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INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background, Significance and Research Questions

In 2011, a tragic high-speed train crash became the subject of a gripping social drama in eastern Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province, China. Forty people were dead and over 172 injured in this accident. The government’s initial response to the train crash was to enlist disaster crews to bury the wreckage and explain this was for saving people more easily. Censors instructed journalists of all newspapers that they should not report this accident independently but should follow official media releases. In the immediate aftermath of the accident, some government officials used official media channels to claim that this accident was caused by a lightning strike. However, the general public was not convinced by this explanation and a huge outcry emerged in social media. One of the key players in China’s micro-blog environment, Weibo has emerged as a new social medium and transformed the way people communicate with each other. The Chinese micro-blogging community on Weibo swiftly uploaded images and video of the train accident, leading to a public call for an investigation. The outcry was taken up by the traditional mainstream media against the order of the Propaganda Department, and finally it formed a tidal wave of media protest. This high-speed train accident raised ← 1 | 2 → concerns about public safety and led to public outrage over censorship and corruption.

This episode demonstrated typical Chinese government behaviour and raised important questions about the media landscape, state power and citizenship in China. Social media was able to cut through the state’s usual control of information flows, raising questions about whether networked social media could generate larger social change through the Chinese media landscape. How does such social media use affect the relationship between the state and its citizens? What are the possibilities for change generated by the new modes of communication? Is it possible for this medium to weaken the control of the authoritarian state in any meaningful way? All of these questions are about shifts in power between citizen, commercial media and state media. They are about how citizens generate alternative voices and produce counter-power in a political and personal context in this new media environment. This book argues that social media is shifting the power relationships between citizen, commercial and state media and thereby empowering people through civic participation.

New media, that is, multi-directional digital networked communication, especially social media, transforms human life at the global level because it brings “communication capacities” (Van Dijk 2012, p. 16) and makes networks the basic unit of contemporary society (Castells 2011a, 2011b). Social media, with its high interaction among people in creating and sharing information, has become one of the most important activities in global communication. China has increasingly become a global superpower in the world economically and politically. Today, some scholars wonder what kind of paradigm China will bring to the world since it has a history and culture different from the West (Jacques 2009). What happens to China is of global importance and can redefine the future of the 21st century. It is not possible to understand most social and political issues in Chinese society today without understanding how the media influences insight into and discussion of these issues. Social media is a platform for understanding Chinese society, from how media operates and functions and which channels people get their information from, to how it affects their lives and how they communicate with each other.

Chinese social media provides a key space for ordinary Chinese people to get information and to voice their social and political concerns. In the new information era, there is no way to block or censor all the Chinese letters. Some sensitive issues such as ‘sudden’ incidents, like the high-speed train ← 2 | 3 → crash or urban protests, are no longer just reported according to ‘the official framework’. Consequently, interpretations of truth surrounding particular issues can be contested and subjected to negotiation with the state’s authorities through social media.

The incident described at the beginning of this chapter captures this transformation vividly. It raises questions about the control of the flow of information and challenges the structural inter-relationship between personal media connections, commercial and state media.

In the literature to date published on Chinese new media, two main themes are evident: one is that social media promotes liberal democracy and the other argues against such revolutionary change and suggests it may prolong authoritarianism. Optimistically, some commentators have suggested that the Internet offers tools of resistance to relatively powerless individuals to challenge the hegemonic rule of the Communist Party in China (Herold 2011b; Lei 2011; MacKinnon 2012; Yang 2009). However, when subversive expression confronts “real coercive state power”, changes seem more distant (Tang & Yang 2011, p. 688). Moreover, whether a given challenge can succeed depends on where the state and society interact and the strategies these actors adopt in engaging with each other (Yang 2014; Zheng 2007, p. 13). Because of a strong presence of government regulation in the media environment, there is limited discussion on micro-level or individual online political participation within the specific Chinese context (Dong, Liang & He 2017; Han 2016; Mou, Atkin & Fu 2011, p. 341). However, there have been a limited number of research studies on fundamental questions about contemporary life in China, such as how ordinary people participate in everyday life discourses in China, how subaltern voices can be constructed and heard, and what kinds of social and cultural transformations can be observed in everyday life.

