignificance to any

groups, or to any concerns specific to one group.

When approaching the issue of equality and incirsdgs in the online public
sphere in China, it is necessary to firstly drawoaerall picture of online

activities in this country. Statistics show that thsue of digital divide it still

not low in China, with just above half of the pogiibn having access to the
Internet. This already limits the level of inclushess and equality in China’s
online public sphere, since the sphere cannotatafie opinions and concerns
from half of the population who do not have acdess But just because the
digital divide exists does not invalidate discussi@bout the online public
sphere, not only because there has been a graduwabhse of net-users in
China, but also because the power relations andnacbf those who do go
‘online’ should not be neglected. Their relatioms actions contribute to

online political communication in China.

Based on a traditional but critical focus on thér@npublic sphere in China,

this research takes a very specific approach hysiog on the VIP system in
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Sina Microblog. This system, as reviewed earliethis thesis, is a newly
emerging one and an increasingly important phenomém China’s online
political communications. The popularity of the &iMicroblog, and the
existence of the VIP system on this platform raesesitical question when
discussing the power relations between participar@hina’s online political
communications and that is, when pre-existing stafiod identities are no
longer anonymous and are even reinforced by orpiadforms, is it still
possible to observe tlegualityandprincipally inclusivecriteria of the online

public sphere, and if so, how?.

To investigate the issues raised by the VIP systieisiresearch has proposed
two approaches: firstly, to analyse the regulatmirthe Sina Microblog, how
it defines the rights and obligations of different types of users; secondly, to
examine how power relations among participants camestructed by the
participants themselves through discourse in palitdebates. The former
helps to draw a picture of the overall context witlwvhich the political
communications are located; the latter offers a specific perspective on how
the relations are talked about, discussed andagaotby individuals when
exchanging opinions. Through understanding both dbetext and how
people are acting within the context, this resealishuss whether and equal

and inclusive relations have been established apessed.

This chapter presents the data collected throughctimtent and discourse
analysis, from Sina Microblog Community Conventimom WriterA’'s Sina
Microblog, and from discussions around the Kunmaiigrefining plan in

CCRN's, and 21st CER's Sina Microblog posts.

4.1 Equality and Inclusiveness in Sina’s Regulatigrand in the
Public Debates in Sina

Through studying the regulations and exemplarysas&ina, this research
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has identified both structured aspectseqtiality and principally inclusive
namely, there is evidence that individuals are tlegan a sphere where they
can equally and inclusively access the opinionstbérs and express their
own opinion. It has also identified the issues tlait the equality and
inclusiveness. This section will present evidemceeiation to the structured

aspects of the two institutional criteria.

Overall, this research found that equality andussldity for all users to use
the Sina Microblog for debate, regardless of whetiey are VIP or non-VIP
users, is stated in Sina’s regulations. Such aegtwiefines that all kinds of
users can express their opinions equally on thesgalatform, and those
opinions are inclusively and publicly available.uatty and inclusiveness
are also reflected in the public debates, so tttad@gh users are categorised
into VIP and non-VIP users, it is not the case YH&tusers can pre-dominate
the debates by using their VIP status, and it tm® case that VIP users can
use their status to establish their opinions asgeimonic voice. Rather, both
groups can equally express their opinions in thabiog and opinions from
both sides can be equally presented in the pubhaaih. Also, both VIP and
non-VIP users can challenge equally the opiniomas they disagree with,
regardless of who expressed those opinions, amakrdiegs of status, all
opinions can be challenged. This has enabled gallitommunications to be
equal and inclusive, in the sense that opinionsbeaaqually expressed and
exchanged, with no group having the pre-determpwaer to dominate the

debate.

To develop the above argument, the next sectiolysegmhow Sina defines
the basic right users are given in its regulatidnsgugh applying discourse
analysis. WriteA’'s microblog post are also analysed using discoamsdysis

to ascertain how power relations between VIP and-Vi® users are

constructed and reflected through discourse.
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4.1.1 Equality and Principally Inclusive as Being Structured through

Equal and Inclusive Rights to Use Sina Microblog irRegulations

Sina Microblog Community Convention is analysed;éaese it is the basic
set of regulations for this platform, defines thasio powers, rights and
obligations for all Sina users. It contains fivetsens and a total of 35 clauses.
Section One (Clause 1 to 4) defines ‘what is Sinardblog’, ‘what is
microblog users’, and refers to the national legigé framework Sina’s
Convention follows. Section Two (Clause 5 to 9)itld ‘users’ rights
JBUR]Y, specifies the rights users of Sina can enj@gt®n Three (Clause
10 to 21), entitled ‘standards of users’ behavidiiig™ 17 A¥H7E), defines
what uses are encouraged, not encouraged and derbion Sina. Section
Four (Clause 22 to 30) is called ‘management ottmmunity ¢t [X & ),
and outlines the procedures with regards to enfgrcontrols over actions
that are regarded as violating the regulations.|&\&eéction Five (Clause 31
to 35) to comprises ‘additional clauség(l)’, and defines what Sina is not
responsible for, and once again reinforces thisv€ption follows the

national level legislatiofs.

In terms of defining powers, Section Two of the @amtion is the most
pertinent, since it specifically outlines the righiat different types of users
are given. This research applies a combinationFif &1d CDA tools to
analyse the wording of this section. The standeddi®rmula of SFL is
applied to deconstruct the regulations by indigatisactors processgoals
andcircumstancesTheactor of a text, as argued in the methodology chapter,
refers to the subject in the discourse that conducts the action(s); the action(s)
conducted and the relations established byatttersare theprocessesthe
goalsare the objects that receive the actions; and the circumstancesefer to

the conditions of th@rocess such as when and where. The formula allows

for an objective description of the discourse, dinglihis research to identify

13 This is the 2016 version. Sina has updated the/€hion in 2017.
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exactly the powers that are associated with Sieasus this regulation, i.e.
who are theactorsengaged in the text, the VIPs or n@iRs, or both; the
positions that different users occupy; the actions they commit; the relations

they establish; and under what circumstances they are established. CDA is
then applied to analyse what those relations asmcaations in the texts mean,
and how they reflect the actual rights and actafr&ina users, when they use

this microblog.

To find out how users’ rights and powers are defi(m differently defined
between different types of users), SFL is appltedd-construct the 5 clauses
in Section Two. The following five tables show thetors goals processes

andcircumstances each clause.

Charts 4.1 SFL Analysis of Five Clauses of Sectidnvo in Sina Microblog

Community Convention

Clause 5:Users enjoy the right to use microblog account® fight to use
cannot be transferred or given by any means, amddbounts’ behaviours
will be regarded as the registered users’ behasidl /7= % i 121K 5 79
R Z T ATE LA FFE DL, IS HITT 5

JIHITT A )
Actors Users
Goals rights, microblog accounts, rights to use, accdynts
behaviours, registered users’ behaviours
Processes enjoy, use, cannot, be transferred, given, be deghr
Circumstances | any means

Clause 6:The Sina Microblog site encourages users to carry eakmame
registration, and to apply for special labels; the application process and the

verifying standards are open and transparent. Tigpse of users enjoy more
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services. Special labels include: personal VIPgattmn, microblog expert,
organisational VIP recognition, microblog membepstand so on.#; 7 #¢

J 5 UE B SEG (FR iEFFE R IR, i 7 SR A A TTZ Y
U T ZHEZRS . #FERRETE: AU HIFEN . P

by B35 )

Actors Sina Microblog site, application process, verifying

standards, this type of user, special labels

Goals users, real-name registration, special labels, ,0pen
transparent, more services, personal VIP recogstio
microblog experts, organisational VIP recognitions,

microblog memberships, and so on

Processes encourages, carry out, apply, are, enjoys, include

Circumstances | N/A

Clause 7Users’ expressions on this platform cannot harrersthegal rights
and benefits, cannot be in conflict with laws aeduiations in use and with
this Convention (/75 7 F & N F LT FHEEMA 25, PS5
HT7Z AR 22955 )

Actors users’ expressions

Goals others’legal rights and benefits, laws and regutet, this
convention

Processes cannot, harm, cannot, be in conflict with, with

Circumstances | (on) this platform, in use

Clause 8:Users’ personal privacy is protected. Informati@garding the
verification of microblog users’ real identificatias stored in the third party’s
platform. Protection of users’ privacy is microbk®dundamental policy,
except when users expose themselves, or judiciatlyodties require to
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expose them according to legal procgss/ /7 " 7, SZFI R 1%
HIH B SE5 5 32 15 8 55 =7 B IR A7 X BB BT (R AZ i
PRI A, T E AT AT ALEPLIR AR08 FE /7R 1 7 1T 1o

s )

Actors users’ personal privacy, information regarding the
verification of microblog users’ real identificatip
protection of users’ privacy, users, judiciary autties,

Goals microblog’s fundamental policy, themselves, them

Processes is protected, is stored, is, expose, required posg

Circumstances | (in) the third party’ s platform, except when, ating to
legal process

Clause 9:When users’ rightful benefits on microblog arerhed, it is

possible to protect their rights and benefits tigftothe microblog reporting
function, or through legal procedurégy /7 77 i 1517 i 25 #X 73 52 212 2T

B 3G T F 2 IR D) BE R Al 22 127 K ik » )

Actors N/A
Goals users’ rightful benefits, rights and benefits,
Processes are harmed, protect

Circumstances | when, (on) microblog, it is possible, through the
microblog reporting function, through legal procezhi

From the above description, it is possible to timak the term ‘users’ appears
10 times in the five clauses. This repeated appearproves that the role of
users is central in this section. Within these fppearances, the users are
established as thectors7 times (total 1Actorg, and agyoals3 times (total

24 goal9. When users aractorsin the discourse, this means they conduct

the actions; when users are the goalsin the discourse, they are acted on. Thus,
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beingactorsin the discourse can be regarded as more powérdnl being
goals becausectors are associated with the power to actively do thing
while goalsare given more passive positions, who are theiedis of the
actions of thectors For the above five clauses, users occupy powacholr
positions more often than being constructed asetepowerfugoals Such
a construction reflects that this section talks enabout what users can

actively do in Sina, and talks less about what wdnd done to them.

The exact rights and course of actions that thalatign offers to the users
are shown through therocessesn the discourse. In the SFL analytic lens,
processis the category that enables researchers to fgehé actions of the
actors and the relations betweettors and theirgoals In Charts 4.1 it is
possible to identify the following 9 types of acttoand relations that are

actively associated with users:
1. To use the microblog account
2. Cannot transfer the right to use the account
3. To apply for special labels
4. To enjoy more services (only when having speciz¢ls)

5. Cannot harm others’ rights and benefits, cannoflicowith laws,

regulation and convention
6. To protect (or being protected) personal privacy
7. To expose personal privacy
8. To protect rights and benefits
9. To report, if rights and benefits are harmed

Within those 9 associations, 8 of them do not $pednat type of users they
are associated with, so ‘users’ refers to all Qvheroblog users who are
registered with an account; while only one association is made with specific
regards, and that is Clause six suggests usersspitigial labels’ can enjoy
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‘more services’. The number means that in the d&fm of powers, the
actions that are associated with all types of uaegsfar more than actions

that are associated with one specific type of user.

The above SFL description needs now to be expatiatedgh applying the
CDAlens, i.e. to link thactors goalsandprocessemside the discourse with
real players outside the discourse. Section 2 enGbnvention defines the
actions and powers that users are entitled to, upgistering with a Sina
account. In these definitions, two types of useesestablished: one as ‘all
the users’ in Sina, and one as users with spedi@ls, which includes VIP
users (personal and organisational), microblog #gpand memberships.
The label of VIP users is most reinforced amongéhsgpecial labels, as it
appears twice when Sina talks about special labaksas personal VIPs and

one as organisational VIPs.

Between all users and users with special labdlasals are given eight types
of rights, and those rights are equally and ingklyi associated with all of
them. Within these eight types of rights, the rightuse’ Sina account is the
first. To use the Sina Microblog, means as an aacbaolder, a user can post
microblog contents, comments, retweets and likerogeople’s posts, and
access microblog content, comments and retweetsatieaopen to view.
Following these basic user, users also have the tagapply for labels, to
protect (or being protected) personal privacy,Xpose personal privacy, to
protect rights and benefits, and to report, if tigéind benefits are harmed. In
addition to these eight fundamental rights thatgawen equally to all users,
users with special labels are associated with core &ction: to enjoy ‘more
services’. Sina has phrased this one extra acgoa ‘aervice’ rather than a
‘right’. The sense of ‘service’ is different fromghts’: ‘service’ suggests that
people can enjoy additional benefits, while ‘rigstresses the basic power
that people are entitled to. By associating allrsiseith more powers and

phrasing the extra action carefully, Sina establBsa context in which all
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users in Sina are given equal rights to use theaflicg. So when they engage
in a discussion, they are given equal rights taesgtheir opinions by using
the account, and all microblog posts, commentsratwieets they post are
inclusively shown on the Sina Microblog. Aside frahmese shared equal
rights, users with special labels are offered nsamices, but the content of

those ‘services’ is not specified in the Convention

What this context brings to the structure of theadily and inclusivity criteria
of the online public sphere is that Sina, as thestnpmpular interactive
platform in China, could be regarded as a centrstitution in the online
public sphere in China. Such an institution is tatpd to offer equal access
to all its users, and to allow opinions to be elyuahd inclusively expressed
and exchanged by all. Sina informs through its laguns that, as long as
individuals have registered with a Sina accoumy ttan enter into this arena,
access other people’s opinions, express their@psnand exchange opinions
with others. Those basic but crucial rights areadlgjiven to all individuals,
and its VIP system does not impact on those bagitst Thus, when political
debates take place on Sina, the accessibility bighy available information
and other people’s opinions, the ability to exprgsisions, and the ability to

debate with others, are equal and inclusive.

4.1.2 Equality and Inclusiveness as Equal and Inchive Powers to

Express and Exchange Opinions in Debates

Within the above discussed context, in principl@ew individuals use the
Sina Microblog to conduct debate, all individuakgardless of who they are
and what type of user they are, should be ablgualby express their opinions
and debate with others, rather than one type af dsinating the debate.
The opinions of all types of user, as long as #reynot censored by the public
authority, should be able to be inclusively shown Sina, without any

opinions being established as the only one, ohaggmonic voices set up as
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beyond challenge, or any opinions removed becdeedhallenge one type

of user.

This research found that such a context has indepdcted on the actual
debates on Sina Microblog. Although Sina categerite users differently,
some with special labels, some without, in actu@itipal communication,
the ability to express opinions, and especiallyabiity to challenge others,
Is given equally to all. Neither of the two typdausers can make their voice
the only voice in the microblog, but rather they eaqually express their
opinion by using posting, commenting and retweetingctions in the
microblog, and their opinions can be equally andusively accessed and
challenged by other individuals in the debateslIpossible to observe the
structure of theequality andprincipally inclusiveinstitutional criteria from

the debates occurring on Sina.

An example from WriteA’'s microblog will be used to illustrate this. Write
A, as introduced in the methodology, is real-nanggstered and recognised
on Sina as a personal VIP user. As a VIP ussipre-existing elite status, as
someone famous, rich and well-educated to mastees s given recognition.
The starting point of the public debate that isfih®us of this analysis, is a
post published on 09/12/2012A¢s microblog suggesting that a babysitter in
America can earn a lot. The author followed thidy@mrguing that everyone
can make the ‘American dream’ come true throughkimgr hard*. A then
posted another 10 blog posts in the next 13 haudefend his opinions. The
11 posts received 1066 comments and 3689 retwkatgyether, and those
comments and retweets were generated by 4671 rnendgers and 84

personal VIP users. Those numbers indicate that\W8iit and non-VIP users

1%1n Chinese 41— /S IR M — T # 20 Ji3E 70, IRIGISFEARA GRE, #k—2# iy
&, BRZAESR, A LS RESESEE, RS ME, B R ARE, EANL
W, MWETEHEL, XEHAHER? FE—DNhEANRERGAE 2], BEEREARY
B, HEFEHIMND, SUBmEiXafisf, FLiciEtiExE. Access though:
http://www.weibo.com/1191808911/z8VIvsMEAccess on: 01/03/2013
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engaged in this debate, and non-VIP users domimategmbers.

The interactions betweehand other users in this debate is the focus ef thi
section, and to conduct a specific analysis ofdheteractions, this research
focuses on the final blog post that Writemade in this debate. This post is
crucial for the analysis because it is a conclusive in whichA expressed
his thoughts about the interactions and relati@ta/éen him (as a VIP user)

and others in the debate. The post says:

‘Before went out jogging, could not control handsy clicked on the
comments section. A sense of disappointment emdrgedhad played a
zither to cows. The person | have mentioned is osld as an example to
express my opinions, and have no intention tootsgi or admire anyone —
— only slaves need to face those two totally opeospinions. | mean,
criticism or admiration imply a relationship betwmeawners and slaves. But
we are the people, who walk freely on the eartk,about this and that, about
all human life and enlightenmentH( 1 #1551 F R s — S F, —Fhxt
FREFRREW Lok, RIEFWA, REARAETRIERE K
M, IR 2 Z A VT B A7 W ) e JE—— A 00 SR A T a0 o
PRI, B MPPEERY, R EAN SRR &R, (H
AR AR ER B H B ZFEATHAM], RoRIRE, REEZANES
JERM )

This is a post A used to express his opinions aéiading the comments of
this blog posts. To interpret the power relatidmet are constructed into the

discourses, this research applies SFL and CDA 4wodstruct the text.

The chart below presents the results from the arsaly
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Chart 4. 2 SFL Analysis of Writer A’s Microblog Post on 9" December

2012

Actors A sense of disappointment, I, slaves, |, criticism,
admiration, we

Goals jogging, hand, comments section, zither, cowsp#rson,
example, opinions, intention, anyone, two totalbhposite
opinions, the relation between owners and slaves, t
people, this and that, about human life and erdigmient

Processes went out, cannot, control, clicked on, emerged,likad
played, have mentioned, is, used, express, have no,
criticise, admire, need to, face, mean, imply, aadk, talk

Circumstance | before, on the earth

To understand the power relations constructed girdahis text, the analysis
identifies theactors inthe discourse as this indicates who has the ptwer
actively take actions and establish relations, ydogusing on them, it is
possible to identify who is more powerful (or poless) and in what ways.
In this post, there are 7 actors and among themadtor ‘I’ is the most active,
not only because it appears twice, while none efatmeractorsdo, but also
because it conducts ptocessedowards 5goals while none of the other
actors conduct more than grocessesThe next most active actor is ‘we’,
involved in 3processesnd towards §oals But the use of the term ‘we’ also
implies a sense of belonging, as a group thas fpart of. So, when tretor
‘we’ is defined and takesnaction, ‘I', as a part'wg’, is also potentially
involved in those processes. Therefore, throughtént, the power of ‘I is
constructed as having the power to ‘mention’ pesstém ‘use’ examples, to
‘express’ opinions, to ‘have’ no intention, to tacise’ and ‘admire’ anyone,
and to ‘mean’; and as part of ‘we’, ‘I’ has also been defined as ‘people’, and

can ‘walk’, and ‘talk’ about human life and enlighiment. ‘Slave’, on the
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other hand, as a human actor does not belong td/wleg is less active.
Because it only takes 2 actions: ‘need to’ andefad’ is also the most
powerfulactor since among thedctors only 3 of them are human: |, slaves,
and we and among those 3, ‘I' is the oabtor with the power to define the
actions and characteristics of other actors: in@sfthe ‘slaves’ ‘need to face’
‘criticism or admiration’, and defines ‘we’ as pdéep‘Slaves’ and ‘we’ by

contrast, do not have the power to define the astamd characteristics of ‘I'.

When the CDA lens is applied to associattorsin the discourse with the
playersbehindthe discourse, this research argues thaathar of ‘I’ in this
text refers toA himself. This make# the most powerful one. His power is
not only constructeth the discourse, but aldmehindthe discourse. This is
because by posting this tex§, expressed the consequences of actions: he
clicked on comments, then disappointment emergelis Tsense of
disappointment he described as ‘playing a zithetaws’, which is an old
Chinese saying suggesting that one is wasting kioidls on someone who
does not understand. This saying shows that waitked on the comments
section, read the posts and encountered disagreéeviterhis earlier posti
felt that what he had said in his posts has beesteda leading to the
emergence of disappointment. By expressing suanseguence of actions
and relationsA cast himself as the zither player, the person tighpower
and the ability to express kind words, while thed® disagreed with him or
did not truly understand him were ‘cows’, which areuman. This reinforce

the rightness of’'s opinions, and incorrectness of his oppositions.

Nonetheless, what this discourse also shows isdbality and inclusiveness
of the debate, because even thofdtas constructed himself as powerful and
wise in the discourse, it does not change thetfeatthe has been challenged
and disagreed withA’'s opinions as well as those views that express
disagreement are equally available and accessibfra: one could reakls

opinions and the opinions of those who disagredt him. A did not have
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the power to make people listen to his ‘kind wor@sid his disappointment
did not lead to the removal of the disagreements; his remains simply one
personal opinion among others. This shows thatldimate that occurred in
A’'s microblog was not based on representdg opinion as the pre-
determined significant one, but was based on inausxchanges of different
opinions. The context of the Sina Microblog enaltdasic expressive rights
to be given equally to all users, and this righal#das them to equally and
inclusively agree or disagree with others’ opiniomather than being
passively represented by one opinion. So whgas a VIP user, expressed
his opinion, it was one opinion among others. HiB $tatus, although made
visible, did not giveA the power to dominate the debate by establishisig h
opinion as the only voice; it did not give him the power to silence or exclude
opinions or people from the debate, nor to protdnotself from being
challenged. What he could do, just like all othartigipants, was to indicate
what he thought and disagreed with, to defend bsstipn, while waiting to
see what others thought and how they respondetheAtame time, those
users who disagreed withdid not have the power to silen8eeither, or to
speak on behalf oA; instead, all these opinions from all participants were
inclusively and equally presented in the same andneh can be equally and

inclusively accessed by all others.

The analysis of this debate shows how equalityiacldsiveness of political
communication contributes to the structure of thmine public sphere:
although the status of the VIP and non-VIP is ditladd in the regulations
and becomes the context when using Sina, and glththe personal VIR

can construct himself as powerful, the fundameptalter to express and
especially, the power to challenge, is not impadtedtatus. Although VIP
users enjoy more services, those services do rmadhon the basic powers
that are equally given to all; therefore, debates in this institution can be said

to be based on the equal and inclusive exchanddfefent opinions, rather
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than being dominated by personal VIPs.

In this section, the analysis has shown that Sasecheated a context in which
all users, regardless of whether they are VIP orVill, have equal powers
to express, to challenge, to communicate; and the opinions they generate
through posts, comments and retweets are inclysara publicly available
on the Sina platform for other users to accessudim a context, both VIP and
non-VIP users can actively engage in political camioations around public
affairs, and the opinions both groups generateaquelly available. It should
also be noted that the status of VIP users is gisded in the sense that it
does not confer extra powers to VIP users in teomdominating public
debate. VIP and non-VIP users equally express tipémions, face challenges,
and challenge others. All those opinions and chghbs are inclusively

published on Sina.

