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 I 

ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores various aspects of media censorship and surveillance tactics, 

exercised by the Chinese government, including the establishment of a wide variety of 

invasive laws and regulations, and the usage of online commentators. The thesis also 

examines the consequential patterns of reaction, adopted by Chinese Internet 

companies, regular citizens, and public figures. As a result of extensive literary and 

field research, this thesis argues that, with the few exceptions of artists and 

intellectuals, the general public (exemplified by Internet companies and regular users) 

chooses self-regulatory practices to avoid potential persecution. This, in turn, 

negatively affects the balance between the control of the state over media and the arts, 

and its concern with the benefit of the people.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In this thesis, my intention is to ascertain patterns of online behaviour of Chinese Social 

Networking Services users in light of government-imposed censorship practices that 

restrict Sina Weibo, a microblogging website, and WeChat, a messaging and calling 

mobile application. This thesis also focuses on individual Chinese public figures and the 

ways they deal with SNS censorship. On the basis of interviews taken from fifteen 

regular Chinese Social Media users and on the basis of case studies of high profile public 

figures, like Ai Weiwei, Zhang Yimou, and Chen Kaige, this thesis attempts to map out 

ways in which media censorship in China fosters compliance and discourages resistance 

in Chinese society. The thesis also seeks to offer a possible answer to why instances of 

nascent resistance movements and activism do not provoke a more substantial resistance 

against the status quo. In answering these questions, I have relied on Western theoretical, 

historical, and literary sources, but have also engaged with some of the most recent 

research findings by foremost researchers regarding Chinese Internet censorship, such as 

Gary King, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret E. Roberts – in particular, their study on “How 

Censorship in China Allows Government Criticism but Silences Collective Expression” 

from 2013 – and their study on “Reverse-engineering censorship in China: Randomized 

experimentation and participant observation” from 2014. 

In 2008, The New York Times indicated that “the number of Internet users in [China] 

reached about 253 million [in June 2008], putting it ahead of the United States as the 

world’s biggest Internet market” (Barboza). By July 1st, 2016, the number is estimated to 

be surged to 0.72 billion. The total number of Internet users worldwide so far is around 

3.425 billion. China’s share of the world Internet users is 21.1%, which means that about 
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one in five Internet users in the world come from China (see fig. 1). This fast-growing 

number of Chinese Internet users is closely associated with the government’s strong 

support for Internet development. Within the past two decades, China has experienced a 

significant development in Information and Communication Technology (ICT). 

Particularly, the advances of Web 2.0 have led to the birth and proliferation of Social 

Networking Services (SNS). According to Paul Haigh, SNS are “essentially online 

communities that allow users to come together, communicate and share things such as 

photographs, music or other files; and, most prolifically, to create short messages, often 

in the style of a mobile phone text message but shared among a group” (Haigh 7). Unlike 

other media platforms, SNS users can “communicate and share things” with other users, 

and state their opinions and comments. As such, SNS users can act as information 

deliverers. 

In China, usually the big Internet companies or the top web portals own and run SNS, 

and provide services through web-based platforms, as well as, in recent years, mobile-

based platforms. WeChat and Sina Weibo are the top two SNS sites in China. Sina Weibo, 

a microblogging website launched in 2009 by Sina Cooperation, is “one of the most 

popular sites in China, in use by well over 30% of Internet users, with a market 

penetration similar to the United States’ Twitter” (“Sina Weibo”). Thanks to the 

popularization of smart phones and development of mobile application technologies, a 

large number of mobile-device based SNS have been launched, with WeChat swiftly 

becoming the No.1 among them. Launched in January 2011 by China’s largest Internet 

service portal Tencent, WeChat is a free messaging and calling mobile application. 

Besides text and voice messaging, its features include voice and video call application, 
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and ‘Moments’ (similar to Sina Weibo where you can share texts, photos, and short 

videos).  

 While SNS platforms are designed for users to share their life moments and comment 

on news and social affairs, the Chinese SNS sites are not truly open for a free exchange. 