The objective of this research is not merely to identify the main characteristics of Chinese civic participation, but to also show how Chinese citizens are influenced and constructed by culture, the media and social changes in contemporary China. Its central aim is to interpret those aspects of social media’s potential that could transform society using an analytical multidisciplinary framework that focuses on online civic participation. Overall, this book sheds light on the ways Chinese people exercise power through a Carnivalesque participatory discourse (CPD) in the social media sphere and how in this process the majority of ordinary Chinese enjoy subversive pleasures, promote information transparency and cultivate a new sense of entitlement. This book therefore draws upon several contemporary media events to show how ← 3 | 4 → this CPD operates in China to allow an important sector of its community to air their views on significant events, views that may challenge traditional state media reporting in some significant ways.

Research Questions

This book is animated by a number of research questions:


1. Can ‘Weibo Weiguan’ or network circusee be said to be changing Chinese society?

a) Is there a feedback loop between traditional mainstream media and social media which opens up media reportage to more diverse voices?

b) Will people gradually gain a new sense of entitlement through participating in online discussion?

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

3. How do ordinary Chinese people derive pleasure from participating in online media events in new ways?

a) What role do online word games play in online participation?

b) Can their online participation be considered subversive, and if so, how?

c) What is the micro-level political significance of subversive culture in China?



1.2 Power Shifts and Negotiations in Chinese Social Media

Digital networked media and the emergent practices associated with it raise a quantity of questions. Following on those questions above, this book would explore who sets the agenda for what can be spoken about, and who can comment and in what way and to what end. Does it matter for the majority of ordinary Chinese that they can comment? This book also investigates whether this online communication influences the government, how do mechanisms of control work and who tries to exert power and how. Each of the three stakeholders, namely, mainstream government media, commercial media and media users, has their strategies to exert power and create their own voices. ← 4 | 5 →

The government has been adjusting its policies in order to maintain their control of the Internet and society by enhancing legitimacy claims, dissent circumscribing, malfeasance identifying in its power agents and adapting online public opinion into policy (Sullivan 2013, p. 1; Zeng & Liu 2017). The state employs social media technology for its own ends. It finds ways to maintain its control through new forms of censorship and encouraging people to self-censor. State-run media and official institutions sign up for Weibo accounts and conduct Weibo e-government, though the government Weibos are not dominated by government affairs, but the information for daily life, entertainment or those ‘Chicken Soup’ for the soul instead. The content of governmental Weibo tends to facilitate the people’s life; their narrative styles are friendly to the people; their political appeal is to make a people-centred myth. Ultimately, a second intimate sphere targeting life counselling is constructed, making governmental Weibos be ‘public concerns’ in appearance but ‘private concerns’ in essence, which in turn become a combination of public sphere in terms of its form and second intimate sphere with regard to its substance (Yin & Huang 2016). Especially, in the face of extensive civic conversation around online public events, the government has an obligation to provide information (Liu 2012). Thus, they are not merely acting from outside the online social media environment, but are active participants themselves.

The commercial media are stuck in the middle, including traditional print and broadcast, and online providers. In order to keep running their business, the commercial media must comply with the government demands. Meanwhile, they follow the Weibo trend and adopt Internet discourses, such as Internet memes to engage in the ongoing discussion on popular media events and to sustain their popularity and realize commercial profits. The commercial media perform in line with corporate regulation and set the required ‘sensitive words’ filters for terms they do not want their users to search. However, commercial media outlets engage in a process of implicit negotiation with the government, pushing the boundaries of what can be reported (Huang 1993; Zhao 1998, 2008, 2012).