4.2 The Limitations of Structure of theEquality and Principally
I nclusive Institutional Criteria: Limitations in the Regulati on
and Construction of Power through Discourse

By focusing on Sina’s regulations, and the relafiamong users in the actual
debates, the previous section showed that postomribution can be

observed for the structure of the online publicesph because a level of
equality and inclusiveness can be seen. But thes dot mean that political
communication on Sina is totally equal and inclasiBecause although Sina
offers fundamental rights equally to all users,g¢b&ablishment of VIP users,
categorises and reinforces different statuses legtvpeople. Reference to
these differences are made in the regulation, aedpa&ked up on by

individuals in the political communications. Paulgxly in debate, VIP users
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have been constructed with the power to be ahlepgresent public opinion,
and to speak for the public when debating with dbgernment. Opinions
generated by VIP users are given pre-determinetfisignce by non-VIP
users. So while this does not mean opinions fromVil® users are excluded
from the debate, opinions from VIP users are valomede, rather than the
opinions of all types of users being equally amadusively valued. Such value
is not determined by the contents but rather thmoagsociation with pre-
existing status, which means the status of VIR®isentirely disregarded in
the political communication. Such a constructios ti@ated a certain degree
of inequality in the online public sphere which ded¢o be recognised. The

following two sections elaborate on the above figdL

4.2.1 Limited Equality and Inclusiveness in the Raglations

In the previous analysis of the regulatory clauseshe Sina Microblog
Community Convention, the regulations were foundéabne the basic rights
as given equally to all types of users. At the séime, they encourage users
to apply for special labels by prasing more services; however, they do not
define what type of user can have what type ofljatm do they define what
the ‘more services’ are beyond the basic rightss Tésearch found that these
two issues are addressed through a hyperlink peadvid Clause six to the
allocated service page for the application of sgddabels. The service page
stipulates that all users can apply for Sina Mitwgb ‘expert’ and
‘membership’ status, two of the special labelsthiéy offer real-name
registration and pay a fee. But only certain peapid organisations can
become VIPs, and they are celebrities, social asldigal elites, or pre-
established organisations, such as media orgamisatiwhose pre-existing

status is recognised as worthy of personal or asgtianal VIP status. Sina
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also lists the four extra services given to VIPrsiSelt suggests that a special
VIP label will be given to recognised users, whishnot only more
‘identifiable’ but also offers ‘prior positiongJ{5:)’ when showing research
results. Secondly, VIP users can use the microplage to demonstrate
personalised professional and personal interestdiJhmultiple interactive
formats are established among VIPs and their ‘f@fi$%)’, and this will help
users to promote themselves. Finally, VIP userkbeilput into the ‘House of

VIPs’ (4 N\ 1).

Such regulations do not impact on the right ofesitigpe of user to participate
in debate, but they do reinforce pre-existing Satather than disregarding it.
Because patrticipants of online debates on Sindhaie [abelled differently
according to their status, and those labelled ségtbecome an acknowledged
context for political communication on this platfor Those who already
demand more social and political capitals, cansfiemtheir offline social
status to the online arena. For example, many stahkshed and mainstream
media organisations, such as the two most poweaitty media organisations,
The China Central Television and People’s Dailyyvehahosen to be
recognised as organisational VIP users. They wsertianisational VIP label
to announce their status, and rely on their alrezsigiblished resources and
reputation to attract public attention, in ordeekpand their dominance from

offline to online.

The four extra services are not in conflict witke thasic powers that have
been given to all users on Sina either, becausgréieondition for those four
services are the eight fundamental rights givealtasers, namely, the equal
right to access and express opinions, and thesive@availability of all sorts

of opinions on Sina. Despite having those four a&xgervices, VIP users

cannot dominate the political communications, asythre not given the

15 Access throughattp://verified.weibo.com/verify/help?fr=personal&bs=leftnay
Access on: 25/08/2015
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power to exclude or silence others’ opinions, rmoexclude other non-VIP
users from engaging in the debate. Instead, themoeifered to the VIP users
through those extra services, are first of allngaiecognised with the VIP
status, and secondly, increased influence. In temmsecognition, Sina
suggests that VIPs will be listed in the ‘Hous&/&®?s’. This kind of ‘House’
reinforces categorisation, and the category of \i$Pspecifically reinforced
by bestowing the ‘privilege’ of being included imet‘House’, while there is
not such a thing to list non-VIP. This kind of rfgircement of status creates
exclusion and inequality, not only by excluding Aéi®s from the ‘House’,
but also by the sense of importance that is creat@drds the VIPs against
the less important non-VIPs. This extends the psweéthe already powerful,
i.e. those celebrities, social and political elitasd organisations, who are
recognised as VIPs from the offline arena to thénenone. Thus, when
debating on Sina, they are able to claim theirustats a ‘very important

person’.

In terms of having more influence, Sina promises thy becoming a VIP,
users will be given ‘prior’ position in search résuSo, when users search
for certain information or opinions around certasues on Sina Microblog,
Sina shows posts, comments and retweets generatétPbusers in more
advanced positions than those from non-VIP usettsaisearch results. Thus,
opinions from VIP users will be listed prior to #®from non-VIPs: when
other individuals access a public debate aroundrtia issue, the VIP’s
opinions will appear first and therefore stand acmhigher chance of being
read, and be taken as the public opinion aroundsgezific issue. This
function does not violate Sina’s own regulationsause all opinions from
both VIP and non-VIP users are inclusively avagatnh the platform and can
be accessed. But visibility and accessibility te thformation is not equal.
Opinions from VIP users are offered with pre-detead significance to be

visible and accessed in advance, not because athakdeen said, but rather
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because of who has said it. Particularly given tH&t users are invariably
individuals and organisations that are already powerful and influential offline;

by offering their opinions prior position, thesewsos are reinforced and
expanded, while the voices of those who are alréesty powerful and less
influential are left behind, so that the equalifypolitical communication is

undermined.

The analysis shows that in the construction of pometations through the
regulations, Sina creates a context in which tine&mental right to debate is
equal and inclusive, so all individuals can engagmlitical communication,
contribute and exchange their opinions, regardiéfiseir status. But beyond
this basic level of equality and inclusivenessginaity and exclusions exist.
People are categorised per their pre-existing st&tatus reinforces the pre-
determined significance of certain opinions ancvedl already powerful
social and political elites to transfer their pogv&gom offline to online. When
this reflects towards thequalityandprincipally inclusiveinstitutional criteria
of the online public sphere, this means statusibaibeen totally disregarded
on the Sina platform; instead it enables certain people to act upon and rely on
their status to gain more influence in politicabdtes, as their opinions will
be accessed more than those of others with ncssttis limits the extent to
which Sina, as an important institution in the palpublic sphere in China,

can claim to be equal and inclusive.

With such power relations established in the aechitre of the platform,
users of Sina Microblog are competing their opisian an arena with
categorisation and status, which potentially impawt their perceptions of
power relations in the debates. The next sectidnthiis move to examine
debating in such an arena, how individuals’ pelioagtof the power relations
between VIPs and non-VIPs are constructed throdgh dontent and
discourse used in debates, and how such percepéthast and impact on the

actual power relations between the two categoriessers. It is possible to
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assess power relations through the content andudise generated by users,
because when certain individuals are said to hawee ppower than others,
those powers are constructed through discourseattemulation of those
discourses and contents with regards to such poweceme a reflection of
public opinions towards those power relations, ead potentially influence
the actual construction of such power relationutnre debates. Therefore,
analysing them will lead to further interpretatimirhow the reinforcement of
VIP status limits the structure @qguality and principally inclusiveof the

online public sphere.

4.2.2 Reinforcement of VIP Status in Political Commnication

To understand how individuals construct power retet between VIP and
non-VIPs through the debating contents and disesurthis research takes
the Kunming oil refining plant in CCRN'’s and 21sER's microblog as an
example. In the analysis, the focus is on how \WE aon-VIP users are
mentioned and associated with respectively in #igate. Content analysis is
applied firstly to identify contents that mentiomPvand non-VIP users, and
the powers associated with those two types of usdi®se contents. It will
also analyse an exemplary text, using discoursgsiado show exactly how
power relations were constructed through discoukssombination of SFL

and CDA tools will again be applied.

4.2.2.1 Content Analysis of Occurrence and Associats of VIP and Non-

VIP Users in the Discourse

Two microblog posts in the CCRN ands2CER about the Kunming oil
refinery plant were analysed, with associated contsand retweets. Both
VIP and non-VIP users engaged in the debates rCER’s and CCRN'’s

microblog pages, either through microblog posts;amments and retweets.
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The two charts below show the numbers of partidgan

Chart 4.3 Numbers of VIP and Non-VIP Users Particigting in 215 CERs

Comments and Retweets

Organisational VIP Users in
907 Comments

R Personal VIP users in

‘ 177 Comments

Non-VIP users in Comments

Organisational VIP Users in
Retweets

m Personal VIP users in
Retweets

4731 :
Non-VIP users in Retweets

Chart 4.3 shows patrticipation in the’X2ER’ s microblog page. 2ICER is

a media organisation recognised by Sina as an sajamal VIP user, and it
is from this account that the blog post about theiding oil refinery plant
was published. The post received 952 comments 88d #detweets (data
collected in January 2015, and re-checked in J@i&)2 Within the 952
comments, 5 of them were generated by organisatiiRausers, 40 of them
by personal VIP users, and 907 of them by non-\ders1 Within the 4931
retweets, 23 of them were generated by organisatigiP users, 177 by

personal VIP users, and 4731 of the by non-VIPsuser
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Chart 4.4 Numbers of VIP and Non-VIP Users Particimting in CCRN

Comments and Retweets

0 136

Organisational VIP Users in
1068 Comments

19 :
Personal VIP users in

‘ Comments

Non-VIP users in Comments

Organisational VIP Users in
Retweets

m Personal VIP users in

Retweets
6093
Non-VIP users in Retweets

Chart 4.4 shows activities in CCRN, which is alsoedia organisation with
organisational VIP status on Sina. The CCRN accpuosted the main blog
and received 1204 comments, and 6406 retweetsiiifit 1204 comments,
this analysis did not identify any organisationdP\Wsers, but found 136
personal VIP users and 1204 non-VIP users. The 6tOfkets were sent by

19 organisational VIP users, 294 personal VIP ysers 6093 non-VIP users.

These numbers show that both VIP and non-VIP wseyaged in this debate,
with highest participation of non-VIP users. Thisflects Sina’s basic
architecture, namely, the right to use Sina in &iwh viewing, posting,
commenting and retweeting, being equally givenltoegistered users, as
long as they obey Sina’s and national laws andlatigns. By having this
equally given right, both VIP and non-VIP users a&yed in the debates, to
express and exchange their opinions, regardledgofstatus. The opinions
generated by the two categories of users, VIP and\iP, were inclusively
presented on Sina; so when the debate was analyseas possible to see

opinions from VIP and non-VIP users, rather thaly @@eing engagement
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from one side.

Content analysis was applied to the wording of plbsts, comments and
retweets. The analysis found the terms ‘VIP (ViPY/Jil V), ‘non-VIP (A~
V) and ‘Media @@14)’ all featured in Sina users’ discussions aboet th
Kunming oil-refinery plant. Among them, the wordéndia’, as a specific type
of organisational VIP user that engaged in thisatiebappeared with the

highest frequency. The two charts below presentdiiected data:

Chart 4.5 Frequency of Codes ‘Media’, ‘VIP’ and ‘Nan-VIP’ in the 215t

CER Post, Comments and Retweets
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Chart 4.5 shows that the word ‘media’ was mentiooeck in the blog post
made by 2% CER, 41 times in the comments and 187 times im¢heeets

while the word ‘VIP' was mentioned once in the reeis and once in the

comments. Non-VIPs were not mentioned at all.
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Chart 4.6 Frequency of Codes ‘Media’, ‘VIP' and ‘Nan-VIP' in the

CCRN Comments and Retweets
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The word ‘media’ appeared 50 times in the commants 310 times in the
retweets, while ‘VIPs’ were mentioned 10 times e ttomments and 32

times in the retweets. ‘Non-VIP’s appeared twiceliea comments, and 4

times in the retweets.

These numbers show that in this context in whiaimSias established the
categorisation of VIP and non-VIP users, such aategtion is
acknowledged and talked about by its users. Thesstd organisational VIP,
especially media organisations such as CCRN afi€CER, and the status of

personal VIPs becomes an issue that is expli@fgrred to in the discussions.

In order to find out whether powers are equallystarcted or not in these
debates, the research then studied what kind oémywhe organisational VIP
status, personal VIP status and non-VIPs were edsdowith. The ways in
which power is constructed can be varied, sinceettsenot a formulaic way
to define it. Thus, as suggested in the methodoldugpter, rather than

attempting to discuss all types of power that colbéd constructed, this
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research illustrates 4 types of power that impacttibe equality and

inclusiveness in political communications as categofor codes. They are:
the power to dominate the debate; the power toaeother people; the
power to represent or exclude opinions, especigdpositional opinions; and
the power to exclude or/and represent people irtigal communication.

These types of powers are critical indicators bseahey show the most
influential factors in terms of the equality anctliursiveness of political

debates. If one individual or one category of imdlials has the power to
dominate, to represent, to silence, and to exottler individuals or certain
opinions, then it means they are empowered in éates to only speak of
their needs while those who are excluded and srare not heard. The

power relation becomes unequal and exclusive.

To identify the 4 categories of power, this anaysises a two-way
identification system: firstly it identifies the was used in the text, and then
it interprets the meaning at the level of the whebd. To identify examples
of the power to dominate, the key words &f#|’ and SZfd’, which are
Chinese translations of the verb to dominate wegalighted. If the text
contained these two words, the whole text was tbad to ascertain whether
power relations between VIP and non-VIP users wefgrred to or not. To
identify the power to silence, this research lookadthe key word 2k /&’
and "t and when these key words were identified, iiagaterpreted the
meaning of the whole text. To identify the powerdépresent and exclude,
this research looked for the key word§3%’ and ‘#ki&/ 4~ () ii&’, and the

meanings were then interpreted.

Using these categories and identifications, allrélevant texts in the 21
CER and CCRN'’s microblog posts, comments, and esweere analysed.
The focus was only on the wording of the textshe debates rather than on
the people who authored the texts. In other wdh#scontent of the texts are

categorised regardless of who have made them.
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The two charts below present the collected data:

Chart 4.7 Frequency of Associations of Codes ‘MediaVIP’ and ‘Non-

VIP' in the 215t CER’s Post, Comments and Retweets

#ik(media) | KV(bigVs) | AR bn V(non-
VIP)

Power 1 1 0 0
To Dominate
Power 2 39 1 0
To Silence
Power 3 46 0 0
To Represent or
Exclude Certain
Opinions
Power 4 6 0 0
To Represent or
Exclude Certain
People

Chart 4.7 shows that in the posts, comments aneets of the 21st CER
microblog, the term ‘media’ and ‘VIPs’ were asstéethwith at least 1 of the
4 types of powers, while non-VIP users were nobveissed with any of them.
Between them, media organisations, as the maimga@atef organisational
VIP users, were associated with more powers (&italimes), while VIPs

were only associated once.

Media organisation VIPs are mostly associated thighpower to represent or
exclude certain opinions (46 times). When this tgp@ower is associated
with, the most talked about topic is the media niggtions, especially those
recognised by Sina as VIP users, who chose nepiart/exclude news about
the public’'s environmental concerns around the Kimgn@il-refinery plant.
When speaking of such exclusion, users often useattfunction in Sina to
refer, identify and remind those organisational WiBdia users who have not
said anything about the plant, such as @YNifWi 2 /£44 (one of the most
watched local news programmes) @i #i i@ (Chinese Central TV News)

or @z F415 B (Yunnan Information Reports, a non-party popukavincial
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newspaper). Those media organisations were singlédand blamed for
excluding opinions about environmental concerns,omty because they did
not report them in their offline TV programmes awspapers, but also
because they did not engage with these concerneptesent public concerns
in the online debate on the Sina Microblog. Thet fdat those media
organisations have Sina Microblog accounts, ance ldaimed their VIP
status on Sina means their failure to mention tlopsgions more visible to

other participants in the debate.

This kind of text constructs the powers of exclasamd representation for
organisational VIP users. However, this does namarganisational VIPs
can actually dominate the debate, and excludguoesent opinions from non-
VIP and personal VIP users, since it is still pbkesito observe opinions,
including criticisms towards VIP media organisatiosers, from the non-
VIPs and personal VIPs on the microblog. Those psweean that even
though media organisation VIP users, non-VIPs alitb\éll have equal right
to freely express or choose not to express opinabwut environmental
concerns over the oil refinery plant in Sina, thewpr of the media
organisation VIP users to not include certain apisiare stressed and valued
more. In order for participants in the debate i the media for excluding
public environmental concerns from their repotig, tnedia need firstly to be
perceived by those participants as having the powexclude information,
and as having exercised this power. This poweexttude also needs to be
perceived as an issue of concern and require gpecifphasis. Once these
perceptions have been established, individuals tleastruct them through
discourse. In contrast, this kind of power is restariated with non-VIP users,
as if whether non-VIP users have or don’t havepihwer to exclude certain
concerns from the debate, and whether or not thefcese such power, is not
worth mentioning. In other words, the powers of tMiRs are constructed as

insignificant. Such different constructions actyalieate inequality between
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the two groups.

Chart 4.8 Frequency of Associations of Codes ‘MediaVIP' and ‘Non-

VIP' in the CCRN'’s Post, Comments and Retweets

Ak (media) | K V(bigVs) | A tn V(non-
VIP)

Power 1 0 0 0
To Dominate
Power 2 245 1 0
To Silence
Power 3 24 1 0
To Represent or
Exclude Certain
Opinions
Power 4 0 0 0
To Represent or
Exclude Certain
People

Chart 4.8 shows that in CCRN'’s microblog, mediaaoigation VIP users are
also associated with more powers, the most freqghemg the power to
silence (245 times). In this category, the mosjdent wording was ‘all local
media have lost their wordgi(1- R £E A 2K 1E) (196 times), as this was
repeatedly retweeted. In this case, the powelda is associated with the
media, but the target of the silencing is the méld@mselves. This is stated
and repeatedly referred to, indicating the deepceon felt by some
participants about the power of media organisatiassthey should have
engaged in the political communication around tiheedinery, to speak for
the public, but that they chose to remain silethwegards to local concerns
about the environmental impact of the plant. Intcast, the silence of non-
media users in this regard was not specifically toerd, as if they are not
in concerns. By expressing such concerns, the engagts from the media

are valued more.

This research understands the local media in #x$ tefers to media
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organisations in general, including but not onlgdia organisation users on
Sina. So, the power of the media that is constdutethis text pertains to

media organisations in general rather than thceteatte VIP users on Sina.

What is not reflected in Chart 4.8, but is impottemthe understanding for
the power relations between VIPs and non-VIPs & th the CCRN’s
microblog posts VIPsK V, V) are referred to more frequently (42 times)
than on 21 CER (twice). Among those 42 times, the text thatemrs most
frequently is the following exchange: one user dsheere is Yunnan’'s big
Vs ? (=FIK V IE? ), and a VIP user answers that he ‘has V' but
“Yunnan's big Vs are too ‘soft' £ 11K V #ik#X)". This comment was
then retweeted 8 times. While this exchange cahaatategorised into any
of the 4 types of powers as it does not use aftyeafelated codes, nonetheless,
itis an example of powers being constructed inalisse, in this case, towards
those of VIP users. The exchange begins with atiqueasks where are the
‘Big Vs'. This reference to VIP users and the néadtheir engagement in
the debate bestows a power on VIP users that iggiwen to non-VIPs,
suggesting that their engagement is insignificambther words, the value
given to engagement from users of the two groupmégjual, and the status
of VIPs gives pre-determined significance to tlparticipation in the debate.
In the response, a VIP user reinforces his own at#eus, as if such a status
Is something worth mentioning, while none of thendPs specifically do

so. In the next section, this text is analysedgidiscourse analysis.

The analysis of the posts, comments and retweettseimebate around the
Kunming oil-refinery plant found that the context the debate can be
regarded as equal and inclusive, in the sensalihaders, regardless of their
status, can and did express their opinion aboutiggubncerns, and those
opinions were inclusively accessible on Sina. Havethe status of the VIP
was repeatedly reinforced in the debate, in thBt &thtus was associated with
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more power in the discourse. VIP users’ engagenaetsonstructed with
pre-determined significance, being more valued than-VIP users, not
because of the content but because of status, {gdwEngagement of non-
VIPs is seen as too insignificant to mention. Bycpeving power relations in
this way, the power relations between the two gsouiph different status are
unequally constructed. The already powerful soaites and media
organisations are constructed as having more pawele the voices of the
less powerful are less valued. The criteriaguialityandprincipally inclusive

are thus limited on Sina.

The following section provides further support flois argument by applying
discourse analysis to the above-mentioned excham@CRN about ‘Big V'.

The post was chosen firstly because it was the appstared text in the whole
debate that directly used term ‘VIP’ (the text aqueel 9 times and the term
VIP was used 27 times in the texts). So, perceptiohpower relations

between non-VIP and VIPs are mostly reflected gy ¢lxchange. Discourse
analysis is also needed because the post was detl &ty content analysis

but is nonetheless worthy of attention.

4.2.2.2 Discourses Analysis of Posts in CCRN Comang Key Code VIP
(KV)

The post for analysis is an exchange that occurrélde retweets section of

CCRN's post on the Kunming oil refinery plant:
One non-VIP user asks ‘-Where are all those bigiuspublic intellectuals?’
(IRZHIRV AHIEET?)

A VIP user answers “-On online platforms, ‘big Msdgpublic intellectuals’
in Yunnan are on the soft side. | have V, but ishig, | know a few things,
but cannot reach the level of public intellectualS. st M &M &, =

RV 2RV AV, BEAKR, I, EAZARBIZE. D
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Chart 4.9 deconstructs the exchange using the & |

Chart 4.9 SFL Analysis of Texts on CCRN ContainindCode ‘Big V'

Actors big V, public intellectuals, I, |

Goals big Vs, public intellectuals, slightly soft, V, nbig, a few

things, the level of public intellectuals

Processes are, are, have, is, know, cannot reach

Circumstance | where, on the online platform, in Yunnan

From the above table, it can be seen that ‘I’, W8jand ‘public intellectuals’
are the threactorsin this exchange, while ‘big Vs’ and ‘public inettuals’
are alsgoalsfor theactor‘lI’. This means the key relation this text estabés

is between I, and big Vs/public intellectuals. histrelation, thector ‘I' has
been constructed as the most active and powerfel 8ach powers are
specifically shown as it is the onfctor in the text that has the power to
actively take actions. In the text, ‘I' take actsahrough th@rocessof ‘have’
towards thegoal of ‘V’, and the processof ‘know’ towards thegoal of
‘things’. This means by claiming ‘I’ ‘have’ the ‘Vand ‘know’ ‘things’, the
power to take actions is realised, and ‘I’ is empmd. This text also
specifically mentions th&here circumstancef ‘on the online platform’,
which reinforces the place where all frecessesake place. It is within the
online platform, ‘I' as theactor is empowered to take action. While big Vs
and public intellectuals have no power to takeasctn the discourse, since
in the exchange they are firstly asked where thay been, and then are

defined as being ‘slightly soft’. None of those g@eses are actual actions.

When the CDA analytic lens is used, the ‘I’ is eveore powerful, since the
actor of ‘I is not only anactor in the text, but also refers to the speaker of
this message, who is a personal VIP user. ‘I' cakera statement to claim
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VIP status and to take the action of ‘knowing tlsi@pecause a non-VIP user
has asked ‘where are all those big Vs and pubiélectuals?’. By answering
this question, ‘I’ stresses the personal statusyamestrates its belonging to

the VIP group, and defines the characteristichefgroup.

This exchange once again reflects that VIPs areagd to engage and in
this case, explicitly by non-VIP users, regardleks/hat they say. The fact
that people ask where are the VIPs, but not theiBs, suggests that VIPs
are regarded as necessary for the debate and ehgagement through
voicing public concerns is more valued than nonsV/Ilengagement. This
exchange also shows VIP status is something tindbeapecifically claimed
and stated, and thactor who made such a claim is empowered through
making this statement. This is because in the alB#leanalysis, thactor

‘I' realised its power in the discourse by claimitoy‘have V'. This means
that VIP status itself rather than any specificaad/expressions determines
the power of the ‘I', so ‘I', as a member of VIPeus, is constructed as having
a powerful and specific position, before expressing opinions about the
debated topic. More importantly, compared with #pscifically required and
stated status of VIP, none of the non-VIP usergwenstructed as having or
constructed for themselves such powers. It is aentVIP users on Sina are
not deserving of any attention; only someone reisaghas a personal VIP
gains status and this additional status can anefesred to explicitly. This
extra status confers more power to VIP users, theating unequal power

relations between the two groups.