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has always kept a tight rein on media to ensure 

national security as well as political and social stability. As the CCP believes that media 

is a powerful and influential tool to shape information and ideologies, media censorship 

has been conducted by the Chinese government at a national level. When China launched 

its Open Door Policy in 1978, the Chinese government realized that, inevitably, along 

with economic growth and prosperity, democratic political models and value systems, as 

well as other foreign trends, which could threaten Chinese socialist values, would also 

enter China. This unwanted information was labelled “spiritual pollution.” With the 

popularization of the Internet, blocking unwanted information from the outside became 

an even greater priority for the Chinese government, which resulted in various 

implementations of censorship methods as part of the government’s initiatives. The 

implemented censorship methods include massive censorship projects (e.g., Golden 

Shield Project), establishing rules and regulations, and hiring online commentators (e.g., 

“Fifty Cents Party”). In Chapter Two, I will give detailed information about these 

censorship methods. 

In response to the gradually increasing censorship, most users choose to undertake 

self-regulating practices, or self-censorship, in order to maintain some degree of free 

speech while keeping the right to use the websites. Such self-regulation usually includes 

avoiding politically sensitive words both in one’s own posts and when commenting on 
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other users’ posts, which represents self-censoring not only of content, but also of posted 

images. As for artists, while they use the Internet mostly as a platform to display their 

artwork, they do usually censor their works before uploading them on the Internet. Self-

censorship is thus a form of negotiation by which users accommodate their own uploaded 

content according to what is and is not officially allowed.  

To better understand the intention and responses of Chinese SNS users in the context 

of the complex interactions between the Chinese government and SNS outlined above, 

fifteen Sina Weibo and/or WeChat users of different occupations and from various age 

groups have been selected for my interviews. They comprise of Chinese students 

studying in Canada, Chinese immigrants living in Canada, and Canadian citizens.  

In addition to closely studying the behaviours of regular SNS users, my thesis also 

looks into three case studies of public intellectuals who display a rather complicated 

pattern of behaviour with regard to the restrictive Internet policies. It is important to note 

that, compared to Western countries, Chinese society expects its celebrities, especially 

public intellectuals like artists, filmmakers, and writers, to be role models. In addition to 

being in the spotlight on account of their artistic achievements, their words and actions in 

daily life are being watched closely by the media, the people, and surely, by the 

government, which is extremely sensitive to the political views of Chinese citizens. A 

case to consider involves Chen Kaige (born in 1952) and Zhang Yimou (born in 1951), 

two world-renowned Chinese filmmakers from the Fifth Generation Filmmakers, who 

became internationally famous in the 1990s thanks to the ingenious ways in which they 

succeeded in conveying their criticism of contemporary Chinese society in their highly 

awarded films Raise the Red Lantern (1991/China/Hong Kong/Taiwan/Zhang Yimou) 
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and Farewell My Concubine (1993/China/Chen Kaige). Some of the particularly 

successful aesthetic patterns of getting their powerful message around the censorship are 

also going to be explored in Chapter Three. However, their current opinions and attitudes 

with regard to the new popular SNS platforms in general, and with regard to Internet 

censorship in particular, are quite different and will be therefore discussed.  

Conversely, Ai Weiwei (born in 1957), a contemporary Chinese artist who uses social 

media to reach Chinese audiences (and a global audience more recently), is among the 

most vocal critics of the current policies of the Chinese government, taking on issues that 

are sensitive and on which his artworks express strong views, which could be described 

as a wake-up call for Chinese society. He is defined as a dissident individual by the 

Chinese government. All his works are banned from exhibition in China and can only be 

seen overseas. After some of his postings on Sina Weibo, his account was closed, and he 

was banned from using its service in June 2009. Until now, his name is a banned search 

term on Sina Weibo as well.  