Various techniques of playing word games help netizens to avoid censorship. Internet memes, a group of digital items or texts sharing common characteristics of content, form and/or stance, play an active role in extending civic participation in the Chinese context as cultural practices embedded within and beyond digital culture (Shifman 2014, p. 4). Subsequently, they form a new mode of communication, here coined as “Carnivalesque Participatory Discourse”. This is civic participation as played out in Carnivalesque ← 5 | 6 → discourses in Chinese social media, which are characterized by playful subversiveness, where power is exercised through discourse at the micro-level. In this way, power and knowledge are being continually contested, subverted and redistributed via social media, in ways that bring pleasure and glimpses of power to ordinary Chinese people. In turn, they develop a new sense of entitlement and push for information transparency and move towards nurturing a new citizen culture.

1.3 Key Terms in Use in This Book

In this book, I got to use several particular theories or concepts to investigate the interaction between discourse, power and cultural practices; therefore, four initial terms are deployed that are important to clarify. They are “Carnival and Carnivalesque”, “subversive pleasures”, “discourse power” and “public sphere”. Each of these terms has meaning specific to the Chinese context, so it is important to explain these before moving on to a more thorough detail of the framework of this book.

1.3.1. Carnival and Carnivalesque

For Bakhtin, ‘Carnival’ and ‘Carnivalesque’ describe “the people’s second life, organized on the basis of laughter”, a function that temporarily suspends all hierarchical rank and rebuilds new human relations (Bakhtin 1984, pp. 8 and 10). Carnival is a practice and a literary mode that potentially subverts and liberates people from the assumptions of the dominant entitlements through humour and satire.

The liberating force of ‘Carnival laughter’ and the ‘grotesque body’ has a positive and constructive light. Carnival laughter views the world from an unusual perspective; “laughter has a deep philosophical meaning, it is one of the essential forms of the truth concerning the world as a whole, concerning history and man” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 66). The grotesque body is an unsatisfactory body in the act of changing. The grotesque image of Carnival portrays the conflicting and dishonest fullness of life through degradation and distortion (p. 62).

Carnival becomes the play of a large audience’s remote and sentimental gaze in which no distinction is acknowledged between actors and spectators (p. 7). Chinese netizens represent a crowd temporarily freed from social ← 6 | 7 → pressure and engaged in the pursuit of pleasure through online social and culture practices. This study focuses on the relationship between Carnivalesque discourse and communication events, suggesting the genuinely Carnivalesque nature of the comments and the sarcastic humour that permeates them give Chinese netizens subversive pleasures.

1.3.2. Subversive Pleasures

‘Subversive pleasures’ are woven into the majority of ordinary citizens’ engagement with the social media in China. This engagement drives civic participation and brings the potential for social change in terms of developing a new sense of entitlement. In order to make empirical and analytical sense of the trend observed in this project, I begin with my own personal experience of being censored. On 15 March 2011, I posted “Jasmine Revolution will not happen in China”, which referred to the statement made by Zhao Qizheng. Two minutes later, this post was deleted and the Sina Weibo Service account sent me this message: “This post is not appropriate to appear on this platform. We do apologize for any inconvenience.”

What confused me was the reason why my posting had been deleted. The post had meant that I was interested in the opinion of Zhao Qizheng, the former Minister of the Government’s Information Office (1998–2005), on the “Jasmine Revolution” as a possibility in China. The Jasmine Revolution happened in Tunisia in December 2010, as part of the series of Arab uprisings in which a space of autonomy was provided by Internet networks (Castells 2012, p. 103). I did not intend to call for people to take collective action. At that moment of being censored, I was filled with both delight and anger. In Chinese, this complicated feeling of “kū xiào bù dé (哭笑不得)” is equivalent to not knowing whether to laugh or cry. The reason for feeling anger is obvious. The reason for delight requires contextual understanding. I was born and grew up in Mainland China. I had definitely heard about censorship. However, I had thought that only media professionals or at least cynical intellectuals and not ordinary people would be censored. So finding myself censored made me feel that I was participating in a community of experts and what I was saying was significant and valuable.

Through further searching, I found that the search for the word “jasmine” had become taboo in the Chinese micro-blogging sphere and netizens used “mlh” instead, the abbreviation of jasmine pinyin, mò lì huā, to resist massive censorship on it. Certainly, there are no pleasures or positive outcomes in ← 7 | 8 → being censored for it, but if it is possible to critique or discuss sensitive topics through playing word games, people will find it rewarding to take that indirect route. Since Chinese people normally use humour to express their feelings and deliver veiled criticisms every day, the playing of word games within an authoritative regime has real potential to achieve social change, however small on each occasion. To this extent, it is a more useful strategy to influence officials than political lobbying which is normally identified as troublesome (Keane 2001, p. 9).