To summarise, through content and discourse asaysihe posts, comments
and retweets on 21CER and CCRN, this research found Sina’s VIP syste
is acknowledged by its users and has become aatrpeairt in their
expressions. With the emphasis on status, the tsteu®f equality and
principally inclusiveon the online public sphere is limited in wayst thaes
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not disregard pre-existing status, but rather, @enfpre-determined
significance to their participation. The opinionsdaengagements from the
VIPs are expected and valued even before they bapeessed anything,
while non-VIP users are perceived as not as impgréad engagements from

them are too insignificant to mention.

But it should also be noted that the argument beiade is not that power
relations are unequal in terms of the basic rigbhtexpress and access
information on Sina , but only that in discourséP\sers are perceived as
more powerful and as having a specific role. Atlds of users participated
in this debate on Sina and all of them were abledwally and inclusively

express their opinions and access other opinioms through those equally
expressed and inclusively available opinions theat tesearch was able to
observe the discourse and identify the power of M8Brs constructed in the
discourse. VIP users are regarded by non-VIP wset®ven by themselves
as powerful and influential. By emphasizing theatss, VIP users hope to
expand their influence, and non-VIP users hopeugérs will use their status
to lead public debate, to expand the scope of camwation, and to attract

more public attention towards the debated issues,Tivhile the power to

express opinions is equal and inclusive, the pdwérave an impact and to

be valued are less than equal.

Chapter Summary

Sina is the most used interactive online platform in China; the fact that it has

been widely used by individuals to engage in pmdittommunications makes
it an important arena for any discussion regardiregstructure of China’s
online public sphere. Although Sina is not fullpresentative of the whole

online public sphere in China, it is nonethelessmtral and major player.

Overall, the VIP system alongside other regulatiggewserning Sina,
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contributes on the one hand to the structuresguiality and principally
inclusivecriteria of the online public sphere; on the other hand, it also imposes

certain restrictions.

In Sina’s architecture, the right to use the miéwglio post blogs, to comment,
and to retweet are equally given to all users. Has enabled a level of
equality and principal inclusiveness to be struedurUpon this basic
architecture, all Sina users have equal accesgdamation on the platform,
to express their opinions, and those opinions afwmation, as long as they
are not removed by the monitoring system, are sicily available to all.
This also enables individuals, regardless of whretiesy are VIP or non-VIPs,
to express agreement and disagreement, and tolyegua voice to and
access, oppositional opinions, rather than one baigng the power to
dominate the debate, or to exclude or silence aoppoal/different voices.
Opinions are thus equally expressed and exchanged|, positions are

inclusively challenged.

What limits the structure of these two institutibedteria is that the VIP
system in Sina promotes categorisation, which oeaafs pre-existing status,
encourages individuals to be regarded through thtzgases, and allows the
already powerful to expand their powers from thiéiref arena to Sina. The
status of VIPs, both organisational and persorsahas been shown, confers
special value to their engagements and pre-detedrsignificance is given
to them. Thus, although VIP users do not have tiveepto dominate debates,
nor to silence oppositional opinions, their opirsaand engagement in the
debate can be regarded as more valued, and thepefaverful and influential

than those of non-VIP users.

Taking into account both the promises and restmigtithat are made on Sina,
this research argues that while the criteriagpfalityandprincipally inclusive

criteria have not been fully structured into Chéahline public sphere, nor
are they entirely absent. Rather, what can bedsiathat a degree of equality
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and inclusiveness does exist in the sphere, buthkdimitations need also

to be recognised and critically analysed.
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Chapter 5. The Structure of the Problematization of
Unquestioned Areas Institutional Criterion and the
Expressional Political Function in China’s Online Public

Sphere

Introduction

This chapter examines the structurepobblematization of unquestioned
areasinstitutional criterion and thexpressional political functioaf China’s
online public sphere. These two elements are exatrivgether because they
relate to the same central question, and that istiven and how net-users
express their concerns, by challenging and cnitigighe Chinese public
authorities in political communicatiorProblematization of unquestioned
areascriterion defines the public sphere needs to k&tutionalised upon
individuals’ problematization of unquestioned areas; in ways, the meanings

of what are the public concerns and how the colscehould be dealt, are
self-determined by the public, not the public auties. These self-
determined concerns are expressed in the publerepimforming the public
authority of public needs and interests so élkpressional functioof the
sphere can be realised. The examination of theseetements needs to
encompass not only the content of the problemadizat.e. what opinions
toward what issues are expressed to demonstratelesetmined public
concerns; and the language used in expressions, i.e. what language is used to
voice the opinions and how does language usagerilmotg to the
problematization. Because both topics and langaagequally important in
the conceptualisation of thgroblematization of unquestioned areasd

expressional political function

This research has identified the contentious charaaf online political
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communication in China, and argues that therermetmain areas are mostly
debated in contemporary China: firstly, debatesr @revironmental issues
between individuals and Chinese government; secondly, online nationalism
in which contentious opinions are expressed towhadk international and
domestic governmentsand finally around the Chinese political system
among individuals with different political agend#&uided by these types,
three cases were selected to examine in more tletagiontent and language
use in these debates. The aim is to find out whestnimgs of what concerns
are self-determined, and through what ways issuespeoblematized in
challenging the Chinese government. Then the resasaeks to shed light on
how those self-determined opinions and expressiongibute to or limit the
problematization of unquestioned areasteria andexpressional political
function as part of the structure of the online spheraldb particularly
focuses on the use of linguistic violence in cotiters debates to discuss the
function of such usage in terms of its contributiorthe problematization of

unquestioned areas and the expression of concerns.

The first part of this chapter focuses on the aaintd the problematization
and concerns. It applies content analysis by usiagodes ‘governmentj{
Jif)/party (i)’ to code the posts, comments and retweets thCHER’s and
CCRN'’s microblog pages, in the debates around thening oil refinery
plant; and to code posts from Tianya BBS’s debates on the ‘purchase plan’
event in the Diaoyu/Senkaku dispute between ChiglaJapan. This section
then shows what level of government, what issues, &hat roles are
associated, when the government is mentioned itigablcommunications.
It also interprets how those associations conteibothe problematization of

unquestioned areas and expressions of concerimglfeiduals in this debate.

The second part of this chapter focuses on theukgey used in individual
expressions, with specific attention given to howguistic violence has been

used. It will firstly use content analysis to derswate the frequency of
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swearing words that have been used in individyaisblematization, and
what they are associated with. It will then dischssv linguistic violence
contributes to individuals’ problematization of gomment behaviours by
using discourse analysis. Microblog posts from ®vriA, 21 CER and

CCRN's will be analysed in this part.

5.1 Chinese Net-users’ Problematization of the Gowement
and Their Expressions of Concerns

This part discusses whether and through what w&ysnese net-users
problematize government’s decisions and behavioansl express their
concerns in the online political communication. Tscussion is based on
data that collected from 2CER and CCRN'’s microblogs, between net-users
and the government around a domestic environmewgadt, and from Tianya
BBS, regarding international issues. In total, 2cnoblog posts, 2156
microblog comments, 11337 microblog retweets, é8861BBS posts were
examined. Among a total of 15381 pieces of texts, term ‘government’
occurred 1229 times, and the term ‘party’ occudréd times. These numbers
demonstrate that Chinese net-users did talk abloeit Ghinese public
authorities in their debates with regards to batmestic and international
issues. Both the government, as the governing asfdme country, and the

party, as the ruling regime of the country, featLirethe debaté&

The following two sections will interpret these noens in detail in terms of
the frequency of the two codes, broken down byldiiel of association, i.e.

local, national, foreign. Then the roles that tloeeynment and party have

16 While Writer A’'s case, which is a debate aroundn@be political system among people
with different agendas, will not be discussed is #ection, because in 2015, A has deleted
all his 2012 and 2013 microblog posts, thus théeaech was unable to re-check the
collected data. For the consideration of accuratyaeditability, quantitative data from
A’s microblog will not be used in discussions.
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been associated with in discourse will be discussadhely whether related
with governors, leaders, or negative charactedsdtie. being corrupted and
incapable), and what issues they are associatdd wamely, particular
policies, the overall political regime, or interiwaial issues. Through this
analysis, this research intends to draw a moreleéétaicture, which not only
demonstrates that Chinese net-users are mentitrergpvernment in online
political communication, but also describes thel®f government involved,
the roles of government that have been problendgtized how those

associations contribute to the expression of carscer online debate.

5.1.1 Problematizing Government Decisions and Expssing Concern in

Political Communications about a Domestic Environmetal Event

Contentious debates between the Chinese publidhendovernment over
domestic environmental issues are important tapi€hina’s online political
communication. One example is the debate aroun#udnening oil refinery
plant on 2 CER and CCRN microblog pages. The central corteriti this
case is that the Chinese public authority and therking locals define the
meaning of the plant differently. The national gowveent sees the plant as
necessary and beneficial; and specifically, asragdats national resources
strategy to address China’s resource shortageamspiortation problem. The
plant contains an oil-gas pipe that transportsaail gas from Burma to
Kunming, and an oil-refinery factory in Kunming th&fines oil locally to
supply petrol usage in the south-west part of Chith petrol. The local
government regards the plant as economically beiaefor Kunming's local
GDP growth, since it would produce not only pettlt also sub-products,
such as PX (Kunming Daily, 2010a: A8, Li, 2013aShen, 2013:3, Li, 2012:
5). The government therefore confirmed the propdsalaunch the oil-
refining plant in January 2013. This decision wakeh without seeking
public opinion before going ahead with it, thus imgkthe plant an
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unquestioned area for the public. Members of th@ipuand Kunming locals
in particular, were not given the right or opportyrto determine whether to
have plant at all. Nor could they request morermfation about it, such as

the environmental issues around it, before propeaalfinalised.

Kunming locals began to find out more about différ@spects of the plant in
March 2013, when articles by environmental NGOs)-party media, and
independent authors began spreading on social nedianline discussion
sites, particularly Sina Microblog, warning of teevironmental damage the
plant would cause. They warned of the industrigcklarge from the oil-
refining process, and the toxicity of the PX prailut process to local
waterways and atmosphere. The argument was matéhthglant would
impact the local environment and people’s hedltie articles were gradually
censored and removed from online sites by the websnonitors, but not
before Kunming locals and net-users had the chaniEad the information.
Many of them were influenced by these accountscantk to regard the plant
not as necessary and beneficial, but as toxic anaflal for their health and
for the local environment. They then used Sina pa#orm from which to
challenge the government’s definitions and the sleos over the plant. A
once unquestioned area, in terms of the meaninghef plant, the
environmental aspects of the plant, and whethkeate the plant or not, came

to be therefore problematized, showing local comedout the issue.

The following analyses will show specifically howhet issue was
problematized by net-users to challenge the govemywhat the limits were
to this problematization and through what ways tigyressed their concerns.
This is achieved by locating the codes ‘governmant] ‘party’, analysing
the associations made with them, and then disagissermeanings of those

associations.

Firstly, Charts 5.1 and 5.2 demonstrate the le¥gJovernment referred to
when the codes ‘government’ and ‘party’ are used.
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Chart 5.1 Associations of ‘Government’ and °‘Party’ in 21 CER

Microblog Posts, Comments and Retweets (Level of Government) in
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Chart 5.2 Associations of ‘Government’ and ‘Party’ in CCRN Microblog

Posts, Comments and Retweets (Level of Government) about the

Kunming QOil Refinery
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These charts show that in the Kunming oil-refinery debate, the term
government was mentioned 954 times, and the term party, 42 time; altogether,
the Chinese public authority, both the government and the ruling party, were
referred to 996 times. The government/party was mentioned with no specific
reference to level (i.e. local, nor national, and international) 673 times. The
frequent appearance of the codes, in a general sense, shows that when net-
users debated about the plant, the roles of the government have been

something they have picked up and talked about. Such a reference is positive.
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Within what is generally a positive sign, this r@sh identified a ‘local’
versus ‘national’ divide in that where specificefnce was made to the level
of government, the local government was referredatomore than the
national government. The local government/party mastioned 279 times,
while national government/party was only mentior88l times. In other
words, the actions, role and behaviours of thellgogernment were talked
about more than the national government’s. Thidifig concurs with Yang
(2009) and Ho (2001)’s studies showing that debateand environmental
issues are with localised characteristics. In thenrding case, net-users
discussed the plant as an issue pertaining tootted government more than
to the national government. On the other hand, dhission also highlights
the limits to the problematization, which is notdioggest that all levels of
public authorities should be equally referred to amy political
communication nor is this remark intended to indaie the net-users’
problematization of this unquestioned area. Regasdlof the level of
government being referred to, this still constisuéeproblematization of the
Chinese authorities. But in the Kunming case, ab@ugh both local and
national government were involved as decision-ngkieiwas the national
government’s decision that held sway. It was th&onal government’s
decision to establish a resource strategy, arslaccording to that strategy
that the local government was able to build therefihery factory in
Kunming. Without the national government’s decisitocal government
would not have been able to make further decisidnss, if individuals were
able to critically re-define the meaning of therpjahe national authority’s
involvement and decision would in theory weigh faore than the local
government’s. And yet, the national government wentioned far less,
failing to reflect its actual involvement in thiase. This demonstrates that
even when both national and local governments mwelved in decision

making, it is local government that is far moreelikto be mentioned.
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After coding the levels of government, the assedables of the government

in the debate were analysed, as illustrated int€ka8 and 5.4:

Chart 5.3 The Roles and Issues Associated with tli@overnment in the

215t CER'’s Post, Comments and Retweets about tHéunming Refinery
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Chart 5.4 The Roles and Issues Associated with tli&overnment in the

CCRN'’s Post, Comments and Retweets about the KunnipRefinery
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In empirical studies, this research found nottadltexts identified fit with the
pre-established categories, because not every mgehwas specifically
associated with the government as leader, goveroorwith negative
attributes; nor did they talk about the governmantelation to particular
issues or system either. Thus, from the total o6 %nes the codes

government and party appeared, 408 of them weegjcased.
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In these texts that can be categorised, the rolbeofjovernments was more
likely to be associated with negative attributeshsas being corrupt, weak,
stupid and disrespectful of people; this was theedar 290 out of the 408
samples. The most frequently occurring exampleiwithis category is the
government being accused of destroying ‘the rightsve of the people in
another city againi{/fF X35 5 — T N A A#HL), appearing 25 times.
In this example, the action of the government hasnbsuggested as
‘destroying’ people’s right to live, implying in loér words that rather than
serving the people’s interests and needs, the gowent is trying to take such
rights away from its people. The other exampléehia tategory is the call to
‘throw out those government officers who destray émvironment3& i 38
WIERBUTE 5 T %), repeated 10 times, as the second most frequentl
appearing text in this category. In this examphe, tole of the government
has been negatively portrayed as harmful for ther@mment. In reaction to
the government’s perceived harmful behaviours,viddials were told to

‘throw’ those officers out.

What these numbers demonstrate is that in the shgmuabout the Kunming
oil refinery, when individuals talked about the gavment, they were more
likely to portray them negatively, questioning amicising their behaviour,
rather than seeing them as leaders or the goveribes most frequently
occurring texts in particular show that the goveentis definition of the plant,
in terms of its economic benefits and as part eirttesource strategy, were
rejected by some net-users, who paid specific idteno the environmental
issues raised by the plant, and criticised the gowent by suggesting their
decisions were problematic and did not serve thielipunterest. Those
opinions were openly expressed on Sina Microblay,irtform other

individuals and the government of their concerns.

As Charts 5.3 and 5.4 also show, the second mepuént association is the

category of ‘particular domestic issues’, which wantioned 91 times. This
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number reflects the nature of this debate, namggliéical communication
around a particular industrial plant that invohaegovernment decision. By
associating the government with this particulanplandividuals could make
their discussion specific. What is also significethat within the discussion
about the refinery, individuals attempted to bringthe broader political
system in China, referred to 19 times. A key andtnfiiequent example in
this category is the phrase ‘the typical case hpublic-elected government
(AF B BURF i #7522 451]), which appeared 5 times. Although relatively Jow
this number can be seen as an indication thatdftlasf individuals not only
sought to self-determine the meaning of a partraydevernment decision but
also to self-determine the meaning of the polit&ygdtem that allowed the
decision to be passed. In this text, net-userseatigat the conflict between
the public and the government over the Kunmingre&filkery plant was a
result of the government not being democraticaty @aherefore making
decisions outside of any democratic process. Amysa® taken within this
system will only address the government’s undedstegnand needs, not the

public’s.

These exchanges demonstrate that while individdalsot challenge the
political system in China in major ways, this doe$ mean that challenge is
entirely absent in the online political communioas. Certain individuals
push the boundaries, problematize the politicatesys and express their
specific concerns about the system itself. Howessesmples of this kind of
problematization are relatively few when comparéith ¥he problematization

of a particular issue. This suggests that even ghoundividuals can

problematize the political system in China, thisckiof expression remains
the exception. Individuals are still restricted g@t when a particular
government decision is discussed, it is more likieat the single decision is
challenged rather than the system itself. Withaobfgematizing the system,

even though one decision may be critically discdszed may lead to a

197



government response, when similar issues occurhén fature, similar
decisions will be made because the political systiself remains

unquestioned.

References to government and the party in the dsluater the Kunming oll
refinery show that the online public sphere in @hminstitutionalised upon
problematization ofunquestioned areasriterion. In the online political
communications around this environmental event, n€$g net-users
challenged the local government through questionimegr decisions. The
meaning of the plant can be self-determined, atagethe political system;
so in this instance the role of the governmenh&decision-making process
iIs not only problematized for this occasion, butalso challenged more
generally. The online public sphere in China hadifated a debate which
included these critical views, a debate which @lsstrates the structure of
theexpressional political functigras individuals’ concerns over the plant and
over the system were voiced in the public domaid, the government called

upon to respond to those needs.

At the same time, the limitations of this problemnation and expressions
which are challenging or critical, need to be acidedged as well. Although
Chinese net-users are clearly using the onlineipuiphere to criticise the
Chinese government, there are areas that thatmamguestioned and this is
far more likely to be criticism directed at theinatl government rather than

the local government, and questioning of the paltsystem in China itself.

5.1.2 Problematizing Government Decisions and Expssing Concern in

the Political Communication of Events Involving Natonalist Views

Debates that involve nationalistic views are alsanaportant part of online
political communications in China, and the debateouad the

Diaoyu/Senkaku islands is the case chosen as anpéxaof this type of
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debate. The contentions involved in the debateraréple, as it is not only
the foreign government that has been the targetrib€ism but also the
domestic government; concerns have been expresseards both the

Japanese government’s decision and the Chinesergoget’'s behaviours.

Chart 5.5 shows in what ways the governments deereel to in the debate.

Chart 5.5 Associations of ‘Government’ and ‘Party’in Tianva BBS’s Post

(Level of Government) about the Diaoyu/Senkaku Dispute
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This chart shows that in discussions about thectpage plan’ event of the
Diaoyu/Senkaku islands, Chinese net-users usetéthe‘government’ 275
times and the term ‘party’ 130 times, making altota05 times. The foreign
government, mostly the Japanese government, wagispky mentioned 43

times, while the Chinese domestic authorities waentioned 80 times,
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nearly twice as many as mentions of the foreigregawient. These numbers
suggest that Chinese net-users recognise the faj@wernments at both
domestic and international level as crucial playethis purchase plan event.
At the international level, it was the Japanesesgowment’s decision to claim
sovereignty over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands by Ipasing them from their
private owner. This decision was launched to st#regenational interests and
political needs of the Japanese government. Atdbmestic level, the
Chinese government’s diplomatic actions determhmasl China reacted and
dealt with this land dispute. In this dispute, th@mestic government is
mentioned more often than the foreign governmdrawing that in this case,
net-users were more focussed on the domestic gmesit's behaviours in

dealing with the issue.

This concurs with Liu (2006) and Cong (2009)’s akiagons that online
nationalism in China not only involves individualproblematizing

international actors, but also involves problemagzheir own government.
The online space in China is able to facilitate hsiexpressions and

problematization towards both levels of government.

Chart 5.6 shows the roles and issues associatadhdtcode ‘government’

and ‘the party’ in discussions on Tianya BBS.
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Chart 5.6 The Roles and Issues Associated with the Government in

Tianva BBS’s Post about the Diaoyu/Senkaku Dispute
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The chart shows that references to the government/party on Tianya BBS were
mainly negative (60 times). This demonstrates in a general sense that when
mentioned, the government is more likely to be negatively portrayed,
questioned and challenged, rather than being praised for its role as leader or
governor. Of the 60 times that the government/party was associated
negatively, 13 were towards an international government or party, while the

other 47 referred to the domestic government.

When negative comments are made about a foreign government, it is Japan,
as the key player in this event, that is targeted. One example in this category
is the comment that the ‘Japanese government tries in vain to refuse the result
of the WWII through invasion and militarisation” ( H A BUR % K] it 7 1
A5 8 45 ). In this text, the Japanese government’s decision to

purchase the island is associated with invasion and militarisation, which
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means its behaviours have been defined as invacimga through violent
means, and this invasive and militarised behavmmmncerns Chinese net-
users. This problematization reflects the centoaltention in this debate, in
which the Japanese government has claimed ownershgr the

Diaoyu/Senkaku islands, which China disputes.

The other 47 negative references are directecalliinese government. Net-
users criticised the Chinese government’s actiomealing with the dispute.
One example, the first to appear in this categeryYou previously said you
did not attack the government by any means, but timplied that Chinese
government became tough in the Diaoyu Islands,rideroto transfer the
public criticism on corruption in the governmef& §i I it KA S BUF A
AR Bty , 5 Tl s o [ UG (R 4 1 I ) L SR A e O 1 e
AT BURF I )46 57). In this text, the Chinese government is accusfed
being corrupt and attempting to use the Diaoyu/8knkssue to distract the
public from domestic corruption. By constructing tpovernment not as the
legitimate protector of national interests, but eploiting nationalist
sentiment as a means of protecting the governnmnemt being blamed, this

statement challenges the Chinese government’s agend

In both types of associations, it is possible teesbe the problematization of
unquestioned areas, in the way that the behaviotifsoth foreign and

domestic governments are questioned by net-usbes.mieanings of those
behaviours are defined by the public to reflectirtiopinions about and
interest in the purchase plan event. Through esprgghose opinions and
interests, their concerns about Japan and the €hgmvernment are put into
the public domain. The problematization about betlels of government
shows the structure of thgroblematization of unquestioned areasd the

expressional political functiom the online public sphere in China.
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To sum up, this section shows that online politmanmunications around
both domestic and international issues in Chinabased on Chinese net-
users’ self-determined opinions. By associatinggbeernment at different
levels, and by portraying them negatively, indiatu self-determine the
meaning of government decisions and behaviours.y Téagress their
concerns about these decisions as different frengdlvernment’s definitions,
demonstrating their own needs and interests. Jdution has answered the
questiorwhatwas said about the government in the problematizalf this
specific issue. The following section will focus raospecifically on the
language used to problematize, thereby answerieggtiestionhow do
individuals problematize unquestioned areas and thowhey express their
concerns. It will specifically focus on how lingtics violence is used to

contribute to communication about political issues.