       Therefore, on the basis of my academic interest in understanding the responses of 

Chinese Internet users to media censorship, my thesis would be seeking responses to two 

research questions, which would lead to the examinations of Internet users’ online 

behaviours: how does media censorship in China foster compliance and discourage 

resistance in Chinese society? Why do instances of nascent resistance movements and 

activism not provoke a more substantial resistance against the status quo? 
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Thesis Structure 

My thesis is divided into six parts: introduction, four chapters, and a conclusion. Chapter 

One covers the literature review – scrutinizing issues of globalization and censorship, 

along with issues of artistic freedom, subjectivity and personal autonomy –, as well as the 

methodologies and theoretical approaches applied. Chapter Two introduces different 

aspects of Internet censorship on Chinese SNS sites. Chapter Three consists of an 

analysis of the responses of Internet companies and regular Chinese SNS users to 

censorship. Chapter Four examines the reactions of prominent public figures to media 

censorship and probes the extent of their creative responses to this censorship. Overall, 

this thesis concludes that: despite moments of political activism and resistance by artists 

and filmmakers against the Chinese government’s censorship policies and actions, for the 

most part, the general population, including prominent public figures, chooses self-

censorship practices in order to maintain the status quo and to avoid potential 

persecution.  
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Fig. 1. Internet Users in China; internet live stats; Web; 23 Mar. 2016. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

LITERATURE REVIEW, METHODOLOGIES,  

AND THEORETICAL APPROACHES 

Literature Review 

Literature on Media, Globalization, and Media Censorship in China 

China has a history of media censorship as an act or policy of censoring various forms of 

media. A famous example of censorship in ancient China took place in  

Qin Dynasty. In 213 B.C.E., Shi Huang Ti, the Chinese emperor who presided over the 

construction of the Great Wall, ordered the destruction of books, except “those works 

dealing with agriculture and other similar practical matters, such as medicine” (Riley 4). 

With the birth of the People’s Republic of China, as the sole governing party, the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) has made sure that anything or anyone would not threaten the 

stability of its regime. Therefore, the CCP has always kept a tight rein on the media to 

ensure political stability. The Chinese government has therefore established various state 

agencies or departments to control all publications. In one form or another, media 

censorship exists in all countries in the world, but it is extremely stringent in totalitarian 

states – the former Communist countries were a case to point. In North Korea, for 

example, the current censorship practices are extreme, and their “newspaper, radio, and 

television are tightly controlled by the government, and ordinary citizens cannot access 

the Internet. Enforcement is carried out by security troops who enter and check homes” 

(Jowett and O’Donnell 47). A brilliant fictionalized model of this kind of totalitarian 

censorship can be found in the novel Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), written by the English 

novelist and journalist George Orwell. Orwell depicts a dystopian society (located in a 
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province of a superstate, called Oceania) in the year 1984. The protagonist, Winston 

Smith, works for the Ministry of Truth, and what he does every day for living is to 

modify photographs and rewrite newspaper articles in order to make sure they cohere 

with Oceania’s ever-changing political allegiances. A further example of the extreme 

outcomes of such stringent social practices is the fate of the so-called “[u]npersons.” As a 

result of constant intense surveillance, politically troublesome individuals are arrested, 

and the Party orders their erasure from history and removal from any public archives as if 

“[they] did not exist: [they] had never existed” (Orwell n.p.). China’s Cultural Revolution 

(1966-1976) has demonstrated similarly devastating practices and outcomes of total 

surveillance and censorship in every walk of life.  

In the late 1970s, the Chinese communist leader Deng Xiaoping (1904-1997) 

implemented economic reforms, whose essential component was Deng’s Open Door 

Policy which opened up China to the outside world and foreign businesses. It also 

attracted foreign capital flow into the Chinese Mainland market. Since the reforms and 

the Open Door Policy were implemented in 1978, China has seen a quick growth of the 

national economy and its citizens’ incomes.  

Over the subsequent decades, China has become a major player in the economic 

globalization. These processes have been further enhanced by the rapid advances of 

Internet communication technologies since the early 1990s. Because of these changes, 

China has become greatly influenced by the outside world, especially by the West, in 

many different areas, but most importantly in the sphere of culture and politics. These 

influences have been watched with increasing trepidation by the Chinese government, 

whose fears are best summarized in one of Deng’s most important sayings: “if you open 
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the window for fresh air, you have to expect some flies to blow in,” which expresses his 

concern over the unexpected influx of foreign countries (qtd. in Hardy 26). This early 

warning against what was perceived as “flies” - that is the negative consequences of 

globalization – still captures the dangers that are believed to threaten Chinese traditions 

and social infrastructure.  