Reflecting on my complicated emotions associated with being censored, I recognized that the term ‘subversive pleasure’ described what I felt. Within the parameters of the current Chinese media environment, netizens may not be attempting to be subversive, but they derive pleasure by talking about something which is not allowed to be discussed through creating or playing words and sensing that they might push those boundaries, which might then improve life for other Chinese citizens. Play itself may not be subversive or resistive, but “the control or empowerment that it entails produces a self-esteem in the subordinate that at least makes resistance or subversion possible” (Fiske 1987/2011, p. 232). Recently, the communicative power of social media has enabled ordinary Chinese people to greatly enjoy talking back to people in authority or to institutions. Social media offers a highly interactive public forum for individuals to be subversive and to offer criticism in amusing ways, reminiscent of Bakhtin’s Carnival, by contributing to online thematic threads.

In fact, there are two kinds of Chinese bloggers: those who live permanently abroad and who can be overtly critical. The government often tries to block them. The vast majority of bloggers who live in mainland China, because they can be heavily persecuted by the Security Bureau, are forced to use irony, sarcasm and other covert undermining skills in order to pursue more indirectly their desire for a social change. Although such subversive techniques may be commonplace in other societies, in China they are pushing the nation towards reform and have the potential to be much more successful than overt resistance. This may be different from the radical subversive content and expression evident in Western societies, but this is just the way most Chinese in contemporary China pursue change. Subversion in China does not necessarily involve people talking about subversive content; it may also involve stimulating the desire for free speech.

This research, therefore, focuses on the possible outcomes of expressing subversive pleasures in the online media forum. So far, subversive pleasure has ← 8 | 9 → been defined as having three key components: the satisfaction of being able to access information; the excitement of producing new meaning and engaging in mainstream dialogue; and the catharsis of personal grievances and frustrations. These three entitlements are “firsts” for the ordinary Chinese public.

1.3.3. Discourse Power

In order to investigate the discursive construction of power in Chinese online society, this book draws upon diverse discourse theories including critical discourse analysis (CDA), meaning negotiation and the pleasures within discourse.

CDA can reveal cultural practices and their interaction with power. CDA primarily studies discursive practices and their ideological effects in producing or reproducing unequal power relations and “a system of knowledge and belief” (Fairclough 1992, p. 12) within the social–political context. van Dijk (2001) confirms this perspective and highlights that CDA is particularly effective in social problem analysis, especially on the role of discourse in producing and reproducing power abuse or domination (p. 96). As Wodak (2001, p. 10) argues, “language can be used to challenge power, to subvert it, to alter distributions of power” in both the short and the long term. This provides a vehicle to view “how discourses are constructed in and constructive of social institutions” (ibid). These constructive effects are normally not apparent to discourse participants (Fairclough 1992, p. 12).

Hall’s model of encoding and decoding is great to understand how media messages are produced, circulated and consumed (Hall 1980), arguing that meaning is not fixed but is a continuing process of negotiation between encoding and decoding sides in the communicative exchange. Negotiating meaning itself is one way of discursively constructing power. That is how netizens’ discursive practices can produce power.

Then, how can subversive pleasures lead to the formation of discourse power? Pleasures arise in social and discourse practices or events which offer opportunities to negotiate new meanings, and to be subversive through resistant readings (Fiske 1989, p. 49; McQueen 1998, pp. 169–170). Powerless groups decode dominant discourses from their own alternative perspectives of “collective life and historical memory” (Shohat & Stam 1996, p. 164), shared with a dominant group. Hence, a dominant group and its discourse may be pleasurably subverted. Subversive pleasures also require that the resisted as well as the resisters attach the same importance to what is being contested ← 9 | 10 → (Livingstone 1993, p. 7). After all, “the sharing of authorial knowledge and authorial power is productive of pleasure” (Fiske 1987/2011, p. 237). Above and beyond such theorizing of what is occurring, texting and posting are simple ways that Chinese people can assert themselves and gain enjoyment (Wang 2007). Chinese micro-bloggers find it pleasurable to be able to talk and spread news that is normally excluded from traditional state-controlled media. Texting and posting allow them to vent their real-life frustrations and respond to their desires for discourse power and social reforms in China.