5.2 The Function of Linguistic Violence in the Strgture of
Problematization of Unquestioned Areas and the Expressional
Political Function of the Online Public sphere

Language usage is a critical element in the straabfiproblematization of
unquestioned area@stitutional criterion and thexpressional political
function in the public sphere. In contrast to Habermas'splaasis on
rationality in language, this research is basedthmn argument that it is
necessary to include other types of language ud&db.regards to online
political communication in China, this researchusgthat linguistic violence
Is a significant part of the debate but has nonbgigen enough attention.
Thus, the research uses linguistic violence asngtedrom which to study

the structure of the online public sphere in China.

To understand how linguistic violence is used aod it might contribute,

this section firstly presents and discusses thentgative data collected
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through content analysis, to demonstrate the frecyuef abusive terms used
in the political debates, and their associatiofss Tielps to show how often
net-users use linguistic violence, and what itgedufor. Through applying

SFL and CDA it will then give specific exampleslafiguage use.

5.2.1 Abusive Terms and Their Targets of Attacks

To draw a picture of the occurrence of linguistiolence in the online
political communications, exchanges were codedguigia Ranking of Low-
Taste Words on the Internet 2014 (268 5% 1% 1775 HEAT), published by
the Chinese central party media, the People’s Cmlthe main examples of
linguistic violence in China’s online political canunications. These terms
are said to be swearing and abusive terms usedthysers to violently attack,
offend and humiliate others through linguistic meaBy using this list, this
research was able to identify online linguistiderae in its most visible form:
swearing. 21 CER and CCRN'’s blog posts and Tianya BBS's dehate

analysed. The following charts present the findings
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Chart 5.7 Abusive Terms and Swearing in 215 CER’s Posts, Comments

and Retweets about the Kunming Qil Refinery!’
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Chart 5.8 Targets of Swearing and Abusing in 215t CER’s Comments and

Retweets about the Kunming Oil Refinery
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Chart 5.9 Abusive Terms and Swearing in CCRN’s Posts, Comments and

Retweets about the Kunming Qil Refinery!®
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Chart 5.10 Targets of Swearing and Abusing in CCRN’s Comments and

Retweets about the Kunming Oil Refinery
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From Chart 5.7 and Chart 5.9, it can be seen that in discussions about the
Kunming oil refinery on Sina Microblog, abusive and swear words were used
756 times, 5.6 % of the total amount of posts, comments and retweets in the
two blog posts. In other words, out of every 100 texts, 5.6 of them contain
swear words. It should be noted that the 10 terms used here are only a small
part of the total lexicon of swear words in Chinese languages and net-users
did use other swear words in the expressions, but they are too diverse to
categorise them all. Applying this limited group of codes provides a snapshot
of linguistic violence in the form of swear and abusive words being used as a

form of attack in political communications about the Kunming oil-refinery.

To understand the structure of the problematization of unquestioned areas and
expressional political function of the online public sphere in China, what is
more important is what linguistic violence is being used for and what/who are

the targets, since this indicates the areas in which there was disagreement, and
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in which attacks and challenges were conveyed giréinguistic means. By
identifying them, it is possible to find out whethi@guistic violence is being
used as a tool for individuals to problematize twvernment or their

behaviours, and to express their concerns.

As explained in the methodology chapter, to achibeeabove purpose, six
categories were created to code the associatiainsthhe swear words, by
asking whether it was the government, the organisaitor individuals who
were attacked by swear words. Analysis of the &tata the two microblog
posts found that swear words were not necessaséyg towards any of the
six pre-established targets. Chart 5.8 @hdrt 5.10 demonstrate that ‘others’
Is the largest category. This is when swear woreiewot used towards the
government, individuals or any organisation, btheathey could be used in
referring to a specific event, or even were notcsjally associated with
anything. The most frequent text in the ‘otherségary was ‘PX/oil-refinery
fuck off (G 1L/PX & HIEHH)’, which appeared 57 times. In this instance,
the swear word ‘fuck off’ was not used against gayernment, organisation
or individual, but rather towards the specific Pédguction and oil-refinery.
Through using the term ‘fuck off’, net-users shomeit dislike of and
disapproval about the plant, and their desire lhar plant to be removed.
Although those who used the term to refer to PX tedoil-refinery do not
provide rational explanations for this associatibrir attitude towards the
plant, and their wish to see the plant suspendesl,neade clear. The
problematization of and concerns about the Kunmiagt are clear, namely,
the public disagreed with the government’s decismonstruct a plant in

Kunming.

The second largest category after ‘other’ was tidlials’: particular
individuals were attacked 138 times in the debEtese individuals included
the particular government officers involved in tHecision making, and

particular net-users who had given voice to différepinions. The most

209



frequent phrase in which a swear word appearedtirfies) was ‘government
officers (or the specific name or position of tHiécer) are stupid dicks (sb/
8@ A1) In this association, net-users use the hunmigaterm ‘stupid
dicks’ to label those government officers who wienelved in the decision
to build the oil-refinery in Kunming, as a way ofoplematizing their
behaviour. By calling those officers ‘stupid dicksndividuals not only
humiliated them, but also imply that the decisicaswnade by stupid dicks,
and by association, is also stupid. Once agaimsinyg a swear word to refer

to particular individuals, net-users demonstratrtanger, challenging and

problematizing the oil-refinery.

This research also found that swear words were disedtly to refer to the
government itself 62 times. The most frequentlydugbrase (8 times) was
‘sb/ZIEFU (government are stupid dicks)’. Here, the indiaddecision-
makers are substituted by the government so thiaemrahan blaming the
individual decision-makers of the plant, net-usgyeblematize the
government as a whole. By calling the governmetupidg dicks’, anger
towards the government and its decision were ableet expressed in the

public domain.

This research argues that the use of swear wosdg, farm of linguistic
violence contributes to the structure of tipeoblematization of the
unquestioned areagriterion and theexpressional political functionn
China’s online public sphere. By using swear worgg;users are attacking
the government, the officers and their decisionghis process of violently
attacking, swear words are used as parts of adetdfmined language in
which individuals are able to give voice to theinderstanding of
government’s role and decisions, and especiallghiow their dislike and
disapproval. The use of those swear words, althowwgmecessarily used as
part of a reasoned argument, successfully conveystlength of public

opinion and public concerns.
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When it comes to debates around international $sgbe use of swear words
and associations also contribute to the structéinerablematization of the
unquestioned areasriterion and theexpressional political functionThe

following two charts explain and discuss the firgdin

211



Chart 5.11 Abusive Terms and Swearing in Tianyva Posts about the

Diaoyu/Senkaku Dispute!®
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Chart 5.12 Targets of Targets of Swearing and Abusing in Tianvya’s Posts

about the Diaoyu/Senkaku Dispute
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Chart 5.11 and Chart 5.12 show in the exchanges around the Diaoyu/Senkaku
dispute between Japan and China, swear words were used 395 times, 20.9%
of the total posts in this debate. The percentage is far higher than swear words
used in debating the Kunming oil refinery. This finding confirms Kadar et al’s
(2013) observation that contentious debates with nationalistic appeal are more
likely to give rise to violent attacks by linguistic means, as a way of

expressing anger and nationalist sentiments.

In this debate this kind of language targeted particular individuals 207 times,
mainly, the person who created the thread, referred to 52 times as a ‘stupid
dick’ (f#3&). This person was attacked for expressing the view that Japan
should be regarded as ‘innocent’ (JC %) in the Diaoyu/Senkaku dispute.
Through analysing the use of this swear word, both the frequency and its

collocation in the utterance, it is possible to understand that while there are
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individuals who defended Japan, more individualsagiieed with this

position and used linguistic violence to convegthi

In 179 of the instances in which a swear word vessluit was not in reference
to any obvious target, so that it was not posdiblascertain exactly what
individuals wanted to attack, but simply, it conedythe strong emotions that
this dispute provoked. Swear words used to attaokign governments 9

times, 8 of which were directed at Japan. Norte®fl0 most common swear
words were used to attack the domestic governnidris. show that in this

nationalistic debate, swear words were more likelye used to attack foreign

governments, than being used to humiliate the dbonggsvernment.

When compared to the debate about Kunming oil-rediplan, there was far
more linguistic violence around the Diaoyu/Senk#iands debatebut at
the same time, was less likely to be used to ahgdleand problematize the
Chinese government. They are more likely to be usezbnvey individual
opinions about the issue to express nationalisigea towards a foreign
government, and towards any individual who attechptedefend it. What
this means for the structure of fhi®blematization of unquestioned areasl
theexpressional political functioaf the online public sphere in China, is that
through linguistic violence, opinions around anemitional affair were
expressed and exchanged; individuals were able to use those humiliating
terms to challenge opinions they disagreed with, attack particular people
or countries they disliked. Even if these words @aoé necessarily used to
challenge the Chinese government, they are dtiitations of public opinion
and become part of the public discourse aroundghige. This has helped to
realise the very fundamental function of the pubpbere: enabling people to
express their opinions that reflect their interestd needs, in this case, their
nationalistic interests, and their need to stantbuapan and claim ownership
of the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands. But the contributiorguistic violence

makes does not go beyond this fundamental funtimause the main target
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was one individual who defended Japan in the delmtd it was this
individual who was repeatedly humiliated and atéatckor holding a view
that was contrary to the popular nationalistic posiin which Japan is
portrayed as an enemy. Such attacks, although dsrating public anger
towards Japan and individuals defending its actiere mainly personal
rather than being part of critically problematizitige national or foreign

governments’ role in dealing with this dispute.

5.2.2 Discourse Analysis of the Functions of Lingsiic Violence in

Political Communication

The above section outlined the frequency of swgaand the targets of
linguistic violence. This section will look at othierms of linguistic violence
other than the direct use of swear words directedindividuals or
governments to express strong disapproval; linguistic violence can also take
the form of ironic metaphors through which targats ridiculed. Such usage
is a safe, but still powerful and self-determinealywio express challenging
opinions in the online public sphere, contributitty problematization of
public authorities. To illustrate this usage, twamples have been selected
for analysis through SFL and CDA lenses, to show hoguistic violence
has been used by individuals to question the uniquesl, and to express

their concerns and needs.

5.2.2.17889f& (Jidipi) and Problematization of Government's GDP-

Driven Decision

As discussed in Chapter 2, scholars like Meng (20&dllivan (2012) and
Wallis (2015) have argued that one crucial way malw Chinese net-users
problematize the government’s decision is througimgi ironic metaphors

with double meaning. The example they all illugttats the phrase ‘Grass
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Mud Horse &L ). This word in writing refers to a kind of animdilut in
pronunciation, it reads as ‘cao ni ma’, which ie #ame as the pronunciation
‘BRRUY (fuck your mother)’. Grass Mud Horse became widebed by
Chinese net-users as a response to the Chinesengmm’s policy
announcement that ‘low-taste’ and ‘vulgar’ wordd$irmmwould be censored,
in order to create a ‘clean’ online environmentc@ese the wordi /1L is
obviously ‘vulgar and ‘low-taste’, and was likelg be removed under such
a policy, individuals introduced the wotdiE &, as a replacement. By using
this word, Chinese net-users are communicatinglgavumeaning but in a
non-vulgar way, enabling them to ridicule the goweent’s decision to
censor, and at the same time express their safrdeted opinions about the
policy.

This research found there are other terms falhibg the same category as the
‘Grass Mud Horse’ in China’s online political deésit One example 1]

Jee (Jidipi), which was repeatedly used in discussalsut the Kunming oil-
refinery. The termi& )i, in writing refers to the fart of a chicken, amd i
pronunciation it reads gsdi pi. This pronunciation is the same as GDP
(Gross domestic product), the ‘main measure’ obreemic growth based on
the value of goods and services produced duringvangperiod’ for a
country?®. Therefore, when this term is used, it might reéethe fart of the
animal, but could refer to the growth of GDP. Whkea word refers to the
GDP, the pronunciatiofi ] i¢ is brought, but the meaning of it has been re-

defined to ridicule the public authority’s GDP-dgiv policies and decisions.

The context for the creation of the word is that &long time, economic
growth in China has been placed in much higherh@ government’s

domestic development policies. Increasing GDPhastucial measurement

20 This explanation is provided by the office of thational Statistics of the UK. Access
through:https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticpraghligtAccess on
18/09/2016
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of economic growth, has become the aim of the aitids® But placing GDP
at the centre of government policy has been axpense of the environment,
since it leads to the over-consumption of natweaburces and pollution. This
struggle between GDP-driven policy and environmlesdacerns is also the
cause of the central contention in political commations around the
Kunming oil-refinery. In this context, when individls use the word f]Ji¢

to refer to the GDP, their purpose is not to awadsorship, because GDP is
not normally seen as a sensitive term, but ratfeecriticise the Chinese
government’s GDP-centric approach. Associating GitR the fart of the
animal undermines and ridicules the notion of GDBating that it is as
meaningless as a fart. In this way, a conceptttigagovernment has defined
as crucial to its policy (the GDP), has been pnulatezed and re-defined

through a humiliating label.

The function of the terr$ 1] Ji&, becomes clearer when seen in context. The
term was used 49 times in the comments and retwdepss' CER and
CCRN'’s microblogs. It first appears in a retweet2@13-4-23 at 11:16, as

follows:

Totally against, we do not ne@dft]Ji£, we need healthy environment, those
people who are in powers, (fuck) your mother, yomed and harmed the
next generation of our Yunnan people for your owareers. &k e %F, 3
MIATEG N e, RATHEMBERAEL, EHKHEL N 7 ARMTRHE

i, mHEEAN=ERTER: )

The following table is an SFL break down of thettex
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Chart 5. 13 SFL Analysis of the Retweet on Sina Mioblog Containing
the Term ¥ &

Actors we, we, those people who, you

Processes totally against, do not need, need, are in, fuoiged,
harmed

Goals Y11 Ji¢, healthy environment, power, your mother, the

next generation of our Yunnan people, for your gwn

careers

Circumstances | N/A

In this text, there two camps attors one is ‘we’ and one is ‘those people’
as ‘you’. The actions and relations associated it are ‘do not need?
[JJee’, but need for the ‘healthy environment’. The ans and relations that
are constructed for ‘you’ are ‘in power’ but ‘ruthand harmed’ the Yunnan
people, for their ‘own careers’. By establishinggh two camps and each
being ascribed a position and behaviours, thisdiesrly shows that ‘we’ and
‘Yunnan people’ are opposite to ‘those who’ aregower’. What ‘we’ need
and what ‘those people’ need is totally differedf.the two camps, ‘those
people’ are constructed with more power than ‘vibgcause ‘our Yunnan
people’ is thegoal of ‘those people’s’ actions of ‘ruin’ and ‘*harm’,hich
suggest ‘we’ are the victims of ‘those people’, hiwe’ has not been
constructed with the power to have ‘those peoéehagoals In other words,
‘those people’ can have power over us, but ‘we’rasegiven such powers.
Instead, the power ‘we’ have is to rebel agairtsbse people’s’ behaviours
by expressing what ‘we’ think about their behaviguparticularly by
stressing that ‘we’ ‘need a healthy environmentit flo not need® 1)’

In this text, the termi )it appears as goal for theactor ‘we’ through a

procesf ‘do not need’, which clearly shows thét1]Ji2 does not belong to
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the ‘we’ camp. This put#?[f]Ji£ on the same side as ‘those people’, because

both are what ‘we’ have argued against throughtéxs

If CDA is brought into the analysis, to associdie tliscourse within the
context of the whole debate, then what this teestto suggest is that by
having the Kunming oil-refinery, the governmenpower is being driven by
GDP, and is ruining and harming the interests a®tlia of Yunnan people,
and its next generation. What Yunnan people neachisalthy environment,
not the GDP that is created by industrial develommmn this debate, the
opinions that are expressed through the use of tdni® challenge an

unquestioned area, since it defines the governmerie as having a negative
impact on the public, and clearly opposes the guwent's decision

regarding the oil refinery. The function of the Wa® )i is not only to

express the opinion that the Kunming locals ‘domexd’ the plant, but also
adds a sense of disdain towards it. In additioa,ue of the linguistically

humiliating term raises the level of scepticism &ogs GDP-driven actions,
thereby enhancing individual problematization ahd &xpression of self-

determined needs and concerns.

However, it should be noted that although individuse the ternd 1 J& to
ridicule and attack the government's GDP-drivenigyolhich lies behind
the Kunming plant, it is still the government tietonstructed as having the
power. In this case, the power is negative, sinlcarms people, but it remains
the case that they have the power to negativelgpatngn people’s lives. Thus,
although individuals problematize the GDP as thiedha chicken, this text
still constructs the Yunnan people as being hartmethe public authority,
and as not being able to do much to change thisat®nh other than
humiliating the government in language. In otherrdgo the public
communicated what they needed and did not needlithuot actually act or
suggest any actions to oppose the government’sfblgecision. This shows

the limitations of problematization: individualsrcattack the government
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linguistically, but this does not have much inflaeron what the government

does to the public.

Using of words like 5§ f¥] & contributes to the structure of the
problematization of unquestioned areasmd the expressional political
functionof the online public sphere in China becausehbeges individuals’
questioning of GDP-driven policies and enables thtm attack the
government’s actions. But this contribution is lied in the sense that,
although attacks are made through this humiliaaheg!, individuals tended
to be constructed with little power to change tbeegnment’s decision. In
other words, individuals can ridicule the GDP, tarinot change the fact that

GDRP is central to government actions.

5.2.2.2 Linguistically Violent Metaphors and Problenatization of

Chinese Political System

Previously in this chapter, it was stated thatigtiaally, when individuals
speak of the ‘government’ and the ‘party’, they efgrassociate them with
the political system in China. However small in roen this does not mean
that individuals never problematize the system.sThesearch found
problematization of the political system does exigtolitical debates, either
through direct reference to the ‘party’ and thevgmment’ or through
indirect and ironic metaphors, whose popularity ncanbe quantitatively
measured but require readers to understand everyvithin their context.
Both are mechanisms that allow Chinese net-userprdblematize the
political system in China, and express their disampnent and disapproval.
As suggested in the literature review the formemfof dissent is more easily
identified by the monitoring system through the keyns; thus, they can be
seen occasionally but do not constitute a majodtr&he use of the latter, on
the other hand, offers individuals more chance xpress challenging

opinions towards the political system in China awbid censorship. By
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playing with and twisting language, individuals Iplematize the political
system in China in indirect ways. Those expressieqsire close reading of
the text to understand their contextualised meanibgt they are equally
powerful and crucial as expressions of individuakdf-determined opinions

in the public domain.

This section illustrates how ironic metaphors hiagen used in the debate to
enable individual problematization of the Chinesditigal system, and
discusses how this contributes to fneblematization of unquestioned areas

and theexpressional political functionof the online public sphere in China.

The following example is from WriteA’s microblog, published on 20

December 2012:

“In China, every time when | am about to accuses¢hpeople who always
use swear words to humiliate others, as reactioiseir abuse, | find there
are some other people riding on their necks. Thds® sit on others’ necks
are shitting on people under them. So every tiraditht type of people open
their mouth to speak bullshit, they are smelly dimty. | am wondering, why
they never say anything to the people on their aieBkcause they only need
to look up to find out who is making them so diftgan only say: you ought

not to be together??

Without knowing the context, it is still possible ascertain from this post
thatA describes himself as in an argument with people kdve ‘humiliated’
him and that those people were, in his opiniortydand smelly’ because
some other people were shitting above them. Basedthis basic

understanding, the following table deconstructtéhe through SFL lens:

2Iaccess throughhttp://www.weibo.com/1191808911/zaBrg07 Atcess on: 20/02/2013. The
original in ChinesefE 1 [H, X T ARLEsR ML 2 (N, G U 3RAE B 5 (I, # R E ANFH
PR LieSaE— N, AR S ERR, TAAN S N FE SR R RS ER E
RiHE, BARFRE, AT AL REEMIIET LA, RT3k, AEGERIER
EUESAATWIE A, TR E 5T R BEREE: RITA R RAE—XT L.
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Chart 5. 14 SFL Analysis of Writer A’s Microblog Post on 2@ December

2012

Actors l;
those people (who always use swear words to
humiliate others)

<People 1>

people (riding on others’ necks)
<People II>;

You,

Process Accuse; found; wondering; say to; Use/humiliate;
abuse; open/speak; are; say; need to look up/find
out; need/ be together; riding; sit; shitting;|is
making, can, say, ought not to be together,
Goal Those people; other people; you; others; A; mouth;
bullshit; smelly and dirty; people; who; Them
(their); others; people; them dirty,
Circumstance In China (where) every time(when) on necks
(where) Swear wordghowy), on their neckwhere)
Their neckwhere);  neckwhere) under
themwhere)

From the above table, it is possible to see thauth an SFL lens, there are
three actors in this argumentasA), People I(as individuals humiliated)
andPeople ll(as those who sit on someone’s neck). Among tiinese actors,
actions are taken, and power relations are esteolisn the discourse. 15
processesnamely the actions and power relations, were pad in the
discourse among these three. Through this discourse theactor, is the
most powerful one; this is not only because ‘I’ e power to conduct more
processes than the other two, but also becausetihbgower to problematize
the actions and power relations betw@&aople landPeople 1| while those
two ‘people’, were not constructed with such pow@is explain this: at the
beginning of the text, ‘I’ says they want to ‘aceuBeople las a ‘reaction’,
becausd’eople I'humiliated’ ‘others’ through ‘swear words’. To k& this
accusation, ‘I’ say®eople I'speak bullshit’, thus are ‘smelly and dirty’. ‘I
also explains the reason wRgople Iwere so, becaudeeople Il‘ride on
their necks’ and ‘shit’, thus pollutingeople | ‘I' also offers a suggestion to

People I,which is that they do not need to be together wibple I
222



In those processes, ‘I’ has occupied the positfcemooutsider watching and
describing the relations betweé&teople land People Il as well as their
actions. ‘I' portrays the relation betweBeople landPeople llas dirty and
unpleasant, but ‘I' does not belong to such a dietationship, and has the
power to comment and criticise them; while neitReople Inor People Il
can comment on ‘I''s behaviour in the discourse.aiVis more, those two
types of people are not constructed with the pdev@onduct any processes
towards ‘I’ at all. This once again underlines sI’powerful positon that is

constructed through the discourse.

Meanwhile, betweeReople landPeople || People Ilis more powerful. This
is firstly because among the 7 processes constfeteveenPeople land
People Il in 4 of themPeople lare thegoalsof People Il This mean®eople

Il have more power to do thingsReople ) while People lare less powerful,
and more likely to act as the receivers of theoasti This is also because of
the characteristics of th@ocessesndcircumstancebetween themPeople

Il can ‘ride’ ‘sit’, ‘shit’ and ‘make’ onPeople | and can be ‘on the neck’ of
People | By suggesting those actions and relations, aova@bversus ‘under’
picture has been drawn, in whiBteople llare on top oPeople ] and have
the power to ‘makePeople Ido things, whilePeople Ican only ‘say’ ‘need
to look up and find outPeople Il Those processes, although enacted by
People ltowardsPeople 1| do not actually changeeople lls behaviour, nor
the ‘ride/sit on the neck’ position th&eople Il occupies. The ‘look up’

process underlines the above-under relations bettiectwo.

Through SFL, the power relations betweenPlgople landPeople lican be
summarized as | has the power and has problematimedelations and
actions between the two types of people. ‘I' s pepiatization suggests their
relations as dirty and smelly, becalsople llare shitting, and thuBeople

| are polluted by this. Expanding this SFL resultusyng a CDA lens, it is

then possible to understand what those relatiodsaations imply in reality,
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and that is the WriteA (as theactor I), who is problematizing the role of the
Chinese public authority and those individuals wsupport the Chinese

system.

To conduct a CDA analysis, it is necessary to kndvat happened iA's
microblog before this particular post. As introdd¢e the methodology and
discussed in Chapter 4, what had occurredAim microblog between
December 2013 and January 2013 was a prolongecerdamnis debate
betweenA with pro-American/anti-Chinese views, and thoseowield
opposing views. This clash of opinions regarding A&merican versus the
Chinese system developed over time, and in thisgss participants in these
debates did not agree on a rational argument b, there was a build-up
of anger and tension, with this particular blogtlae climax of the whole
debate. In itA chose to use a linguistically violent metaphoatiack those
individuals who disagreed with his position, angtoblematize the system
in China that created those individuals. Such aesdrhelps to clarify who

was involved in the exchange.