Globalization is a significant topic for debate among scholars worldwide. The 

political theorist Manfred B. Steger defines globalization as an uneven process where 

“people living in various parts of the world are affected very differently by this gigantic 

transformation of social structures and cultural zones” (Steger 11). As Steger claims, 

there are four dimensions to globalization: economic, political, cultural, and ecological. 

He believes that “[the] transformative powers of globalization reach deeply into all 

dimensions of contemporary social life” (Steger xii). According to him, media plays a 

special role in “the global cultural flows,” connecting these dimensions, since they “are 

generated and directed by global media empires that rely on powerful communication 

technologies to spread their message” (Steger 82). Indeed, as the Canadian 

communication theorist Marshall McLuhan explains, the connection between media and 

globalization has been increasingly facilitated by the technological evolution. In addition 

to coining the term “global village,” he describes the new electronic interdependence as 

“the electro-magnetic discoveries have recreated the simultaneous ‘field’ in all human 

affairs” (McLuhan 36). Thus, McLuhan foresaw the appearance of the World Wide Web 

thirty years before it came into massive effect. Nowadays, with computers and the 

Internet, people have access to information around the world with far fewer barriers than 

traditional media would have imposed. 
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Conversely, the famous sociologist Zygmunt Bauman has been increasingly critical 

of the social and cultural effects of globalization since the 1990s. In his book 

Globalization, The Human Consequences (1998), he claims that although everyone is 

involved in globalization, especially with technological development and the emergence 

of advanced technology such as the Internet, not everyone benefits from it. Bauman also 

states that, “[c]ontrary to what academics, themselves members of the new global elite, 

tend to believe, the Internet and Web are not for anyone and unlikely ever to become 

open to universal use” (Bauman 53). He indicates that for most people, the information 

they receive from global media is actually filtered.  

In the book Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (1996), 

another renowned scholar of globalization and media, the anthropologist Arjun 

Appadurai, also looks at the consequences of the globalizing processes for the nation 

state. Komal K. Dhillon succinctly summarizes Appadurai’s conclusions:  

Appadurai’s project is to investigate the advent of mass media communication as it 

relates to cultural aspects of globalization. Specifically, he seeks to demonstrate the 

ways in which the effects of mass migration and media combine to create a force that 

ruptures our current understanding of the nation-state. (Dhillon n.p.)  

According to Appadurai, the changes of what he calls “the social imaginary” or “global 

imaginary” is another major consequence of globalization, and he goes on to analyze 

social imaginary as global cultural activity through the neologisms of five “scapes:” 

ethnoscapes, mediascapes, ideoscapes, financescapes and technoscape. He points out the 

importance of media in forming the social imaginary. It is the appearance of new modes 

of communication technologies that significantly helps with the construction of the global 
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imaginary in people’s minds. Inventions such as the telephone, television, and the latest 

digital media, have all contributed to the growth of communication among different 

regions world-wide. Digital media is important and powerful because it plays a key role 

in “offering new resources and new disciplines for the construction of imagined selves 

and imagined worlds” (Appadurai 3). Moreover, “electronic media gives a new twist to 

the environment within which the modern and the global often appear as flip sides of the 

same coin” (Appadurai 3). By understanding the global imaginary, we can more 

effectively understand the phenomenon of SNS. Users receiving news and information, 

and users interacting with people globally, further enable the formation of global 

imaginary.  

In view of the generally negative outcomes of globalization processes for the nation 

state, as presented above, and especially the role of media in the creation of “global 

village” and “global imaginary,” the Chinese Communist Party’s concerns about the 

Internet and why it is subject to such an intense surveillance and censorship becomes 

clear. While, as a developing country, China significantly benefits from economic 

globalization, its government is however concerned with the liberalizing influence of a 

globalized media. And while officially they claim that foreign values and trends represent 

a threat to traditional Chinese values and attitudes, what they are actually concerned with 

is the political, national, and ideological integrity of their power. The proliferation of the 

Internet has prompted the Chinese government to look for ways to curb the information 

flow, mostly through selected Internet censorship, focusing more specifically on the 

social networking sites that have experienced a surge in popularity.  
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Indeed, in recent years, the study of China’s Internet censorship has become the 

centre of attention for an increasing number of scholars. And since in mainland China, 

Internet censorship is a sensitive topic and it is difficult to find relevant domestic 

resources for research and publication, most published research is predominantly 

conducted by Western scholars or by scholars from Hong Kong, and Taiwan.  