As for the discourse power analysis in social media, Manuel Castells’ work such as network society, mass self-communication and communication power is very helpful. For Castells, networks, shaped by technology, culture, economics and politics in many ways, have become the basic units of modern society. The concept of networked individualism is used to discuss social patterns in network society, which is incorporated into the daily life, redefining the boundaries of traditional institutions of sociability (Castells 2002, p. 132). Mass self-communication, a new form of societal communication, arises with a potential to reach global audience via wireless networks. Within it, many people communicating with many people form an effective, novel medium—a platform, a sphere for rebellious individuals to “build their autonomy and confront the institutions of society in their own terms and around their own projects” (Castells 2007, p. 249). This way of communication is hard to control for governments or institutions (Castells 2012, p. 7). Hence, the more individuals empower themselves through building their own networks of mass self-communication, the more possibility for them to change power relationships in the communication sphere. That is to say, networked individuals act as the basis for constructing communicative power and social change.

1.3.4. Public Sphere

The idealistic vision of the public sphere described by Habermas is a place where everybody can contribute to critical public discussions rationally through shared concern and democratic governments use the public sphere to promote civic participation (Habermas 1991).

However, Habermas’ definition has been subject to a wide array of critiques in terms of its exclusions, assumptions of common concern and the blindness to status. For example, Fraser argues that repressed groups form “subaltern counterpublics” or “parallel discursive arenas” in which subordinated ← 10 | 11 → social groups created and circulated counter-discourses to compose oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests and needs (Fraser 1990, p. 67). The rise of the mass self-communication, networked public sphere fosters civic engagement and social interactivity, and blurs the distinction between public and private (Castells 2009).

In non-democratic countries, such as China, the concept of the networked public sphere used in conjunction with Bakhtin’s Carnival model is very useful for understanding Chinese netizens’ mode of participation in online discussions and its role in empowering them to challenge and influence government policies and practices (Rauchfleisch & Schafer 2015). Here, the emotional narrative of news and public life experience is very dominant instead of rational discussion in the public sphere since Chinese society is founded on sentiment and reason, the law or legality comes third (Jiang 2010; Lee 2010; Yuan 2016). Thus, the relations among state, media and civil society need to be reanalysed from a different perspective or framework.

Overall, the three central concepts in this book, namely, Carnival, discourse power and the public sphere, together aid the interpretation of micro-level strategies for exercising power and producing knowledge through social media in contemporary China.

1.4 Explanatory Framework and Its Chinese Cultural Inflections

A number of theoretical concepts are especially relevant to investigate the research questions. One clear starting point, as explored above, is the concept of the public sphere, a place where the public can communicate, discuss and comment rationally (Habermas 1992). In order to understand the power and counter-power in Chinese social media, it is useful to apply the concept of a networked public sphere, that is, connected public discussion mediated by the mass self-communication of the Internet which allows many people to communicate with each other very quickly (Castells 2007, 2011a).

However, Weibo is so much more than rational debate. Topics of discussion range from the very banal to the very serious. For example, it allows people to play with words, to use irony and parody to playfully question authoritarian perspectives. This playfulness can often be reflected in seemingly banal expression. Such banal expression can attract a large audience who then vent ← 11 | 12 → collective anger and frustration and deliver criticism. To fully understand political issues arising from Weibo, it is necessary to analyse how the discourse of banality relates closely to how power is negotiated at the everyday level in China (Foucault 1980; Rose 1999). In this sense, the concept of Carnival (Bakhtin 1984) is highly relevant both for the chaos and the playfulness of interactions and for the idea of subversive pleasures which are crucial to the Chinese context with its authoritarian regime of media regulation. In short, the theory of Carnival helps to account for personal media practices and their overlap with political issues.