In this entire debateA stood firmly on the anti-Chinese side, while those
disagreed with his views mainly had pro-Chinesewsielt was these
individuals, when debating with, who used swear words to humiligelf
this positon and relation is associated with treealirse inA’'s post, then it
becomes clear th&teople | who were described by as having humiliated
others and who he would like to ‘accuse’, were ¢himglividuals with pro-
Chinese attitudes who attacked him because ofrdiftes in political values.
Then, judging by the crucial ‘above-under’ relatioetweenPeople lland
People | as well a®eople Is attitude, namely, defending the Chinese system,
People 1| this research argues, refers to the Chineseqabthority, in other
words, the CCP government, because it is the Caipablic authority who
governs the country from ‘above’ and it is also @t@nese public authority

thatPeople Itried to defend. Other evidence in support of #malysis iA's
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description ofPeople Ilas ‘shitting’, andPeople ] who had spoken on their
behalf, were made ‘smelly and dirty’ because of¢hshits’. The key actor
thatPeople Ispoke for in the debate was the Chinese publicosity, and it

was also the Chinese public authority that waskdidlor even despised by
A. Such strong hostility makes it clear thiople llrefers to the Chinese

public authority.

Having established the roles of thestors it then becomes clear thathas
tried to construct through the discourse is thatiah between him, the people
with pro-Chinese agenda and the Chinese authaiityat he has achieved
through the discourse is to occupy a position ihabt with the people with
pro-China agenda, nor the Chinese government. Bgtad this positon, he
self-determines his role as a distanced observéreofelationship between
the Chinese government and the people who stilew®lin it. He then
challenges and problematizes them, first by atterkhe individuals with
pro-Chinese views, by saying they are ‘smelly amtl’dand constructs a
powerless position for those individuals as passeoeivers of the shit. He
then humiliates the Chinese public authority, byirsg they are ‘riding’ on
the people’s ‘neck’ and ‘shitting’ on them. It shdualso be noted that,
althoughA problematizes both the people and the Chinesagabthority,
the fundamental concern that is constructed in éisression is still the
Chinese authority. Such an authority is construee@owerful but shitting,
and is the source of pollution. He also suggesitsitidividuals have ‘no need
to be together’ with the Chinese public authontich implies that only by

leaving the Chinese public authority, can individuae clean and civilised.

Through use of language, a strong sceptical vievatds the Chinese public
authority emerges, conveying that farthe Chinese public authority has no
legitimacy, but is simply a group of people ridioig other people’s neck and
shitting. Those shits impact on individuals who suipportive of the Chinese

system, thus becoming smelly and dirty. Meanwtlehimself, as an
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individual with anti-Chinese agenda, clearly sess then problematizes this
‘dirty’ relationship between the ‘shitting’ Chinesgstem and the individuals
who nonetheless defend this ‘shitting’ system.dpressing such strong anti-
Chinese opinion#\ does not give a rationale for his argument. Irepttords,

although he critically challenged the Chinese palltsystem by suggesting
the government is shitting on its people, he dagsrplain why he thought
so, and why such an unpleasant relationship hasdstablished. He offered
an insulting metaphor which clearly conveys hurtitia and contention, but

not a rational explanation behind this problemaitra

The function of such insulting and aggressive laggy this research suggests
are twofold. Firstly, it enabled’s self-defined opinions towards the Chinese
public authority and its people, to be voiced ia pgublic domain. Secondly,
such opinions were expressedis self-chosen way to best reveal his anger
and condemnation. They both contributes to the ctira of the
problematization of unquestioned areasd the expressional political
functionsof the online public sphere, because it demoresirtitat there is
space for individuals to question, challenge andneattack the Chinese
government and its system. Such attacks weretteitl by the online public

sphere, thus becoming a part of online politicahownication in China.

However, it is also important to acknowledge thevdaide of this kind of
language use: although expressed strong anti-Chinese views, he did not
directly refer to the Chinese system or the CCBtebud, he used an ironic
metaphor to humiliate and attack ‘people’, withouentioning who these
‘people’ were. One therefore needs to be familidgin the development of the
debate in his microblog and's attitudes to understand what he actually
meant. Otherwise, one could read the post as marelysulting diatribe
regarding the relationship between two types ofpfeoHis choice to use
metaphor could be viewed as simply personal styleit could also be related

to censorship in China. By avoiding the use of s@ysitive words, his post
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would probably not be picked up by Sina’s monitgrgystem and therefore
stands a better chance of remaining in the onlui®ip sphere. This use of
language can therefore be seen as a strategi,thatd many others adopt in
order to survive under censorship. On the one higlproves that Chinese
individuals have not given up fighting for more eps for self-determined
opinions; but it also shows that censorship stifpacts on the way individuals

express themselves.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has discussed the structure of pgheblematization of
unquestioned areaand theexpressional political functiorit found that these
two elements of the online public sphere can ba ssestructured in ways
that enable individuals to self-determine the megniof particular
governmental policies and of the Chinese polit&pdtem in their online
debates around both domestic and internationa@ssdNet-users were able to
challenge the governments’ decisions on particisaues, and indeed
problematize the entire CCP regime. Linguistic emale plays a significant
part in individual expressions: it is used to esgreopinions in self-
determined ways, and to critically ridicule andaekt the public authority

through ironic metaphors.

But it should be noted that the structure of theseelements are limited, in
the sense that the local authority has been praileed far more than the
national one, and particular policies have beerleiged more than the
political system itself. Nonetheless, through spicdblematization, the online
public sphere allows individuals to re-define theaming of particular

decisions and to achieve occasional effects; buess likely to enable

individuals to challenge the system itself thabal these kinds of decisions

to be taken, and is unable to change this systebetter serve the public
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needs. While the use of linguistic violence in tidine public sphere can be
regarded as individual language choice, it can laésseen as a way to avoid
censorship in China’s online political communicationdividuals cleverly
twist language as an act of resistance againsgdlernment, but this still
shows that the online public sphere is not a plabere individuals can
express their opinions freely and directly, buteaf a place that requires

finding indirect ways that avoid censorship.
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Chapter 6. The Structure of the Corresponding

Political Function in the Online Public Sphere in China

Introduction

The previous two sections focused on the structofréise three institutional
criteria and thexpressional political functiom China’s online public sphere.
They discussed the power relations between paatitsoin the online public
sphere, to assesis level of equality and inclusiveness of the debates; and

discussed the issues debated and the discoursedinls used in those
debates to voice their self-determined opinionghef government and its
decisions, and to communicate their concerns. Qlydrscussions are made
towards the public actions and relations of tho$® wngage in political
communication to exchange opinions with others, @odinform the

government about their concerns and needs. Betli@epublic use of the
online public sphere, the government’s involvemarand control over the
public sphere are also factors which determinestitscture. Because it is
through the interaction between the public andytheernment that the public

sphere functions as a communicative space in ttietgo

This chapter focuses on the Chinese governmertt@adowards the online
public sphere in China, by using the analyticalsleh thecorresponding
political functionof public sphere theory. It draws on Habermas386t 74)
idea of the public sphere ‘as a functional elemerhe political realm was
given the normative status of an organ for the-aei€ulation of civil society
with a state authority corresponding’, but is catly adopted to China’
context. Two aspects of the Chinese governmentisrecwill be discussed:
one is control, and the other, engagement and mespdhese two aspects are
both indispensable, and this chapter focuses pilynan engagement and

response. Studies about control and censorship #f@wmitations of the
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online public sphere, while discussions about eagemt of and response
from the government brings out the possibilitied aontentials of the public
sphere. By understanding both, the discussion albo@t role of the
government in the online political communicationotigh the online public

sphere will be more concrete.

This research regards the government’s actionsmiiral and censorship as
the context for the online political communicatiarChina. This context has
been repeatedly discussed in previous academiest(glich as Yang, 2009,
Chan, 2003, Hassid, 2008, Wang and Ang, 2010)stiltll studies focuse
on the roles and actions of the Chinese governmertl to include an
understanding of these contextual aspects. Theoapiprthis research has
taken is to study government control and censortsingqugh interpreting and
comparing regulations at national level, and thogée Sina Microblog and
Tianya BBS. These regulations are: The NationapR&Congress Standing
Committee’s Decision on Safeguarding of Internetusiéy (2001),Sina
Community’s Rules and Regulations, and Tianya BR&ers’ Convention.
To study regulations is to study the legal framdwwhich the government
refers to when informing the public about theiridigions of sensitive and
forbidden information and opinions, and the procedun place to deal with
them. The purpose of this particular approach iglisguss the context of
control more specifically: since the three casedis research took place on
Sina and Tianya, so rather than talking about ocbimrgeneral, it is necessary
to specifically understand controls on these twaifpims, and then discuss
how such controls might impact the debates that pdéce on their platforms.
The three regulations were compared using discoamsgysis in order to
establish how control and censorship are definddtwontents are subject
to control and censorship in online political commaations, how regulations
at the website level inherit and reinforce natioregulations, and who are

empowered in what ways through those regulations.
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By understanding this context, the research thevesibeyond the context to
investigating the less-studied, but equally impartaaspect: whether
government would engage and respond to public enacand if so, how. To
do this, this chapter firstly discusses how local aational authorities react
to the online political communications about thenikung oil refinery plant

as a way of understanding how the government esgaile and responds to

particular issues that are discussed in the oploliéical communications.

This chapter also focuses on how the public auth@ngages with and
responds to popular forms of linguistic violence amline political
communications. This discussion is necessary, Isedaaoheres the study of
the online public sphere in China as a whole. Tplar: as shown in the
analysis ofproblematization of unquestioned areasd theexpressional
political function linguistic violence is an important and popular
phenomenon in online political communication in &hiwhich contributes
significantly to individual problematization of unestioned areas, and the
expression of concerns. It is an important wayridividuals to debate about
the government and communicate with each otheth&umore, the use of
linguistic violence highlights a critical public woern in the online political
communication in China, and that is how one corglu¢bate under
censorship. As this research has shown, linguisimence enables
individuals to twist their language into violentomic and critical ways, so
that issues can be problematized and their conedrmst those issues can be
expressed without necessarily mentioning any geasterms. Thus any
challenges directed at the government can be esguteend made visible in
the public domain. Having established how lingaisiblence contributes to
the structure of thproblematization of unquestioned areagerion and the
expressional political functignthis analysis can and should go further to
study how the government reacts towards linguisbéence, as well as the

public concern that lies behind it. This enable®lerent analysis that links
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both political functions of the sphere. Also, lingfic violence creates chaos
in the online political communications, as indivédl use language as a
weapon with which to attack and humiliate, and rthargets include the
government. As Chinese government often worriew@dngolence can go out
of control and lead to social instabilities, andglcarefully watch and control
it (King, Pan and Roberts, 2013: 237-238, Steinh&@15: 122-125), how
the Chinese public authority engages and respoadsntine linguistic
violence, is a crucial, but as yet under-researgiegdpective on the public
authority’'s behaviour and actions towards the @nlirpolitical

communications in China.

Thus, in this research, government engagementamithresponse to online
linguistic violence is analysed by firstly calcutef numbers of articles
around the use of violent language in the onlinkeatks published in the
website of the Cyberspace Administration of Chi@AC), in order to find
out whether the government has talked about thegrhenon or not. Then a
published Survey Report on Online Vulgar Languag®é&ople.com. cn, the
first officially published paper that specificalliscusses the use of rude,
aggressive and humiliating words in online deb&eanalysed by using

discourse analysis.

6.1 Censorship and Regulations

As reviewed in the literature chapters and touareth previous discussions
about the institutional criteria arekpressional political functigrthe online
political communications in China can only be dssed by taking into
account the role of government regulation, momigriand censorship.
Therefore, to assess the structure ofdbwesponding political functioof
the online public sphere, this section takes theegoment control and

censorship as a key context. To suggest it is #éeggrbecause as previous
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studies (such as Wu, 1996:700- 701, Li, 2010: 73¥a4 2014: 186, Rosen,
2010: 509) have shown, since the Internet was doted to China, the
Chinese government has installed a number of regnta and taken various
actions to maintain their control over the flow ohline information,

discussions and discourses. As a result, in cordesnp China, when

individuals are debating online, they are debaiiren already controlled and
regulated context. So the question is not whetheret is censorship and
regulations or not, but rather, how each website #eir own regulations
under the regulations of the national governme such regulations define
censorship, who is empowered through those regukstand how effectively

the regulations are enforced.

A more specific and explicit approach is then takgmnalysing three pieces
of regulation: The National People’s Congress StapdCommittee’s
Decision on Safeguarding of Internet Security (30Cina Microblog
Community Convention, and Tianya BBS’s Users’ Cartim. NPCSC’s
2001 decision is analysed because it is a fundahkamdmark in conveying
the Chinese government’s attitudes and action tsvanline public debate
and other regulations of the Internet are inforrbgdhis document (Zhang,
Zhang and Liu: 2015). Sina Community’s Rules anguRaions and Tianya
BBS’s Users’ Convention are examples of how Chitas most popular
online interactive sites demonstrate their attitualed actions towards online
public debate on their own websites. While Sina @iathya cannot be seen

as public authorities, they operate under the szatienal regulations.

Not all the text of the regulations were found t® &bout control over
information and censorship. Thus, in order to labkontrol and censorship,
the analysis first uses the key word informatiGn.), to identify text in the
regulations that specifically talked about the ideration of sensitive

information, and the procedures to deal with smébrmation.

The following three charts outline them:
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Chart 6.1 Texts in National People’s Congress Stamj Committee’s

Decision on Safequarding of Internet Security (2001on Control and

Dealing with Sensitive Information

Texts define

sensitive

information

‘Using the Internetto make rumours, or publish at
spread other harmful information, to instigate dwew
of China’s political regime or socialist system; to
instigate separation of the nation, and harm uoiitthe

nation...." (FIFH ELBEMIE R dFpEE KR fE9R L
ﬂﬁﬁ%{m B PR3l EUE B KR HERI AR 2 T
B, BE A RE R BIRE K S —)

nd

Text defining

the role

authorities

of

Relevant administrative departments need to sting
promotion and education of Internet security
information security, effectively conduct supereisiand
management according to the laws.&5¢ =& 4 5
bD?ﬁXTEE?%HEI’Jf_ﬁ;zé%ME, RZ e EEHE,
WRIE S AT A B R

Companies in the Information industry need to cam(
actions according to the law, and when they disc
behaviours that are against the laws, and har
information, need to take action to stop the spref
harmful information, and report to relevant authies in
a timely manner. A3 I DI 55 1 B A7 AR VR T g
B, KILEIBM B PLE R SRAT AT FE R
I, ECREUGEI, bR FER, AN A
FHLFAR T o

When using the Internet, all organisations andviddials
need to obey the laws and regulations, to boytdiirals
of harmful, unlawful, criminal behaviours ai

information. ALfA] BLA7 AN NAEF FH H BB, #REE
oSy, HEH S REZIETRAT N EE R

ngt
and

du
hve
mful

nd
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Chart 6.2 Texts in Sina Microblog Community Convenion on Control

and Dealing with Sensitive Information

Text defining
sensitive

information

Users cannot publish politically harmful informatjdhe
information include:

According to the laws and regulations, informattbat
harm national and social security:

1. Against principles in constitutional laws;

2. Harm the unity of nation and the sovereignty of

territory

3. Leak nationalsecrets, harmful to the national
security or harmful to the national honours and

interest;

4. Instigate ethnic hatred, racism, harm the unity of

ethnics, or harm ethnic customs and habits

5. Harmful to the national religion policies, promote

religious cults and superstition;

6. Spread rumours, disturb social orders, harmfyl to

social stabilities;
7. Spread gamble, violence, horrors Kkilling
instigate crimes

or

8. Instigate unlawful meetings, organisation,
protests, walks, crowd behaviours that disturb

social orders
9. Other contents that are forbidden by laws
regulation

MPAERANBA EEL, NEAHFEEIED
1

(—) MEIUTEAEN, BFEK L2220
B8, EERIN:

1. SR SE VR 2 A SR N
2. fEFEEFG —. EANG L 7,

3. kR AR fGE E R e I E R R R
FF 53 5

A4 AT RIRIIR . RIREAL, BORRIREIZ, B3
RE RRNE . 15

5. WA E SR EEBUR, EMAL 115
6. WA E =, WALALRRF?, WAt aREsE s
7.EMEE S BT KR B ECE BORIUAE

8. WahAREE S ikt THAT. B BARILELAE
KT

9. EHEE. ITBUEMMNE XM 2 L AL A

and
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Text defining
procedures to
deal with
breaching of

regulations

Microblog will manage the unlawful information unde

the management of local policy and according to
relevant laws and regulations.

For daily unlawful information, microblog will deatlith
contents and accounts contain unlawful informa

the

tion

according to the requirements of government

administration

TR AE JB b 2 22 L5 18 B R R AR A o0 VR ek
SET VAT B R

BEXP A R B H B R, O AR T
BORM A B A B A E MK S AT R IE A B I
AN

Chart 6.3 Texts in Tianya BBS's Users’ Convention o Control and

Dealing with Sensitive Information

Text

defining
sensitive

information

Users’ discourses and opinion cannot contain
following contents:

1. Against principles in constitutional laws;

the

2. Harmful to the national security, leak national

secrets, instigate overthrow of the Chin
political regime, harm the unity of theuntry;
3. Harmful to the national honours and interest;

4. Instigate ethnic hatred, racism, harm the unity

ethnics;

a’'s

of

5. Harmful to the national religion policies, promote

religious cults and superstition;

6. Spread rumours, disturb social orders, harmful to

socialstabilities;

7. Spread pornography, gamble, violence, horrors or

instigate crimes

8. Humiliate or defame others, harm others’ lawful

rights and benefits
9. Organise activities under unlawful organisatio
10.Other contents that are forbidden by laws
regulation

SRMERTEEH FIINE:
() FE A A S A TR

()eFE w4, MR, U E B,
[ZNESE i R

(=) 153 35 [ SR R 2 1 5

ns
and
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(U)msh RIROUIR . R, WA R 451
(LB SR BB, B BB 5 1
ONERE S, ELESRY, B S E R
(L) . (O W, B0, Rl Horil
SHIOF

OANIGLE Rt R77 L NP e LWNSERFy S GO
(uymshdEiEsEess . gtk BT mEL BARPELL
P VSERIOE

(T PAARE R M 234 SGE B

(T—)E VAR ATBUEIEE L oAt 51

Text defining | If users have published discourse and opinionswieag
against the regulations. Convention administraharge
the power to delete all or parts of the discoursed
deal with | opinions; and punish those behaviours according to the
circumstance and the negative impacts caused by. the

R N ARG F LR, X AN RER
MR H A il 518, IR e FEA R, XY
H45 38 A AT

procedures to

breaching of

regulations

The above charts show that regulations at botlomaltiand website levels
contain clauses that define what would be regaagesensitive and harmful
information, and also indicate the attitudes arghssted actions with regards
to sensitive information. The regulations are writto reinforce the needs of
the Chinese government, as they emphasise conteoltbe flow of online
information and of online communications. They @mvindividuals from
publishing information that they regard as harndgod challenging to the
CCP political regime, and censor them accordinth&r own judgements.
The regulations are also written to protect théauwty from being challenged

by net-users.

Among these three, the NPCSC's regulations act has ftindamental
regulatory framework for both the government and ttebsite. Such a
fundamental position is determined not only becdhseiece, as suggested

previously, is one of the first to be publishedthy Chinese government with
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specific regards to online political communicatibat also because this piece
sets out the fundamental agenda of the legal fraamlewhich has then been
loyally taken on, followed and obeyed by the wedssiFor example, wording
used in the NPCSC decision, such as ‘make rumounfgiymation that is
‘harmful’ to ‘instigate the overthrow of China’s ltccal regime or socialist
system to ‘instigate separation of the nation, and harm thiéy wf the
nation....’, have been copied or partly copied bynya and Sina, when
writing their regulations. They have inherited gwernment’s definitions of
the harmful information, and reinforce that theustians will be fully
according to the national laws and regulations hBe¢bsites clearly adopt
the same position with regards to the public autyrar terms of monitoring
and censoring the information on their servergnsure that the information

published on their websites is in line with thehawity’s agenda and interests.

These regulations inform users that the publicatexthange or access to
information on Tianya and Sina, that can be comsdleas rumours, as
harmful, or as challenging the political regime angkstioning the unity of
the nation will be categorised as sensitive. Ihat only the government
administration who is responsible for stopping publication, access and
spread of this kind of information, but the origim@ and individuals net-
users. What is published and accessed online istaatty monitored at
multiple levels by the authorities and the websitegrevent *harmful’ and
sensitive information to be publicly available. $keonfirms Lee (2015: 120),
Li (2010: 69), Wang and Hong (2010: 73), and Haamid Clark (2001: 395)’s
observations that the national government detersnithe bottom-line of
online communication in terms of what cannot bal,saihile the websites
self-censor themselves to carefully follow the bottline, to ensure the

public authority’s interests are served.

What the three pieces also show is that, althoghNPCSC defines certain

information as harmful, the definition of what iensidered harmful is not
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specified. The regulations refer to informationttiastigates the overthrow
of China’s political regime or socialist system™barm national honour and
interest’, but no specific or explicit explanatiossd definitions are offered
on what exactly the harmful information could beydathrough what
processes, depending on what criteria, harmful rmé&ion would be
identified and categorised. This lack of specifitsans that there is space for
the websites and the government, as regulatoryebpdd interpret the
regulations according to their needs. Becauseahlg the government and
the website monitoring bodies who are involvedha processes and have
powers to monitor and censor online informationtrey can make case-by-
case and subjective judgmentghile individual net-users are left outside of

this process, and become the passive receivehng ohonitoring and control.

It is not only the notion of *harmful informatiothiat is open to interpretation,
but also information about the procedures in ptaatefine and deal with the
‘harmful’ information. At national level, the Natial People’s Congress
Standing Committee’s Decision refers to adheremcéother laws and
regulations’ to deal with harmful information andlioe behaviours. But the
exact processes, the rights of individuals andpibwers of the regulatory
bodies in those procedures, are not spelt ougring of the websites, there is
very little said explicitly about the process, asidrom stating that
communities of individual websites are the orgahat tdeal with the
behaviours and information that violate the regulations; but how the
communities would take action, and what rightsubers of the website could
have when facing this situation, are not mentio@dTianya, it is stated that
the website administrators will deal with harmfuifdrmation without
informing the users, and on Sina, it states th#tténcase of information that
obviously violates the regulations, the websitel wiéal with it directly.
Compared with the powers attributed to the autlesréind the websites, none

of the regulations mention individuals as having aower to define what
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they regard as sensitive information, nor is themg appeal process against

the monitoring bodies’ decisions on censorshipegith

Those regulations determine the government hagpdiner to take action
without taking net-users’ opinions into account ihmet-users have very
little power to resist any decisions. This hasdéfygmpowered the regulatory
bodies, since the powers to define what is deemmeliitable on online
communications, and the power to deal with thermtttion are all defined
as being within the power of the authority, rattiean the power of the net-

users.