This research brings a specifically Chinese inflection to this theoretical approach. In Chinese contemporary societies, public discourse closely interacts with mediated cultural participation. Public discussion in democratic societies could be considered as rational, but it is hard to see the same rationality in a completely different cultural context, for instance, in the Chinese context, where the moral and cultural dimensions of any discussions are routinely highlighted (Madsen 1993, p. 184). Therefore, the book will address the inevitable gap between Western theories and the Chinese cultural context. As social media expands its reach to an ever greater number of people, it is important to see how specific discursive practices in social media are used by ordinary Chinese people to create a new social relationship with media and the state.

In order to better understand this analytical framework in the specific Chinese context, two concepts, Weiguan and Meizhi, are relevant. The term Weiguan (wéi guān 围观) comes from Wéi meaning ‘surrounding’ and Guān meaning ‘watching’. Together it suggests the idea of a ‘surrounding gaze’ or ‘network circusee’. It can be used as a verb or a noun. Weiguan can be perceived both as entertainment and as an ideal system of obtaining information access and it is a pervasive phenomenon of cultural practice by the Chinese people. Weiguan occurs in both public and private lives. Before Weiguan becomes a form of online civic discourse, it consists of simple activities such as gossip over meals and spectator accounts to entertain. In other words, it is a form of non-hierarchical lateral surveillance.

Weiguan happens voluntarily and spontaneously without any organization, and so, as a conceptual term, Weiguan will help us to understand what the networked public sphere looks like in the Chinese context. The image of the screen bystanders in Figure 1.1 vividly embodies the Chinese people as having curious, surprised or smiling faces while looking at ‘big events’ in online and offline Chinese society. ← 12 | 13 →


[image: illustration]


Figure 1.1. Weiguan Is a Form of Power.

In this image, the animation screen expressions are diverse in their responses. In this way, there is a judgement from many people or “virtual persona” on a person that is looked upon or who is circuseed. Therefore, we can see that Weiguan has two spontaneous components. One is entertainment and humour, the other is group judgement. In this process, the people who participate in Weiguan have a sense of superiority in judging the person who is being looked upon and a taste of empowerment.

Weiguan is an existing cultural phenomenon that has migrated to the online context. In the past, Weiguan normally happened on the street at the village level, but now, it happens on a national scale, beyond the boundaries of time and space. Now Weiguan is used by Chinese micro-bloggers and has gained new features and functions with the large Internet user bases and technological affordances. According to the 40th report released by the China Internet Network Information Centre (CNNIC) in July 2017, the number of Chinese Internet users has reached 751 million. More than half of all Chinese netizens are micro-bloggers or ‘Weiboers’. By February 2012, Weibo had more than 300 million registered users. The more attention an issue that is the focus of Weiguan gets, the more it becomes a topic of interest. Moreover, with the technological support of social media, online Weiguan has become ← 13 | 14 → easier to engage in and has formed a more dynamically “networked society” (Castells 2009), through which ordinary Chinese people, as micro-bloggers, participate in civic activities by posting, commenting and retweeting. In this way, netizens in the networked Weiguan act as participants rather than spectators. As Hu (2011) notes, this kind of “surrounding gaze” previously used to refer to public spectacles, is increasingly used to describe the situation “where everyone is now a witness to the state and its agents’ actions”. In short, online Weiguan is the judgement of peer-to-peer community-based scrutiny and proposed as an “alternative and popular surveillance” (Xu 2016).