Individuals are thus debating in an environmentemghthey are informed
about government monitoring and censorship, byt #éne not told when and
how censorship will be actioned. As a result, ampade or piece of
information that challenges the government’s rald decisions on Tianya
and Sina could be categorised as instigating tiwertborow of China’s
political regime or socialism system’, and censgrstould be enforced
according to the regulations. But also, becausedfelations are so vague,
judgements will need to be made on a case-by-casis by the monitoring
bodies, rather than there being a universal agmicdor every case. If they
decide to tighten control, then judgments abouttwbants as ‘sensitive’ will
also be more strictlypplied; if they decide to slightly loosen control, then the
decision of what constitutes sensitive informatithalso be slightly relaxed.
If the monitoring body determines the informatisrsensitive, they directly
remove it, whereas if the monitoring body determiiés not-sensitive, then
it can remain publicly available. Once contents ehéeen censored, the
decision is final, but if it is not censored, th&seno guarantee they will not
be censored in the future. But regardless of wheatBesorship occurs and
when it occurs, only the public authority has tlogvpr to decide and all net-

users can do is accept the decisions taken.

In these circumstances, the powers of the goverharerreinforced since it
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has the power to determine what action is needédrenpower to take those
actions. This limits the structure of the onlindjxisphere in China, because
the online public sphere should be an arena in hvimdividuals exchange
and compete ideas and engage with the authoribie®ftect their self-
determined concerns and needs. It is an indepensigate in which
individuals should be able to express their opigsifreely and liberally. But
within the Chinese context, opportunities for indials to use the online
public sphere to challenge the public authorityrasdricted since the public
authority and the websites hold the power to deategnmow information
should be defined and dealt with. The public autharan define certain
information as ‘harmful’ according to their own gments and needs, and
remove or manipulate it. When censorship occunsjaps that problematize
the public authority are removed from the publiandmn, and political

communication is limited.

The way regulations are written convey the publitharity’s intentions to

control the online public sphere, and also the rapigms they use to
establish and reinforce such control. As has begued, those regulations
therefore shore up the government’s powers, andcesthe power of the
individuals. But this does not mean that regulagaforcement is absolute,
leavingno space for alternative information; rather, enforcement can be seen

as ambiguous and uncertain.

To give an example, the previous chapters focusedhe content and
discourses in communications about different p@lti concerns and
contentions. In all three cases, expressions tnestipned the legitimacy of
the Chinese political regime were identified. Yeit rall of them were
subjected to censorship. In the Kunming case, nudnyriginal posts had
already been removed from Sina when this reseaashuwdertaken and only
the posts in CCRN and 2 CER remained. Still, expressions that challenged

the government and the party in CCRN and' ZER'’s blogs were not
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censored and were therefore collected as dathaifordsearch between 2013
and 2016. In WriteA’s case, expressions that challenged the Chindgiealo
regime were identified; Writer A not only portrayed the Chinese government
as shitting on top of its people, but also encoedagdividuals to leave this
system by stating that the Chinese public and ailftiought not be together’.
If Sina’s and NPCSC's regulations were enforcedesyatically, then those
opinions would have been judged as sensitive inftion, as harming
‘national honour’ and as ‘instigating the overthrofaChina’s political regime
or socialism system’. Instead, those comments meadavisible and open to
reply to all Sina members throughout the obsermgperiod (between 2012
and 2014). This does not mean that censorship é&esr roccurred in that
debate, because one of the great difficulties aisueng censorship is that
once certain information is censored, it disappfars the online debate, and
it is therefore hard to identify its existence. $hun the case of writek, this
research only argues his opinions challenging thm&e public authority
remained visible over a 2 years-period on Sina dlitoyg. In other words,
censorship within this period was not absolute, ciwhinerefore allowed
alternative views to be visible and to be debagedpart of online political
communication. However, no claims can be made alheuperiod before or
after the research with regards to censorship ofect, as the judgement to
censor or not is subjectively made by the authowithout clearly stating to
the individuals what final decision is taken noremhexactly censorship

would occur.

To sum up, this analysis of the laws and regulatairboth national ones and
those of individual websites, found that the publithority makes clear its
intention to censor expressions that challengsykem and the government.
The function of those regulations is to inform widuals of the possibility of
censorship and the controls towards certain conteat do not offer

explanations of what exactly will be censored, dothey inform users as to
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how these decisions can be challenged, or quesimmriteria used in the
decision to censor. What can be regarded as sensitiormation remains
vague and generalised. Without this kind of dethié establishment and
enforcement of regulations are subjective and authig, since they provide
only general guidance; decisions about how online information and
discussions should be monitored and censored bjecsive and are made by
the regulatory bodies on a case-by-case basis. fesudt, the legislative
framework emphasises the public authority’s atettaivards censorship, but
does not ensure the absolute enforcement of cdngois some cases, all
information that challenges the public authorityesnoved, whereas other
equally challenging debates remain in the onlifreesp. What happens in one
case is not universally applicable to all cased,what does not occur in one
case may well occur in other similar scenariosividdals are thus fully
aware that state censorship can be applied to halfeage to the public
authority’s role and policies, but it is hard tooknwhether and when such
censorship will occur: a debate may be censoredeidnately after it has

taken place or it may not be censored at all.

In terms of the structure of the online public seheuch uncertainty brings
with it both limitations and opportunities. In tesrof limitations, regulations
that reinforce the control and power of the puldigthority undermines
freedom of speech in the online public sphere,esindividuals know that
what they say will be monitored and censored bysthge, rather than being
regulated to engage and respond. Rather than tegulaoth the public
authority and individuals in online political commioation, the public
authority is given a lot more power to determinghiio deal with alternative
voices, while individuals have not been given tbaver to fight against the
government’s decisions. As a result, rather thanlitating a legislated
framework that allows the online public sphere &mdme an independent

communicative space between the public and the,sthe function of
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regulation in China is more about limiting publielzte in the online public

sphere, ensuring that it remains within the condf@overnment.

But alongside these limitations there are oppotiemi Because the
government and website monitoring bodies make bgsease subjective
judgments, rather than establishing absolute ansktesyatic control,
censorship is a possibility rather than a given.irshe case of WriteA,
opinions that reflect individual concerns about ploditical regime in China
can remain in the online public sphere, rather thaimg censored. Those
uncensored contents become an important part ofneonpolitical
communication, allowing other individuals, as waslthe public authority, to
understand the needs of the public. Because ofitigsstill possible to speak

of an online public sphere in China.

6.2 The Public Authority’'s Engagement with and Respnse to
Issues Debated in the Online Political Communicatio

In this research, censorship is regarded as a xitowi¢hin which online
political communication takes place and is undedtas one action that the
public authority and individual websites can andéalready taken with
regards to online political communications. Havdesgcribed this context, a
further question is whether or not public authoehgages with and responds
to political communication online, and if so, hovis question is important,
because as stated in the theoretical framewohglfis to strengthen current
understanding about the online public sphere wedtigate the level to which
the online public sphere can be seen as functicasraycommunicative space

that involves not only individuals but also thelwarities.

To answer this question, this research set outdemtify instances of
government engagement and response to online gabltommunications

about the three cases discussed thus far. Onheiradse of the Kunming oil
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refinery was evidence found of government engagéntsoth local and
national. Although the government made referendeotb the comparisons
between the American system and the Chinese sya$edebated in Writer
A’s case, and the Diaoyu/Senkaku dispute debat€idumnya BBS, there is no
evidence that this was as a direct result of tHeenlebates described in this

thesis.

Based on these observations, this research ardpa¢sehgagement and
response from the government, just like censorsignot constantly applied
to all debate. There are cases like Kunming wheth lcensorship and
engagement occurrgdnd others, like with Writek and the debates in Tianya
BBS, when the government does not appear to enigagigher course of

action.

In the Kunming case the government did engagesarthis section discusses
that case in terms of what the government did, thay did it, and what those

actions mean for the structure of the online pufiicere in China.

Engagement with and response to public concernatahe Kunming oll
refinery not only occurred in offline party medigose function is to defend
the public authority’s interests, but also on SMaroblog, opening up
interaction between government officials and thadsaof Sina users. The
level of engagement and response demonstratethéhgbvernment began to
acknowledge the importance of the online publiesphHearing that debates
were taking place through the sphere that werdesigihg the government’s
decisions, the government not only acknowledged #astence but also
attempted to use the same arena to talk to indisgd@io answer individuals’
questions and also to defend their own point ofwvielowever, openly
communicating through microblog only accounts forsmall part of
government engagement, since the dominant chasadlhy the government
to defend its position remains the single-chanmel-direct mass media and
a refusal to engage in further conversations wighgublic. In the end, no
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changes were made to the government’s plans forefirgery. This shows
that although the online public sphere is structuceallow debate between
the public authority and individuals, it has noebgowerful enough to push

the government to change their decision in resptmpeblic concerns.

To unpack this further, the following sections tliysdiscuss how public
authority engaged in the political communicatiortso# Kunming oil
refinery and then the limitations of this engageman the sense that

engagement did not lead to a genuine and full respo

6.2.1 The Governments Engagement with Online Polial
Communication about the Kunming Oil Refinery through Party Media

and Online Platforms

The Kunming case involved the proposed buildinguofoil-refinery. The
unquestioned area and the contentions in this delvate that while the
government defined the Kunming plant as forming pathe nation’s energy
strategy and as such, beneficial for the local eogn locals problematized
this definition, and raised concerns about theiptessenvironmental damage
the refinery would cause. These concerns were skecl on the Sina
Microblog, and as shown in Chapter 5, most of fhenle for the decision was
directed at the local government, with a few questig the national
government, and particularly the overall politisgstem behind the decision-
making process. After the concern was raised, botlal and national
government joined the debate with individuals, rhainsing the party
newspapers as platforms, but also involving otlemaoels. The following
table lists those different methods, used by baiball and national

governments.
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Chart 6.4 Different Responses from Local

and Natioal Public

Authorities to Concerns about the Kunming Oil-Refirery

Local (Yunnan and Kunming)

National

57 the local

newspapers

reports in part

(Yunnan Daily af

Kunming Daily)

y3 reports in the central par

nchewspaper (People’s Daily)

Ly

Public exhibitions of oil-refining an
petrifaction knowledge between !
May to 10" June

03

btelevision

programmes on centr

al

5 public talks about oil-refining an
PX productions by specialists a

officers

a trip to an oil refinery in Qinzhou (b

selected public representatives)

1 press conference on"1May

2 open discussion panels each oft
and 2% May

13

Kunming Mayor’s microblog

Chart 6.4 demonstrates that in the two-month peaifter the heated online

political communications about the plant, the puhblithorities took multiple

actions to communicate with the public about tHerefinery in Kunming.

The party media was the most used channel. The Kunaily, the main

party newspaper in Kunming city, reported the gomeents’ actions and their

opinions around the plant daily from 11th to 18tlayyMand then on 22nd,

23rd, 25th, 26th, 28th, 29th, 30th and 31st May, &nd, and 17th June 2013.

The Yunnan Daily, the main party newspaper in Yunpeovince, of which

Kunming is the capital city, published daily remoabout the plant from 11th

to 15th May, and then on the 17th, 21st, 22nd, ,236th, 28th, 29th, 30th
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May, and 4th, 25th, and 26th June, 2013. At natiteve!, reports about the
planned refinery were less frequent; nonetheless the People’s Daily, the most

central party media, covered the issue 3 time§ton15th and 22 May.

Other than reporting through the party media, tleallgovernment organised
a range of other activities to engage with the joybhcluding press
conferences, discussion panels, public exhibitidaliks and field visits.

These events were then reported by the two loct} pawspapers.

Because the party newspapers are the primary clsatim®ugh which
government attitudes and actions are reportedhdooiut what was said about
the plant and the online debates around the pharihd government, this
research examined the contents of the reports asettnewspapers. Five
categories were used to code the titles and teedaragraph of the reports,
where the central themes of the reports are oftenduced. The analysis
focuses on whether or not the plant is mentioaed if so, is it associated
with the environment/environmental protectidn igi/34££), the resources
strategiesfEJ5 % %), the economic4t %), the public/public opinion$t Ak
Il &), or the Internet/net-userg¥(%%/M [). The 5 codes are used to
ascertain whether or not the reports can be seesspsnding to the online
political communications in Sina around this plamt, which the public
problematized the plant and expressed their enwiemal concerns. The

following table presents the results of this analys
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Chart 6.5 Themes in Reports about the Kunming Qil-Refinery in The

Kunming Daily, Yunnan Daily and People’s Daily from May to June 2013
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o

o N B O

M environment/environmental protection M resources strategies
M economic public/public opinions
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Chart 6.6 Themes in Reports about the Kunming QOil-Refinery in The

Kunming Daily, Yunnan Daily and People’s Daily Between January 2004

and April 2013, and from July to December 2013
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From Charts 6.5 and 6.6, it can be seen that fraag td June 2013, when
reporting this plant, the term ‘public/public opmns’ appeared most
frequently (29 times) in the three newspaper repdallowed by the term
environment/environmental protection (27 times)t Between January 2004
and April 2013, the themes ‘resource strategy’ ‘@mel economy’ regarding
the plant were mentioned the most (8 times eachijsisthe environmental
aspect was only mentioned 3 times, and public opiand net-users were not
mentioned at all. This indicates that before emwinental concerns about the
refinery were raised in online political communioas in 2013, public
opinion and environmental concerns were not majouges in the party
media. Instead, the economy and resources strategiee given more
coverage, reflecting the public authority’s orididafinition of the plant. In
2013, after online political communications as vealoffline protests made
it clear that government decisions were being mlatized and that the
public had environmental concerns about the plameédery, the party
media started to pay attention to public opiniod #re environment. In other
words, the government started to engage with thégaon the environmental
issues through the party media is a result of theigls problematization and
expressions in online debates. This changing faoushe party media
demonstrates the function of the online public sphan unquestioned area
was problematized in the online public sphere,rimiag the public authority
about the public's needs, prompting the authorities engage in

communication to address those public concerregdtdnored until that point.

Evidence of the online public sphere functioninghiis way can also be found
in the contents of the reports. For example, tis¢ feport from the party
media to highlight public concern about the oilimefy following a heated
debate online about the plant was on tH&Niay in Kunming Daily, with the
following title: “Kunming City Held a Press Conference with regaathe

CNPC Yunnan Oil-Refining Plan Yesterf#ye Oil Refining Plan Insists on
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the Implementation of ‘One Vote Veto’ on Environtakrotection: The
Whole Plan Does Not Have PX Device, Will Not PredérX Products,
Whether or Not Have Sub-Productions Will Follow D@enatic Decision
Procedures &2 7HE H 5EH 178 25 BT 770 00 H 2517 37 18] & A7 250 478 0
H Y1 MR ki) BEPTHAG PXEEE, AL PX i
A B E T H L AL AE B R FE/F ). The first sentence of the
report suggested that ‘a few citizens and net-usave questioned whether

the plan would impact on the environmental stanslardkkunming'.

The report shows that, when the central party napsipin Kunming firstly
and formally approached the issue of the oil refinde public concern and
environmental protection rather than in terms @& économy and resource
strategy became the focuses. The title of the tegimesses the “One Vote
Veto’ on Environmental Protection” of the plant, ilgh suggesting
‘democratic decision procedures’ to determine thegroduction of the plant.
As the title stands, the key agenda of the regognhvironmental protection:
‘one vote veto’, means that if there were environtakproblems, production
would not be allowed to commence, thus reassuitwegpublic that their
concerns had been taken into consideration. Thetrafso invites people to
engage in the decision-making process regardingubeproduction of the
plant, helping to give the impression that the goreent respects the public
decision about sub-production. Nothing is said alloa plant in relation to
the national resource strategy, or economic dewedop. The first sentence
reports that Kunming'’s local government held a pi@nference to respond
to public concern raised by locals and net-usergh wegards to the
environmental impact of the plant. This shows that online political
communication in the Sina Microblog that led to gmyment engagement and
response, that it was online political communigatithat pushed the
authorities to hold a press conference in ordesddress public concerns

about the environment.
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The changing themes and contents of the reportsv ste Chinese
government engaging and responding to issues pnattitzed and expressed
in the online political communications, thereby wimg thecorresponding
political functionof the online public sphere in China. This is hesathe
corresponding political functioof the public sphere is about the government
engaging with and responding to public expressamsconcerns, in order to
best serve the public needs. In this case, by fiogusn the environmental
aspect and public opinion in communications abbatglant, between May
and June 2103, and by specifically mentioning thine debates about the
plant, the Chinese government recognised the exist®f online public
debates for the first time, and showed a willingnés get involve in
conversations with the public in order to discuescerns raised in those
debates. In this process, interactions betweenpth#ic and the public
authority were established in which the public vedde to challenge the
authority through the online public sphere and tivenauthority engaged and
responded to such challenges. The function of thblip sphere as a

communicative space between the two was thereéalesed.

What also contributes to the structure of tberesponding political function
of the online public sphere in this case is that Klunming Mayor used the
Sina Microblog to engage with net-users regardegail-refining plant. This
not only demonstrates the government’s willingnessespond to public
concerns raised through the online public spharealso that local officials
were also attempting to engage with the publicsiggi Sina, one of the most
important online platforms in China. As analyseg@ievious chapters, online
political communications around the oil-refineryoko place on Sina
Microblog. Understanding this to be a key arena ¢ommunication,
Kunming’s Mayor opened a microblog account or" IMay 2013, and

became the first mayor in China to have an offioidroblog account. The
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purpose of his microblog was not only to respondsoies raised about the
oil-refinery, but also, as his first microblog pasiggests ‘to listen to your
opinions about Kunming's developmeri [t /A 1%+ & B 2 132 & & 1 =
), and to ‘carefully study the advices and suggestinade by the crowd
CAEWF R K F R WA . Nonetheless, public concern about the
oil refinery was clearly the main factor behind tiécision to open an account.
The third post to be posted from this account aereid the oil refinery, and
in total, 11 posts specifically focused on the plam this microblog.
Furthermore, a report published in the Kunming Yaih the 18 May
suggested that the oil refinery was the biggesteonin the microblog (Li,

2013b: Page Al).

As a microblog user on Sina, the Mayor was givexogeition for his status
as a personal VIP. As discussed in Chapter 4, $&eas with personal VIP
status sharing the same fundamental rights as hBrudérs. So in this arena,
the mayor has the power to access, to post, to ernand to retweet, as
ways to express his opinions. At the same timealse other users have the
same powers, they can talk to and even challerg®thyor as equals, and
all those opinions are inclusively visible to aCertainly, the issue of
censorship needs to be taken into account, simzer8gulates all the debates
that occur on its platform, so as discussed eairighis chapter, there is
always the possibility that opinions challenge khayor will be censored.
Nonetheless, Sina Microblog provides an arena wihesr@ot only the Mayor
who talks, but other net-users have the chancedact and read the reactions
of other net-users. In this arena, opinions arbaxged among users through
posts, comments and retweets, rather than the ioleel pre-dominated
communications which exclude alternative views thBbe Mayor and other
net-users are equal participants in this spacdusively accessing and
expressing opinions, rather than the Mayor haviig sontrol over what is

said and sole power to speak and to access infmmadiet-users have the

253



opportunity to talk directly to governmental ofeis, and the opinions from

both the officials and the net-users are equaliple in the same arena.

The Mayor’s engagement on Sina Microblog attra¢tether conversations
about the plant. Despite censorship, the Mayor’pdsts about the Kunming
plant, generated a total of 14752 retweets and 20&snments. These
numbers demonstrate that this was not a one-wayntoncation, but rather,
an equal and inclusive interaction between the magd individuals reading

and reacting to his talks in the online space.

It is an interaction which illustrates a key fulctiof the online public sphere
as a communicative space between individuals amgublic authority. The
public authority and other Sina users communicetélde same arena around
a public concern raised in the online public spheiéh both sides sharing
principally equal rights to speak, and where opisiwere inclusively visible
to all. It shows the government, or at least trmallgovernment, not only
recognising the existence of the online public sphbut also beginning to
use this same sphere to engage with individuaks cBmmunicative function
of this sphere is directly fulfilled in this prosgsince both sides participated

equally inside this sphere.

This section has argued that the Kunming casenisrgély positive indication
with regards to the structure of the online puBjhere in China, but there
are limitations to the government’s engagement \aitld response to the

Kunming debate, which are explore in the next secti

6.2.2 Limitations of Engagement and Response

Before discussing the limitations, it is importéamtacknowledge the positive
aspects to the online political communications tioatk place around the
Kunming oil-refinery: Chinese net-users problemadian unquestioned area
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and voiced their concerns in the online public sphén response, the
government engaged in discussion and communicéieat $hose concerns.
In this case, the function of the online publiceghas a communicative space
between the government and the individuals waslédf The purpose of this
section is to discuss the ways in which their eegagnt was limited and how
those limitations might impact on the structuréhafcorresponding political
function of this sphere, through critically reflecting dretactions taken by

the government, and the contents and languagedt us

The government carried out multiple actions intrefato the issue, including
using the party newspapers, holding press confesgriiscussion panels,
exhibitions and field trips to explain their deoisiand to communicate the
benefits of the plant, and engaging in online diseans by opening a Sina
Microblog account. However, the function of all secactions was to explain
the public authority’s definitions, to defend aranforce their interests, to
promote the governments’ needs, in order to peesuadlviduals to accept
the decision. The government did not invite indinats into a fully open
conversation to seek the most reasonable solwggerding the plant. Nor did
it change its decision over the plant in respoogaublic concerns. Therefore
while the government’s actions can be regardedhaattempt to engage in
political communications in the online public sphgt cannot be regarded as
fully responding to public concerns raised by sgkere. There are three ways

in which the governments’ engagement process wateli in this respect.

6.2.2.1 Different Attitudes Associated with Local ad National

Governments

The first sign is that a different association wasated between local and
national government: the decision made by the Igogernment, namely to
add sub-productions such as PX into the oil-refrmiant, was regarded by

local government as an area that could be negdtiateesponse to public
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concern, whereas the national government’s dectsidrave the oil-refinery
itself was regarded as unchallengeable and asibgimanly benefits. By
separating those decisions, the legitimacy of th&onal government’s
decision was protected, and the concerns overrtieommental impact of

the plant were not fully addressed.

As discussed previously in this thesis, the oiiriefy parts of this plant,
including the pipeline and oil-refining factory, meeassociated with the
national public authority’s decision, as part & itational energy strategy
while decisions about sub-production parts, inelgd?X production, was in
the hands of the local government. In the publibatity’'s communications
about the plan, these two levels of associations Wwghlighted from the very

beginning in the government’s communications.

For example, the first report about the plant innking’s Daily as analysed
previously was titled Kunming City Held a Press Conference with regards
to the CNPC Yunnan Oil-Refining Plan Yestefdiag Oil Refining Plan
Insists on the Implementation of ‘One Vote Vetdzarironmental Protection:
The Whole Plan Does Not Have PX Device, Will NaidBce PX Products,
Whether or Not It Has Sub-Productions Will FolloverBocratic Decision
Procedures (24 if7HE H 5L #1770 25 BT 4570 00 H 257737 1 17 53 4500 00
H WA F HIR—ZZ i ki) BEPHA G PXEEE, B PX i

A an BB H AL FE R A7 F2/7" ). This title only mentions sub-
production, in particular PX production, but doest nmention the
environmental concerns over the oil-refinery itsBlf omitting any decision
about the oil-refinery, but only mentioning PX asdb-production, the
‘democratic decision procedures’ and the “one wa#®’ on environmental
protection” are associated with sub-productionheatthan the whole oil-
refinery plant. This gave a clear signal that wisild-production activities
that were determined by the local authority coudd discussed, the oil-

refinery itself as a decision taken by the natiagg@alernment, could not be
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discussed.

Also, the first report of the plan on the™May 2013 in Yunnan Daily, the
provincial party newspaper, was titled &il‘Refining Project Will Benefit
National Strategies and People’s Living, Standa8igh-Production Items
Will Respect Public Opinions¥# i H A /& i1 4=, BB H e qd 2
# ). The title divided the issue in two parts: therefinery and the sub-
productions. The oil-refinery was described as beimg ‘national strategies
and people’s living standard’, thus only the pesitaspects were mentioned
while decisions about PX production would ‘respect public opinions’; in other
words in the case of PX production, none of theefitnare mentioned but
rather the emphasis is on the idea that individoaildd have their say. This
division was reinforced throughout this report. Thecourse around the oil
refinery were organised in such a way as to empbhasghy it was necessary
and important, and the possible environmental-fligmeasuresbut not to
offer individuals any chance to determine whethlergb ahead with the
project or not. On the other hand, for sub-produrtalthough the report also
mentioned its benefits, the report clearly stateat tpublic opinion could

determine its existence’.