The ‘Weibo Weiguan’ phenomenon shares similarities with Bakhtin’s Carnival in terms of its form of voluntary participation at the national level, the humour and subversive expression of language, the catharsis of expressing dissatisfaction or opinion and the power of release from real-life pressures. Traditionally, a news commenter is a media practitioner, an opinion leader or specialist in a particular field. Nowadays, Weibo serves as a platform for everybody to comment and encourages each micro-blogger to join in discussion by promoting the issues of the moment, that is, micro-topics or tweet trends. The Weibo users’ language, like Bakhtin’s Carnivalesque expression, is entertaining and rebellious expression to entertain micro-bloggers themselves and their followers. Sometimes it can be subversive to release their frustration or unhappiness in real life much as the Carnival “celebrated temporary liberation from the prevailing truth and from the established order” (Bakhtin 1984, p. 10). Weibo serves as a virtual world, a theatre or a plaza where people can temporarily ignore the rules and social pressures. In addition, as the case studies in this book will demonstrate, the events being followed, or Weiguan (ed), provide a pretext for engagement. As issues develop, all the comments may incite criticism or protest on relevant policies or values. The power of Weiguan depends on the participation of the people and the response from the government or relevant institutions. Meanwhile, a new sense of entitlement develops for all participants along with their Weiguan experiences. This is liberating and can be compared with the liberating potential of Carnival laughter, which is further discussed in Chapter Two.

However, online-networked Weiguan is not just a ‘Carnival marketplace’ but also an evolving networked public sphere where a dominant mode of ‘CPD’ is established. Through this mode of discourse, ordinary Chinese people are liberated from silence and able to exercise some power.

The second concept specific to the Chinese context is Meizhi (méi zhì 媒治). The term Meizhi comes from Méi meaning ‘medium’ and Zhì meaning ‘ruling’, ← 14 | 15 → but together they demonstrate the symbolic power of media or media capacity to enhance social changes. Meizhi was one of the new words in the year 2010 authorized by the National Language Resources Monitoring and Research Centre. There are two specific instances or forms of Meizhi. Generally, it refers to the symbolic power of media in governing the society, including guiding public opinion, promoting the national policies and legitimating the state’s status and ideology. In this sense, Meizhi can be translated as media governance and it has the strong colour of propaganda because the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) uses the media to set the agenda for political discourse.

But, in this era of mass self-communication, the concept of Meizhi has been transformed as social media plays an important role in the Chinese people being able to defend their rights and trigger responses from the state on social issues. Meizhi here refers to media playing a very important role in social conflict management in which people are trying to solve social problems through media exposure. Numerous public events have proved that the authorities will respond quickly after media exposure and public Weiguan (Dong, Liang & He 2017; Han 2016; Xu 2016). That is to say, it also demonstrates the way state power and governance are monitored by cyber-networks in China. Consequently, Meizhi, through its power to amplify, may encourage alternative solutions in the current reform-climate of China. For Meizhi to be influential, a healthy relationship between the state, the media and citizens needs to develop.

With the new interactive networked media environments, there is overlap between Weiguan and Meizhi. Once the Weiguan process has begun, Chinese netizens understand Meizhi will amplify or take this process further. Weibo Weiguan can act as Meizhi, while Meizhi itself is also a form of Weiguan. Together they reflect a mode of civic participation in contemporary China, which will be fully discussed in Chapter Four. In short, I have given a Chinese inflection to the Western ideas through the Chinese cultural practices of Weiguan and Meizhi.

Overall, I will build one explanatory framework which will be discussed in detail in Chapter Two and the Chinese cultural inflections of this grounded framework will be discussed in Chapters Four and Five. This explanatory framework proposes that the hypobook or theory of CPD (see Appendix) can help to explain what is going on in online communication in the micro-blogging sphere in China. The public sphere will help to explain an aspect of networked civic participation, but it fails to explain the irrationality of public participation. This is why I draw on Carnival theories. Foucault’s perspective on discourse is useful for explaining the interplay between discourse and ← 15 | 16 → power exercised by Chinese netizens at the micro-level. As Appendix shows, the theory of CPD draws the elements of playfulness and subversiveness, grotesque realism and Carnival laughter from Carnivalesque; the element of micro-level exercise of power from discourse; and the element of networked civic participation from public sphere theory. The specific Chinese context needs to be accounted for, and the existing Chinese cultural practices of Weiguan, Meizhi and the playing of word games are added into the framework.