The message this report conveyed was that the fdalc authority was
willing to reconsider PX production, in order to serve the public interests; the
national public authority’s decision, on the oth@nd, remained legitimate
and unquestionable. By establishing different assioos in the discourse
with the two aspects of the plant, the picture gbgernment drew for the
public is that the public authority as a whole Hedened to concerns
expressed in the online debates, and had madedoeainment abandon its
plans to produce PX. What was left out of this ynietwas the national
government’s decision about the plant itself. Theutt of the different
associations made in the discourse was that piemsitd the oil-refinery still

went ahead, without the PX and other sub-productativitics; but
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environmental damage can still be caused througtotkrefining process.
The national public authority was able to reinfortsedecisions remained
unchallengeable. Though the public could problemsathe national public
authority’s decision, there was no engagement erptrt of that authority
and so public concern over the environmental impéattte plant — the central

contention — was only partially addressed servethbygovernment.

6.2.2.2 The Use of One-Direction/Single-Channel

The second sign of the government’s limited engagens that, although the
public authority started to communicate with indivals, it chose to

communicate predominantly through a one-directiogle channel, rather
than engaging in debate with individuals in an ¢qaad inclusive

institutionalised arena. Those channels allow theegiment to ‘lecture’ the
public, so that information is only delivered frattme government to the
public, and the public has no chance to challengguestion the informant.
By using this kind of channel, the government cammunicate its own

definition of the plant, to reinforce its pre-exigt interests and to promote
its interests further, rather than opening up aveosation in which diverse

opinions can be equally and inclusively exchanged.

The traditional party mass media, public exhibisioand talks were all
delivered in lecture style: information flowed frotime authorities towards
individuals, and left no space for individuals teedtly challenge them on the
same platform. The purpose was not to include rdiffeviews which could
be debated, but rather to use these channels ashpiemes for the
government’s point of view. Thus, the public wakbrmed about what the
government believed was ‘right’ rather than beimgted to debate what is
‘right’. With regards to the press conferences,tthe discussion panels and
the field trip to Qinzhou oil refinery, the pubbaithority also took a dominant

role, selecting which media organisations and whiatiividuals could
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participate in these events. Participants weresetacted by the public to
problematize the government, but rather were sadeghd controlled by the
government to fit in with its interests. The powerselect what questions
could be asked, what answers could be reportedrewdned how to report
them, and even which factory individuals couldtyisias entirely in the hands
of the government. Questions and trips were dedigte enable the
government to justify its decision rather than tualy and inclusively
present both the government’s opinions and indasluconcerns. For
example, among all the oil-refineries in China,yo@linzhou was selected
because of being a relatively environmentdtigndly one; other non-
environmentally-friendly ones, such as Lanzhoudagtwere not selected.
The aim of the trip was clearly to show the besedit oil-refinery and to
exclude any negative aspects. The microblog wastiheopen, equal and

inclusive arena used by the public authority, botimor one in this process.

By using single-channel/one-direction channels, grovelations between
individual and authority were fundamentally uneqddle government had
sole power over the selection of the platform, paeticipants, and the
channels through which to respond to individuatsicerns. By using those
selected platforms and methods, they could alserahte what opinions they
wanted to be represented through them, rathertthiaug to facilitate a wider,

inclusive and equalised debate. Thus althoughdkiergment communicated
to the public about the reasons behind their datjsand promised certain
actions would be taken to respond to individual cewns about the
environment, the contents of the communicationgwet produced through
an equal and inclusive debate between the two ,sateb the pre-existing
interests of the government were reinforced moaa ihdividuals concerns.
It is in this sense that government involvement oaty be described as

limited.
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6.2.2.3 Lack of Follow-up Information and Failure b Keep Promises

The third limitation is that the government terntethcommunications about
the plant, without the concerns being addressechanications about the
plant from the government ceased after June 204Bttere was a general
lack of follow-up information about construction thle plant, and about the
promised actions. As a result, although the corscenal contention regarding
the oil-refinery had not been resolved through teenmunications, the

government was no longer willing to engage.

This argument is based upon the observation ofamalic decrease in the
numbers of reports in the party newspapers, andedse of posts the
Kunming Mayor’s blog after June 2013. The followinbarts show this

decrease:

Chart 6.7 Number of Articles about Kunming Oli Refinery from January

to December 2013, in Yunnan Daily, Kunming Daily ad Kunming

Mayor’s Microblog
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Chart 6.7 demonstrates that the government’s regpimrpublic concerns had

atime limit. In May 2013, the plan was a centioglic in all three government
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newspapers, the peak time in terms of the numbepairts. After June 2013,
there was a dramatic decrease. In the Kunming RaitlyYunnan Dalily, there
were only 11 reports in total between July and Dy 2013, while they
had published 58 in May and June. Kunming’s Maydrrobt post any other
microblogs about the proposed refinery after Jimiact, May and June 2013
was the only period during which information wae\pded in his microblog
and there was engagement with users’ posts. Im otbels, while the party
media offered a great amount of information regaydhe oil-refinery in that
two-month period, after this period, informatiorchme minimal and almost
invisible. Yet drop in number was not because ttodlem had been solved:
public concerns over the plant were not fully addesl and the construction
of the plant itself was not completed. Yet desgiiis lack of resolution and
the unfinished construction, government’s commuiocg about Kunming

oil refinery reduced dramatically after June 2013.

Although communications from the government mordess ceased after
June 2013, public expressions of concerns over pla@t, especially
dissatisfaction towards the government’s commuignatabout the plant,
continued after that date. Those expressions aserekd in the Kunming
Mayor’s last microblog post regarding the plang ¢imly government-related
platform where opinions could be shared in a red¢di equal and inclusive
way. This post, published on the 25th June 201&test ‘Today, the
provisional and city environmental protection depemnts published <CNPC
Yunnan 10 Million Ton/Year Oil Refining Project BEnanmental Monitor
Scheme> (website link), the purpose is to implentleatsupervision of the
enterprise, and also shows the government’s detation to enhance
supervision, including state-owned enterprisegv@yone could be assured
on this note, | share the same wishes with everyldmeve been clear on this
point many times in the press conference, and gsson panels, please also

supervise the government>(k, 4. WHRIITAF T (FEAM =
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R L2 R TIX— WA, B KK EEBUT. )

The focus of this post is the document <CNPC Yunt@iillion Ton/Year

Oil Refining Project Environmental Monitor Schemesjich announced the
specific plan for monitoring the environmental immpaf the oil-refinery. To

reinforce the impression that the government inéendo monitor any
environmental impact, the post uses the term ‘sugien’ 3 times: firstly, in

relation to the supervision of enterprise, thenesugion of state-owned
enterprises, and thirdly, in relation to the goweent itself. Through these
three associations, the Mayor tried to reassurgtitéic that the building of
the plant and the production in this plant would sagervised by the
government's environmental protection departmeatisb invites the public
to supervise the government on this issue. Theagesselivered through this
post is that the government understood that enwiestial impact was the
public's biggest concern about the plant and hableaded this by making
specific promises regarding the supervisions onrenmental protection.
The post shows that the government had engaged amline political

communications, to talk about what they plannedidoto respond to the

public’s needs.

However, although the government has promisedupervision, the post did
not actually discuss how supervision would be cotetll Net-users picked
up on this in their comments on and retweets af ploist. The most frequent
retweet regarding this post (14 times) suggestpesBusions from social
groups, individual citizens are absent, how itdsgible to talk about effective
supervision {2 F &, AR AMEE KL, fiRARUE) . Through
the retweeting of this comment, net-users showey tere not persuaded,

despite government’ documents, and promises of rsigi@n. They
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challenged the government’s promises by pointing that absence of
supervision from social groups and citizens in @herguing that given this
absence, supervision could not be effective. Tlthes,creditability of the
government’s words was problematized, and furthesstjons were raised,
demonstrating that there was a desire for furtr@versation with the

government regarding environmental protection.

However, despite further problematization, no fartposts appeared on the
Mayor’s microblog account. Individuals were not yided with any
information regarding how the public authority wa@dffectively supervise
the plant or how the public would be empoweredifmesvise the government,
and whether the promises made had been kept oMfiwit is more, the
document that the Mayor had referred to, the <CNR@nhan 10 Million
Ton/Year Oil Refining Project Environmental Monit®cheme>, upon which
his promises were made, went missing after Jun8,28lwhen clicking the
link, the page would show ‘404 Not Found’, whichggasts the page no
longer exist&?. The removal of this document, means the infoionait
provided was effectively removed from the publicndon, so its exact
contents in terms of how supervision over the plamild be implemented in
practice, was no longer accessible to the pubhasTthis is further evidence
that while concerns continued to be expressedgtvwernment no longer

communicated in any way about the Kunming oil rexfyn

Yet construction of the plant was still in procedter June 2013, as parts of

it had not been finished, namely, the sub-prodactiarts. The party media

22 Kunming's Mayor’s microblog post, Access through:
http://www.weibo.com/3258074703/zD6142RP8?type=canirAccess on: 10/10/2014,
Ministry of Kunming Environment Protection (201ENPC Yunnan 10 Million Ton/Year
Oil Refining Project Environmental Monitor Scheme
( HEGHAAFL 0004 BT S BT EAES) in Website of Ministry of Kunming
Environment ProtectioprAccess through:
http://hbj.km.gov.cn/2011kmhbj/14890356121482036280625/32614.htmAccess on:
01/09/2013, 10/10/2014 and 26/10/2014
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reported that the government would invite a dentacpocess to determine
whether or not to go ahead with the sub-productisra way of addressing
public concerns (Hu, Sun and Li, 2013, Ma, 2018ahe public authority

had kept its promise, then there would have beghduinformation about
the construction process, and about a public ctatsuh process of some kind
that could take decisions regarding further devalepts of the plant, but
none of them were materialise. The dramatic drogeports, meant that no
further information was published about the corddtom of the plant and no
sign of the promised democratic procedure eithkusTindividuals had no
idea what had been built, where they could acaas$idr information about

the plant, and how they would be able to moniterpfant.

It was not till August 2015 that the public werdoirmed by a non-party
newspaper that the plant had been fined by ChirMisistry of
Environmental Protection, because it had not pyliace the environmental
protection measures it had promised (South Urbat R615). However, the
fine imposed was negligible and the plant continteedperate without any
measures being put in place. After two years dwvhgh little information
about the plant had been imparted and with no pubdinitoring in place, the
plant had not installed the promised measuresdoces pollution, and the
government failed to supervise construction to emshat those measures
were in place. These empty promises did not sa@&@mental concerns
about the plant. Indeed, concern about the enviemtah impact only

intensified.

In this sense the government engagement was lirbgeduse although they

engaged in communication, this engagement dideaat to any action.

To sum up, this section has analysed both theipesigns and the limitations
in government engagement with public concerns daikeough the online

political communication. It can be argued thia¢ corresponding political
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function of the online public sphere is partly structuradhat the Chinese
government engaged in communications with net-usswat public concerns.
The government acknowledged the existence and tapoe of the online
public sphere, not only in talking about issuesediin that sphere, but also
by using the sphere to communicate with the publmwever, the extent to
which those communications led to changes in padidgss clear. The public
authority has the power to determine its actiongatds the online public
sphere, by removing key information, by choosingetmage or not. The
structure of the online public sphere is not powleehough to pressure the
government into serving the public interests aneldsehrough engagement

and response.

The analysis carried out in this section contribute understanding of the
structure of thecorresponding political functiotout only partially. As has
been argued, to understand the structure of thaeosphere in China, both
content and language use need to be analysedisTtiige not only for the
problematization of unquestioned areageria and thexpressional political
function the focus of the previous chapter, but also fierdorresponding

political function This will be the focus of the next section.

6.3 The Government’s Engagement with Online Linguistic

Violence

Chapter 5 argued that linguistic violence is an angnt and popular
phenomenon in online political communications inir@h and one which
serves a key function in the structure of pn@blematization of unquestioned
areas and expressional political functiorof the online public sphere.
Individuals use it as a self-determining mechanismproblematizing

unquestioned areas, to reinforce their views, tovey their feelings, and to
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express political opinions. They were found to betipularly popular in the
indirect expression of strong anti-government apisithrough irony and/or
metaphors. They enable net-users to problematiee Ghinese public
authority, and enable those expressions to bel@igibthe public domain.
Linguistic violence was also found to be a usefultin a context of
censorship: individuals who, despite being awamsaeship, still wish to
express strong political opinions and feelings, abde to use linguistic
violence as a way of avoiding censorship, theretsisting and indeed
challenging the government’s control over onlinescdurse. Given its
important function in the public sphere, it is imfamt to examine how the

government engages and responds to linguisticrwiele

In general, the public authority is well aware tlatinguistic violence in
online political communication. Yet despite the afi@nd violence that the
use of linguistic violence can create in commumicatind despite the fact
that it is often the public authority is the targéthe violence, not all instances
of linguistic violence are censored. Instead, thblip authority has left the
space open, enabling linguistic violence to exmst endeed, flourish, and in
this process, individuals’ language choices in egping their views are
recognised and acknowledged. Based on this recognihe public authority
has also started to discuss the use of linguistience in online political
communications, conveying its views about linggisiolence. By doing so,
it engages with online linguistic violence in tlense that, rather than simply
standing in a position of controlling and censorihgttempts to interact with

individuals, to communicate about the issue.

Overall, the public authority has attempted to disage linguistic violence
in online political communication, by portrayingetldecision to use it as in
poor-taste, un-civilised and vulgar. On the othard) it has not engaged with
the wider political context behind linguistic violee, namely, the heavily

censored arena that led to individuals choosirguistic violence in the first
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place. In engaging with online linguistic violence this way, the public
authority has shown its preference for non-violerpression in online
political communications; but on the other hand, it avoids addressing the

political concerns that are raised through lingaigiolence. Thus, although
there is engagement, it tends to consist in comaating its own interests to
individuals, rather than fully responding to théfpciconcerns that lie behind
linguistic violence. There are parallels with theurthing case in

government’s approach to linguistic violence.

To explain this, it is necessary to briefly re-vthie context behind the popular
usage of linguistic violence. As argued in therdéitare review, the context in
China is not one in which individuals are offerdaetal choices between
rational-critical debates and linguistic violen&ather, there is a lack of a
social and political system that values ratiotxétical debate; in this highly
censored environment, individuals seek alterndiivesafer ways to express
their critical political opinions. In these circutaaces, linguistically violence

becomes an easy and safe choice.

As indicated by other academics in the field, th@agng use of the Internet
is providing individuals with more opportunities &xpress their opinions
using languages they feel comfortable with. Butéhgas little evidence of
the ability to engage in rational-critical debafBise idea of having a rational
exchange of opinions and the ability to engagéis kind of interaction is
not common among Chinese net-users (Yang, 2003):L472010:73-74).
Also, to have a rational-critical debate, indivituaeed to have a certain
amount of knowledge about the issues, need to led@lexplain themselves
using objective evidence, and develop an argumeged upon this
knowledge, through reasoning. When individuals hstveng opinions, but
do not have much knowledge or are not good atmatiexplanations, it is
hard to engage in rational-critical debate. In castt using language as a

weapon to attack different views, including the gmment, does not require
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much knowledge. Individuals only need to directlypeess subjective
opinions about what they like, and attack the thitigey dislike. They do not
need to explain why they think so, nor do they needonsider others’

reactions. So, it becomes a much easier choice.

To add to this, rational-critical debate is notwad politically either. China
lacks the political atmosphere that would faciétattional-critical debate
around political issues. It is even explicitly discaged by the authorities
through the threat of censorship. This lack oforai-critical debate is
mirrored at governmental level around differentitpzdl concerns and
agendas. Individuals are not given a model, in $eaihhow to exchange
contentious political opinions through reasoningu(12013: 139, 188-190,
192, 219). Instead, rational-critical debates, eisflg rational-critical
debates around political issues at both governrhanth grassroots levels,
are not particularly valued by the public authorifjhis is because
problematization through reasoning is seen aseathsince it might lead to
problematize Chinese political issues through ofterational explanations
and evidence. For example, rather than voicing sithvat are critical of the
Chinese political system, in a rational-criticalbdee, arguments might be
made as to why the Chinese political system isangdod one, which might
potentially influence other individuals whose piohi views are less formed.
This type of problematization can inform and enigghmore individuals by
critically presenting political opinions and encaging individuals to think
in-depth about the issues. Through rational-clittbates, individuals not
only can express their views, but also engage imatgewith others to
rationally-critically unpack the issue, thereby anbing their understanding
about political concerns. In this process, différeolitical opinions are
debated, developing individuals’ political knowledgnd understanding, and
leading to more considered thoughts about Chinalisigal situation. Some

of these debates could be considered as promatimgpctatisation, which is
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why rational-critical debates are more likely to dsegorised as ‘sensitive
information’ and due to this and its informativenéion, are more likely to

be censored.

When compared with direct problematization throtagional-critical debate,
the use of linguistic violence does not necessamiplve expressions that
would be considered explicitly sensitive; instead, as illustrated in Chapter 5,
controversial views can be expressed indirectlyndgumge can be
manipulated to express very challenging opiniorthavit a single word that
could be identified by the state monitoring systesrisensitive’. Linguistic
violence has more chance of surviving in onlineadey, while at the same
time, individuals’ anger and concerns can stilelRpressed. Therefore, using

linguistic violence is seen as a safer option.

Meanwhile, in addressing linguistic violence, thablic authority has to
engage not only with the individual choice to usad’ language, but also,
they would need to take into account both the $@md political contexts
that lie behind these linguistic choices, espegidie political context of
censorship that partially motivates the use ofdiatic violence. So while
respecting individual choices of language, at Hraestime they should try to
provide individuals with more social and politiagalsources to explain and
encourage rational-critical debate, and stop caigigg rational-critical
debate as sensitive. This approach would ensutarnti&idual choices of
languages can be truly based on understanding eaihlality of both
rational-critical debates and linguistic violencaher than choosing one side
because the other side is not socially and pdliyiceught, valued or
encouraged. Even after these actions, individuay still choose to use
linguistic violence but nonetheless, the public authority could ftatié a
better political and social environment for the ioal political
communications by providing freer and wider choicksough their

engagement and response.
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However, this research saw no evidence of this kind of engagement from the
government. What is has observed is that from 2014, the Chinese government
began to recognise the popular appeal of using linguistic violence in online
debate. Evidence of this can be observed through the number of articles
containing information about ‘use of language (F1%)’ seen within the context
of online public debate on the CAC website. As the government organ
specifically designed to monitor and understand online communication,
articles on its website directly reflect the issues that are drawing the attention

of the authority. The following chart indicates this:

Chart 6.8 Numbers of Articles Containing Information about ‘Use of

Language (Fi&)’ within the Context of Online Public Debate, on the

Website of the Cyberspace Administration of China from January 2013

to November 2015
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From this chart, it is possible to see that before July 2014 the website did not
publish any articles regarding the use of language in online debate, which
suggests that the public authority had not paid the issue any attention at that

point. Ever since then, there has been an increase of articles indicating the
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public authority’s growing concern about onlinedaage use. June 2015 saw
a dramatic rise and this with the publication af tReople’s Daily Survey
Report of Vulgar Uses of Language on the Interoet? June 2015. It was
the first national party media to publish reponedfically about violent
language use in online debates in China. This washe first report that the
People’s Daily had published, regarding the uspadr-taste’ and ‘vulgar’
language in online debate. In January 2015, idhaddy published the ‘2014
Report of Linguistic Phenomena on the Internetivimich 'poor-taste’ use of
language got a small mention (People’s Daily, 20B8641). But it was the
2015 survey report that really shone a light os ggienomenon. Following
these two reports, more and more articles aboguistic violence online

have been published on this website.

The reason why the People’s Daily started to penaon to online linguistic
violence from 2015 has not been particularly puiverd in their reports, but
it likely that it is because the phenomenon greti&opoint where it could no
longer be ignored. The 2015 report is a landmarkemims of the public
authority’s engagement with online linguistic viete in China, because
although the government itself has not made argctistatements, the most
central party media, as its mouthpiece, has regbadéscussed the issue ever
since. In other words, the public authority hasawsat the increasing use of
linguistic violence online and has started to emgagh it, expressing their
opinions about it through the party media. It soahfter this piece that more

and more articles have appeared in which linguisbtence is discussed.

Because the 2015 survey is such a landmark positinanalysed below in

order to understand the government’s attitude tds/anguistic violence.
The report has been divided into four sections:

1.Cohort shared understanding to clean online istiguenvironment #§# %

HAR T 2518 5 P 5)
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2.The general situation of online low-taste langsafy 48 L1815 = HE)

3.The phenomenon of use of online low-taste languads K18 1E = A
FHL%)

4.Civilisation and rationality should be the foutida of online discourses

U M A P 45 5 1R IR L)

Within these four sections, in section 2, the replustrates terms like fuck
(#t), you mother Jg34), and dick’s [ #2) of terms considered to be in poor-
taste, towards its definition of online linguistidolence?®. The terms
appearing in this section are swear words or hatmly terms are used to
attack or negatively label other people. Sectidhed offers three categories
that discusses the purposes of using linguistiteme. It argues abusive
terms and swearing are used for ‘give vent to sesits (& i1 %), to
‘maliciously hurt (others): & H11%)’, and to ‘take poor-taste and vulgar as
personal characteristic§H@EB K14 41~ 14)". The three categories portrayed
online linguistic violence as an emotional and Hatmersonal choice. But
none of the categories mention the political contégxcensorship that has
made linguistic violence a safer and easier cheigcen expressing political

opinions.

It becomes clear in these two sections that thegy paedia, and the Chinese
government it speaks for, regards online linguigiidence as individual net-
users’ personal choice in online political commatimn, which have a
negative effect on communication and on other gadnts in that
communication. This attitude also comes acrossectiGns 1 and 4 of the
report, in which conclusive opinions are expresabdut online linguistic
violence and suggestions made with regards to eetloguistic violence.

One sentence, repeated twice in the report, ontleeitbeginning when the

2 |ts examples of low-tastes terms have been uséhidbyesearch as accordance to code,
when it identifies online linguistic violence ingltase studies, please see the appendix for

the original documents and translations.
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authors of the report introduce their central arguments; and once at the end,
when the report sums up its arguments, seemsttelentral message of the
report. By analysing this sentence, it is posdibidentify the central interests

and attitudes, which the public authority holds:

(It is only through) Serious literacy education,astd understanding of
cultural perception, common social norm and disoig] strict constraints,
that becomes possible to establish the positiezantion between the reality
and the virtual world, promote the healthy innowatof online language, let
vulgar language gradually fade out, and let ciali®n to gracefully come
back and grow. I X A G~ LA I AL U ST FEJFHT #2355
SEREHIZIIBLH],  HER AU FESET T L5 7 TR IE o] g5y, (2
PI28 i E HIEREFFT, LG & HAR ] iE X K. )

To understand the message that is coded into titerse and to understand
whose interests and needs are reinforced throwgdisitourse, SFL is used

to deconstruct it in terms of actors and relati@mg] actions of those actors.

Chart 6.9 SFL Analysis of Parts in ‘People’s DailySurvey Report of

Vulgar Use of Language on the Internet’

Actor It

Goals Serious literacy education, shared understanding of
cultural perception, common social norm and disog!
strict constraints, possible, positive interactibealthy
innovation of online language, vulgar language,

civilisation

Processes is, establish, promote, let, fade out, let, comekbgrow

Circumstances | between reality and virtual world,

From the above table, it can be seen that therm@m@ctual actors in this

sentence other than ‘it’, which does not refentg particular bodies, but only
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belongs to the phrase ‘it is only through’. In gast there are goalsin this
sentence, which all suggest that actions need takam, or things that to be
acted on. Among those 9 goals, the report suggiestsliteracy education’,
‘cultural perception’, ‘social norm and disciplingnd ‘strict constraints’ are
needed, to reduce vulgar language, and to prorotiésation’ and ‘healthy
language’. With theactor element missing but the ‘goal’ elements being
established, it is unclear who is the person toucatk’, to establish
‘perceptions’, ‘norms’, ‘disciplines’ and ‘constras’, and whose ‘civilisation’
and ‘healthy language’ will be established as alte¥he selection of words
and the arrangement of the text sets up standarasfine communications
and suggests ways to achieve them, but does noifispty explain how

those standards will be established, and by whom.

By avoiding the mention adictorsin the discourse, the report is trying to
avoid involving the Chinese government in the discussion; instead, its
suggestions are made out to be for the common gattker than standards
that are established by the government and impmsdige public. But in fact,
the invisible actor in this text is the government; it is the government’s
‘perceptions’, ‘norms’, ‘disciplines’ and ‘constrds’, and it is they who want
‘civilisation, and healthy languages’. This is satprising since the report is
published by the People’s Daily, the central pamgdia in China, whose
purpose is to defend the governmeangrests; thus the opinions it generates
reflect the needs of the government. Thus whemliistabout education,
culture, norms, discipline, and most crucially, straints, it is in the context
of a social and political system that is formalisaad controlled by the
Chinese government, rather than things that indalsl can determine and

aspire to.

The purpose of this report is thus not only to esprthe government’s view
of online linguistic violence, but also to minimidee controlling role of the

government. The report suggests online linguisimence needs to be
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replaced by ‘civilisation and healthy language’t tather than declaring this
as the government’s wish, the report suggestsiit tee interests of online
debate, which makes it more appealing than diretlking about the
government’s intentions. The issue behind lingaistolence, which is the
conflict between a censored environment and indaisl need to express
their political concerns is not mentioned at alktead, it suggests that stricter
constraints will reduce online linguistic violendéis demonstrates that the
government defines the existence of online linguistolence differently
from the individual. The government does not ses &freer environment
would offer individuals choices other than linguistic violence; instead, it

proposes tighter control of online discourse t@at@ea ‘healthy’ environment.

Overall, this report shows the government has asledged the existence of
online linguistic violence as a part of communicatonline, and shows some
willingness to discuss it with individuals, by egpsing their thoughts. But it
reinforces more of the government'seiebts; as it puts forward government’s
definitions and suggestions, but it does not trdpsider what individuals
might want and need from online linguistic violenoer is the government

likely to change its policy to respond to thesedsee

This confirms the argument that has been made dglrethat the
corresponding political functionof the online public sphere is partly
structured in the sense that the government hasgedgwith individuals to
discuss the issue of linguistic violence; however, the discussion is not for the
purposes of responding to public needs, but ratbereinforce the public
authority’s agenda. As a result, although it is sille to observe some
communications between individuals and governmenindividuals choose
to express contentious views through linguistidence, while government
commenting on such choices; still the government has not been engaged fully
with the online public sphere to address the carxbehind these language

choices.
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Chapter Summary

This chapter has discussed ttmeresponding political functioof the online

public sphere, in terms of the public authorityisi@ns towards this sphere.
Overall, public authority is still more powerfulah the online public sphere,
although the online public sphere is starting teehsome powers to engage

the public authority.

The Chinese public authority still applies censgrsts a method of control,
but control is by no means absolute; instead, it is up to the monitoring bodies
and their case-by-case subjective judgments. Omtter hand, the public
authority has begun to acknowledge the debateaggiiace in the online
public sphere and as a result, have begun to epgkbe it to a limited extent,
in discussions about political issues and lingaigiblence that emerge from
the sphere. Engagement rather than censorshiptandg a positive sign, as
it is evidence that the sphere has the power tagmghe government in
communicating with individuals about their concerat at the same time,
this does not mean that there is a fully structureshmunication between
individuals and government through the sphere, Us#he authority tends
to use its engagement to underline its own inteyasther than seeking a
reasonable solution with individuals towards adsires their concern.
Furthermore, it is unlikely that the governmentlailter its behaviours or

polices to serve individuals’ interests.
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Discussions and Conclusion

This thesis asks a central research question, whibbw the online public
sphere is structured in China. In addressing tiestion, public sphere theory
has been used as the theoretical framework, ingutiie three institutional
criteria (rincipally inclusive, problematization of unquested areas, and
equality and two political functions ekpressional function and
corresponding functiorstemmed from the theory as analytic lenses. Tditou
examining the structure of the online public sph#ris research also aims to

critically discuss online political communicatiam China.

This research firstly discussed the power relatitotetween different
participants in online political communicationsngstwo institutional criteria
as analytic lenses, namepyincipally inclusive and equality, to look at
questions of equality and inclusiveness in onlio@munication. It then used
problematization of unquestioned areamstitutional criterion and
expressional political functiorss analytic lenses, to study how Chinese net-
users problematize unquestioned areas in publ@irafto express their
concerns. This examination included discussionsiiaboth the content and
language. It also discussed the government’s actiowards net-users’
expressions online, not only in terms of reguladod censorship, but also in
terms of engagement and response, by using theytiandens of

corresponding political functian

After discussing the institutional criteria andipo&l functions of the online

public sphere, this research demonstrated thatpbssible to observe both
promises as well as limitations for the online peibphere in China. In other
words, there are evidences showing that China’si@rgublic sphere can
facilitate equal, inclusive, deliberative and cati political debates that allow
Chinese net-users to express their opinions, agdgenthe Chinese public
authority. This can be seen as the structured pétte online public sphere

that demonstrate what can be achieved in onlingigalcommunication in
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China. At the same time, the online public spheralso limited by the
unequal power relations between different typeassefs with different status
in online political communications, in ways thatatss has not been
disregarded in the debates, and certain opinioasgaen pre-determined
significances. The other major limitation is tHa government still holds the
more power in online political communications: thaye not only the
regulators and monitors of these communicationsalso increasingly seek
to engage in them for the purposes of reinforcmdj@omoting their interests
and needs. Those limitations are regarded in ésearch as the unstructured
parts, because they demonstrate what cannot bevachyet and what the
restrictions are in online political communicati@ath the structured and the
unstructured parts co-exist, and only by understantoth can a holistic
picture of the current online public sphere in Ghbe drawn. Thus, what it
is possible to say is that there is a semi-strediwonline public sphere in
China, not in the sense that, it is half built, ttuemphasize that it is a sphere
in which both structured and unstructured elemeatsxist and taking both
aspects into account is indispensable in understgndnline political

communication in China.

This chapter will re-visit the key findings genermitn the discussions about
the three institutional criteria and the two pahii functions in the previous
chapters, to critically summarise them and distius®nline public sphere in
China as whole, to relate those empirical findimgth existing academic

studies of the online public sphere, and highligletcontributions.

The Theoretical Framework

The literature review chapter of this thesis caillic reviewed both
Habermas'’s interpretations of the public spherethand the key debates
around these interpretations. It is these revidwas informed the research’s

theoretical framework and analytic lenses: disamssiof the public sphere
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can be expanded from the historical category obth&geois public sphere
to public spheres in both democratic and non-deatimcsocieties, as long as
the application takes the social and political eatg of the society into
account. The application follows Habermas’s intetation of the public

sphere as a communicative space between the @uidithe public authority,

namely the government of the country. Through Hmace, the public can
express concerns while the authority listens amrdtse(Habermas, 1989).
Following this fundamental and critical interprédat this research applies
the three institutional criteria and two politi¢ahctions of the public sphere
originally spoken by Habermas in his work, andicaity assessed and
expanded in academic debates (Lande, 1988, Fi&£88, Thomassen, 2008,
Calhoun, 1993), as analytic lenses. They involvgcally reviewing the

power relations between individuals, in terms oktiler pre-existing social
and political status has been disregarded altogetiereby ensuring equal
access to and expressions of express opinionstrersg opinions being
inclusively visible to all in the public domain. @&} include analysis of the
interactions between the government and the pubdojely what are the
public concerns expressed through the sphere, andhe government react
to those concerns. Taking the social and politcadtext into account also
means not treating one linguistic choice, such asomasensus-seeking
rational-critical debate as the only legitimate onpolitical communications.

But rather, contentious debates through a variétjalmguage usage that
reflect individuals’ self-determined choices, amhiibutes to individuals’

expressions of their political concerns, need texmmined.

Equality and Principally I nclusive Institutional Criteria

The first analytic lens of this research stemmeamfrthe equality and
principally inclusive institutional criteria, which focuses on the power
relations between participants in the debates. iSouds the equality and
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inclusiveness of the online public sphere in Chihé research focused on
the Sina Microblog, which is the most visited imigtive site in China, and
has a VIP system that categorising its users acgptd their pre-existing
status, and allows social and political elites aptkbrities to debate with
status. After study, the research finds althoughgxisting status is used to
categorised people, still both VIP and non-VIP sdeave equal rights in
terms of expressing and accessing opinions, oflaeigihg contentious
opinions and exchanging views. Their opinions aentinclusively visible
and accessible in the public domain, as long ag dhe not censored by the
government or website. This means, by having tha Blicroblog as a crucial
institution of the online public sphere in Chinayige range of net-users can
participate in political debates, rather than amarwhich is only accessible
to a selective group of people. The communicatemerging through the
sphere come from the net-users themselves andcrugclusively reflect
the views of those individuals, rather than onlgwimg opinions from one
group. The observations made here showing the iggaat inclusiveness of
the public sphere, in the sense that the sphéaypes to all' (Habermas, 1989:
37), certainly with regards to individuals who haaecess to the Internet.
There is the issue of the digital divide to cons@e only half of the Chinese
population are net-users, but for those who are bluse the Internet, the
sphere is open to them equally, rather than sekdygti The online public
sphere in China has enabled different individualddbate in the same arena,
enabling them to communicate with people they wadtispeak to without
the Internet; they can also directly challenge pedpey would not challenge
without the online public sphere. The right to dpead to challenge are

equally given to all, regardless of who they are.

However, although access may be equal, the prérexstatus of those net-
users is not totally dis-regarded, because indalglusing the Sina Microblog

can choose to remain anonymous, but can also dpeuial status through
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the VIP system. VIPs are individuals who, througtohbging to social and
political elites, already have more social and tpmal capital and use their
status to generate more influence and impact imigedlcommunications. By
introducing the VIP system, Sina offers VIP usersrenpower, not to
necessarily dominate the debate, but to influeheedebate. Because the
public opinions generated on Sina Microblog stiliree from individual net-
users who can post their thoughts through bloggomgnmenting and
retweeting on an equal basis. But by reinforcingtustes rather than
disregarding them, Sina users are acknowledged difference in status
between those who are regarded as VIPs and thasanemot. The VIP users
are not given any rights to silence or represebtipwpinion; but they have
been constructed with the power to influence. Aesallt, VIP users’ opinions
are given pre-determined significance, not becadigbe content of those
opinions, but because of their pre-existing stat&th powers being
unequally constructed, the inclusiveness of thenenpublic sphere is also

impacted.

Based on these findings, this research suggestwhile there are structured
parts of theequalityandprincipally inclusiveinstitutional criteria that enable
Chinese net-users to equally engage, express afldrale, the public sphere
only partially meets the criteria because the askedgement of pre-existing

status still offers some users more power thanrsthe

By particularly discussing the power relations bestw different participants
of the online debates in China, which is a lessdlistliarea in the previous
academic discussions, this research widened upktibsviedge of the

dynamics of the online political communications @mina. It shows that
although the power relations and struggle betwden gublic and the

government is still a central focus, studies aropader relations between
different net-users are also important and enaletd know more about the

communications take place online in China. By pnéag findings in this
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regards, this research contributes to the currebtigs of China’'s online

political communications.

Problematization of Unquestioned Areas Institutional Criterion and

Expressional Political Function

The second analytic lens stemmed fromgiablematization of unquestioned
areasand theexpressional political functigrwhich focuses on through what
ways and how Chinese net-users problematize theeSaigovernment to
express their concerns. Habermas argues that thetwse of the
problematization of unquestioned areasstitutional criterion means
individuals use reason to define (or redefine) nmegnof public concern, so
that those meanings are no longer ‘componentshefpublic authority’s
representation, but become areas that private pecgh ‘determine its
meaning on their own’ (Habermas, 1989: 36). Bxpressional political
functionis built upon this criterion, allowing individuats deliberatively and
equally express their self-determined concerns rigféect their true needs.
The findings in this research show that in thermfpublic sphere in China,
net-users are debating about the role of the Caipablic authority as well
as their decisions and behaviours. The way unouexli areas are
problematized and how concerns are expressed \atesding to the subject

of debate.

When discussing a specific domestic policy, indinl$ are more likely to
directly use the ‘government’ and ‘party’ in thexpressions, and then
associating the terms with particular issues arith wegative indications,
such as corruption, stupid or disrespect pubiciops The explicit points of
view, and challenges towards the government are ¢lxpressed. They are
also more likely to problematize local governmemtéisions and actions
with regards to particular domestic policies, agogighem of corruption

and/or failing to address public concerns in thiecgemaking process. While
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the national government’s decisions and policy-m@lare less likely to be
portrayed negatively and less likely to be problerea; the political system
that allows policies to be passed without democacess is also less likely
to be challenged either. On the other hand, indadisl are more likely to
debate, question and challenge the national gowartisnroles in dealing
with international issues. Chinese net-users conate their concerns if
they consider that the national government isrfgito serve China’s national
interests effectively. In this case, both the pmditsystem in China, and the
government’s behaviours in dealing with the intéioral issue, are likely to

be problematized.

Under these circumstances, what Chinese net-usgesdchieved by using
the Internet as an online debating platform is &jind the meaning of
government policy and behaviours in their own teratker than those of the
government, and to express their concerns towadndset policies and
behaviours. This fits with how Habermas has deedrthe public sphere, and
thus proves the online public sphere in China easden as structured upon
problematization of unquestioned areastitutional criterion, and can deliver
expressional political functiorhese findings also concur with Yang's view
of the public sphere in China as enabling thecat#tion of social problems
and has shown some potential to play a supervigbeyin Chinese politics’
(Yang, 2003b: 474). The findings also resonate witteng and Wu’s
description of the online public sphere in Chindaasew battlefield where
the state and social groups fight for power aneregt’ (Zheng and Wu, 2006:
553). However, this research’s findings are alseenspecific: showing the
online public sphere in China is not only used fone type of
problematization with regards to one type of isR&ther, Chinese net-users
self-determine their opinions and expressions wibards to different
political issues and target different levels of gawments in different ways,

questioning and challenging them to reflect theimaerns.
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In terms of directly problematizing the politicgistem in China, this research
found such expressions do exist in the online igalitcommunication in
China, but to a lesser extent when compared textent to which a particular
policy or behaviour might be challenged. The fimdimlso suggest that when
individuals do problematize the political systenChina, they are less likely
to refer directly to the ‘government’ or the ‘pdrtgnd more likely to express
their opinions through ironic metaphors that inelinguistic violence.
Using linguistic violence, as Kadar et al (2013) &feng (2011) have argued
the use of linguistic violence in online debates ardy shows Chinese net-
users’ creativity in resisting government censgrshbut also allows
challenging opinions to remain in the public domaather than being
censored. This research concurs with their argunaeot has provided
examples of individuals manipulating language ideorto problematize the
political system. Net-users are able to organisgesees in linguistically
violent ways to attack the government, especiéipugh using humiliating
metaphors when referring to the authorities. THey &ind ways of using the
double meanings of a particular word, suchi®g]ji¢ (ji de pi=GDP), to
ridicule government policy. Regardless of how laaggiis used, individuals
are able to redefine the meaning of the politigatem in China, rather than
using the definitions provided by the government.rBading linguistically
violent expressions, it is possible to understahdtvindividuals think about
the Chinese political system, their frustrationd &meir concerns, and their
intentions to express these concerns. This onca abawing the structure

of the online public sphere in China.

With regards to language use in the online pulpitese, this research has
shown that rational-critical debates are not the avay to problematize
unquestioned areas and express political conceimguistic violence can be
an effective vehicle for the expression of politicancerns. In this respect,

this thesis does not agree with Li (2006)’s cr#tnaithat the tendency towards
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‘sensationalism’ limits the structure of online pabsphere in China.
Although Chinese net-users use linguistic violerceexpressing their
emotions, those expressions nonetheless strongiyncmicate their dislike
and disapproval in self-determined and critical svayhus, although there is
more emotion than rationality in linguistic violendhe critical reflections,
problematization and the expression of politicaws are not affected by
language choice. This type of language use doe serfunction in the
structure of theproblematization of unquestioned areasd expressional
political functionin the online public sphere, and also enablewiddals to
express themselves rather than remaining silents,Tinore attention should
be paid to the value of linguistic violence asmgliistic choice in the online

public sphere.

By studying not only the contents, but also theylaages used in the online
public sphere, this research again contributekaatirrent academic debates
in the field. It contributes to a less answeredstjoe in terms of how Chinese
net-users criticising the Chinese government, bgnering the linguistic
element of the online public sphere. It shows lysing how languages are
used, the strategies and methods Chinese net-adep® to question the

Chinese government and express their concernsecanther understand.

Corresponding Political Function

The third analytic lens stemmed from tt@responding political functioof
the online public sphere in China, which focusestib@ government’'s
actions/reaction towards the online public sph&hgs research has argued
that the regulations and censorship at nationa¢llend on individual
websites form the context, within which the goveemts actions towards
online political communications in China have todiscussed. These written
regulations define the government’s control andoeship of online political

communications, and individual websites loyallyldal the government’s
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line in establishing their own approach to monngriand censorship.
Through these regulations, the needs and inteséite government, namely
the maintenance of control over online informatama communications, are
reinforced. It is also significant that regulasoare brief and their wording
ambiguous, so that while individuals are made avedréhe existence of
control and censorship, the power to make spegifiigements on what
should be censored, how to censor and when to cengoven only to the

government and the website administrators. Thus, ghvernment and
website administrators are empowered, while thausets are not: they find
themselves debating in an environment they knosuigect to censorship,

but hold uncertainty towards the enforcement osoeship.

At the same time, this context also means thatarshi is not enforced in
every instance but rather, on a case-by-case bdsigending on the
regulatory body’s subjective judgement: it may happr may not. In this
context, the government is still the actor who tiespower to define and to
enforce, with some space allowed in which challeggiommunications can

survive censorship.

Within this context, this research then looked irite government’s
engagement with the issues discussed in the oplibkc sphere, and their
response to the use of linguistic violence in pedit communications. In
previous academic studies, the government’s engagisnand response are
touched a lot less, but this research regarded #eequally important in
understanding online political communication in @hiBy investigating the
government’s engagement with online political comioation, this research
has generated new perspectives on the interacatwekn individuals and

the government.

The analysis of the debates that took place arthmdKunming oil-refinery
showed on the one hand, the Chinese governmenwelsite administrators
monitored and censored online public debates thallenged the
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government’s decision; on the other hand, the Gaingovernment did
engage in communicating about the issue. Thosegengents are firstly
shown as Chinese government has recognised thergesand importance
of the online public sphere in China: it is an amkiedgement of the fact that
Chinese net-users are using the online public sphen key arena to express
their political opinions and concerns, and that glogernment is aware of
those concerns. The Chinese government's respansasing multiple
channels through which to communicate with indialduthe reasons behind
their decision about the oil refinery, indicatesttlit is taking notice of
concerns raised in the online public sphere. Owrallgovernment officer
even used the Sina Microblog as a platform to comoate with net-users,
helping to establish a more open, equal and in@usbnversation. This kind
of engagement enables the online public sphereotanly function as a
platform for individuals to express themselves, dlab as a space where the
government can be made aware of individuals’ qaestand concerns and

can engage with them.

However, this research also found that rather thdly engaging with
individuals in a conversation to reach a reasonsdilgion that addresses the
concern, the Chinese government treats communicakiannels to reinforce
and promote their pre-existing interests, and teysede individuals to accept
their decisions. As a result, while the online putdphere in China has
facilitated discussions about public concerns ttaate included the public
authority, it has not been powerful enough to mileegovernment open up
any conversation that involves genuinely seekiregoginions of individuals,
and the government is unlikely to change their glens to respond to public
needs. Thus, this research argues that while thergment has engaged to

some extent, it has yet to fully respond to thedsee

Similarly, in terms of online linguistic violencghe government has

recognised the increasingly popular use of it inlinen political
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communication, to the extent that through the parédia, it has published
articles specifically to comment on online lingigsviolence and make

suggestions about how to reduce it. These repats e seen as the
government engaging with an issue raised in thememdublic sphere. This
attempt to engage rather than just imposing cehgnns a positive sign. But
in engaging with the issue, the government hasshifted from its position

of defining and reinforcing its own interests angeada, to address the
public’'s concerns that might lie behind the chdmeise linguistic violence.

In this sense, the government is simply using tiberaction to promote and
persuade rather than to open up to opinions fraliviguals and truly respond

to public concerns.

The discussions of the engagements and respoisedie government add
new perspectives to the current academic debatéschwis another
contribution this research makes. Such discussisimengthened the
understanding of the government's roles in the nanlipolitical

communications, and invite further research focasgb beyond the

traditional focus of censorship and control.

To sum up, the Chinese online public sphere’sasla communicative space
for different participants, and between them andblipuauthority is taking

shape. Different opinions around different politicssues are increasingly
debated in this sphere, with different linguistioes. In this sphere, the
public authority not only monitors and censors, Ihag also started to show
awareness and engagement. The sphere can be dm@ngasemi-structured:

it is structured in the sense that it can be ssem powerful narrative organ
for individuals to express self-determined opiniongh some level of

government engagement; it is also unstructured Be®use it cannot be
viewed as a fully established organ with the powwgyut real pressure on the
public authority or achieve any genuine and susthohanges at policy level.
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Reflections of the Research

This research is based on a study of online palitommunications in China
between 2012 and 2015. The findings have desctibedtructure of the

online public sphere in contemporary China, budamnot argue things are
totally settled and will not be changed in the fatut is a phenomenon that
Is inevitably subject to change. The power strudpgiaveen individuals and
the government over this sphere, this researcheargwill continue;

individuals will continue to use the semi-structlirenline public sphere
critically to express their opinions, and the goweent will continue to react
to those expressions either through censorshipngagement. Thus, the
online public sphere in China as described herenatabe regarded as
definitive, but rather a description of it in itarcent stage of development.
The theoretical framework offered by this researah and will be applied to
continue this study: to discuss new issues reggnawer relations between
participants in online political communications; filcus on new concerns
raised in the sphere, and the languages used bydudls to express such
concerns; and to observe the government’s reactmtise sphere. Only by
doing so can academic debates be kept up to deétehei development of the

online public sphere in China.

In terms of the limitations of this research, rigastigation of China’s semi-
structured online public sphere is based on thirégeanost crucial and major
contentious public debates in China’s online pmditcommunications. These
three debates are significant but they are nobtiye contentious issues to be
debated in China’s online public sphere. Understandbout China’s semi-
structured online public sphere could be expanded anhanced by
examining other contentious debates in this spltaeexample, the online
public sphere is increasingly used by feminist g®to discuss mainstream
patriarchy and gender inequalities. Such debatekl dme analysed through
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the framework used in this research to assessdiverprelations between
female and male users in China’s online public sphEhese debates could
also be examined to ascertain the level to whidlviduals can problematize
the public authority’s definition of gender rolés,analyse the language used
to problematize those gender roles and to see hewpublic authority

engages with such concerns.
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