CPD is presented as a tool for capturing and interpreting features of public interaction online in China. This framework is consistent with cultural traditions, the media landscape and the current context for social transformation in contemporary China. This book argues that the CPD framework captures the features of new events in Chinese social media, which are not necessarily pure protest, nor entertainment, although they are forms of Carnivalesque enjoyment that can be subversive and have an impact on Chinese society.

1.5 Method

I have employed a multi-modal approach to this research. Beginning with participatory observation and online ethnography, I observed and participated in Weibo for a few years, capturing and archiving hundreds of posts. I then conducted a discourse analysis on more than sixty posts and have chosen three particular events as case studies to illustrate the more general trends. This multi-modal approach was employed as the means to investigate emergent practices, examine the shifts in power and to assess their significance. In so doing, this analytical approach attempts to observe Chinese online society at both the micro-and the macro-levels. At the macro-level, I observed how the consequence of a micro-interaction affects commercial and state-run media. This evolving relationship will impact on Chinese citizens’ media use, political attitudes and behaviours (Tang & Iyengar 2011, p. 264). A micro-level analysis helps the understanding of emerging practices on a banal, daily level with a focus on language play as a subversive practice. Out of hundreds of possible case studies, I selected the typical case “High-speed train accident”, the “Panbi” and “Can I swear?”. Together they illustrate points both at the macro- and micro-levels.

How micro-bloggers post, comment on and argue about private and public issues provide empirical evidence of social interaction and civic engagement online in China. Selected posts and comments were captured in screenshots and saved for analysis. In order to understand how micro-bloggers encode ← 16 | 17 → and decode tweet trends and their follow-up comments posted by other micro-bloggers, CDA is adopted.

In this respect, this study applies Norman Fairclough’s (1992) three-dimensional analyses as a qualitative procedure to a small sample of micro-blogging posts and comments. In conducting the content analysis, I followed three steps (see Table 1.1):

Table 1.1. Analytic Procedures.




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



	2.
	Identifying typical thematic examples, dissecting



	 
	• What they comment on and how linguistic strategies work



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



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



	3.
	Applying a theoretical perspective to each example or case





Following these steps enabled me to demonstrate discourse functioning and elaborate on the Chinese humour and patterns of subversion. Detailed textual analysis revealed features of the broader Chinese sociocultural context.

However, the discourse analysis in this study is Chinese in character and there are inevitable translation limitations. This book is written in English and although I try to explain the relevant concepts to English speaking audiences, the linguistic significance of the Chinese characteristics I describe may be undermined. There are always cultural assumptions and allusions that may be lost in translation, although I try to address this as fully as I can. In different cultural and social contexts, people tend to use different puns to show their humour and criticism. Hiding meaning is a particular response to a particular context. That is the rationale of fun. As is the case in any language, when you have to laboriously explain the punchline of a joke, it loses its humour and this may be the case in this book. The reader’s patience and willingness to trust that the original humour existed is asked for.

1.6 Book Argument

This book argues that media events produced or discussed in Chinese social media combine both protest and entertainment; they are Carnivalesque ← 17 | 18 → participatory media events and the subversive pleasures derived from them effect significantly on Chinese society. Ordinary Chinese people have been empowered by being able to participate in the Carnivalesque discourse prevailing in Chinese social media. In the current highly interactive and participatory media environment, the Chinese people appear to derive pleasure through pushing the boundaries in indirect ways, that is, subversively, in commenting on what can be said to be ‘sensitive topics’.

The book argument relates to a rich range of social media, and the emerging cultural phenomenon of ‘Weibo Weiguan changing China’, and employs a relevant theoretical frame. It adopts an original perspective by illuminating Chinese society as a subtly subversive playground for public participation, exemplifying as Foucault asserts that power only exists in action, neither given, nor exchanged, nor recovered, but rather exercised (Foucault 1980, p. 89). Foucault’s concept of power is therefore used here to frame the understanding of power as a process under continual negotiation in the context of Chinese social media. This research offers a new perspective on the negotiation of civic power and discursive practices at the micro-level where discourse can be created to decode officialdom (Rose 1999, p. 31).

Using the insights of Foucauldian theory, it is possible to explain Chinese governance as a continuing display of discourse exercised from a very basic level.
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