Moreover, Internet censorship has been a hot topic for a while now, and not only 

with regard to China. In his book Censorship (1998), the American scholar Gail Blasser 

Riley sees Internet censorship as a new form of censorship, and notes its upsurge with the 

invention of digital media and electronic communications. A particularly important book 

that looks at the issues of Internet censorship around the world (including China), is Who 

Controls the Internet, Illusions of a Borderless World (2006) by Jack Smith and Tim Wu. 

It discusses the battles governments wage to control and limit the Internet, in order to 

fight its “borderlessness” – that is, its potential to create a global village without political 

and geographical borders, propounding some kind of universal ‘social imaginary.’ 

According to their discussion of laws, rules, and specific examples of government’s 

censorship, China is among the states where the Internet is most severely regulated.  

Discussions of Chinese Internet censorship methods can be found in many research 

works, among which the ones, referred to briefly below, are of particular interest. “Cat 

and Mouse; The Machinery of Control” (2013), an article published in The Economist, 

corroborates my discussion of how the Chinese government controls the Internet by 

different means, including the implementation of the Great Firewall. Another article from 

The Economist, “The Art of Concealment; The Great Firewall” (2013), discusses in detail 
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specific censorship tactics, related to the Great Wall and its role as both a censorship and 

surveillance project.  

In their very intriguing journal article, “Assessing Censorship on Microblogs in 

China: Discriminatory Keyword Analysis and the Real-Name Registration Policy” 

(2013), King-wa Fu, Chung-hong Chan, and Michael Chau from the University of Hong 

Kong base their research on the effects of posting of certain “sensitive” keywords on 

social media and on real-name registration policy. Their research offers clear background 

information about the ways these two censorship policies are practiced by the 

government. The researchers “developed a data collection and visualization system called 

Weiboscope” (Fu, Chan, and Chau 43). Within their system, thirty main censored 

keywords are detected. People’s names, like Bo Xilai
1
, are included (Fu, Chan, and Chau 

46). When a post contains any of those sensitive terms, they would be detected by the 

service provider and the entire post would be censored. If the messages contain 

information which is against the government, they would be deleted immediately. Some 

messages, which arouse attention from the public, would be deleted and the account 

would be temporarily or permanently closed by Sina.  

University of Toronto professor Ronald Deibert’s research paper, “China’s 

Cyberspace Control Strategy: an Overview and Consideration of Issues for Canadian 

Policy” (2010), represents a uniquely important source for my thesis with its discussion 

of Chinese Internet censorship practices, specifically content filtering, surveillance, and 

information warfare policies and practices. In addition to Deibert’s focus on China, he 

                                                           
1
 A Chinese politician who used to be mayor of Dalian. “On 25 July 2013, Bo Xilai is charged with 

corruption, bribery and abuse of power. On 22 September, Bo Xilai found guilty on all charges and 

sentenced to life by Intermediate People’s Court in Jinan” (Bo Xilai scandal: Timeline).  
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also discusses a consideration of issues of Internet control in Canada. Canada has its 

unique advantages to look at Chinese Internet censorship. Most importantly, a large 

number of Chinese immigrants, overseas Chinese scholars, and students, living in 

Canada, are vocal critics of the state of human rights in China. In addition, Canada’s high 

proportion of Internet usage, highly advanced Internet development, and leading research 

in Internet censorship equip its scholars to better study China’s Internet censorship. As a 

result, this can be beneficial for Canadian policy makers to learn about the censorship 

experiences from China as a way of establishing a form of Internet censorship that would 

suit Canada better.  

Deibert’s findings have helped me establish an objective perspective from which to 

view China’s current Internet censorship, and have influenced the selection of approaches 

for conducting my own research on Chinese Internet censorship.  

  

Literature on Media Censorship Responses  

Responses to media censorship are the actual area my research focuses on. Existing 

research that centres on Internet users’ responses to censorship on Chinese SNS mostly 

uses observational methods, such as case studies of specific SNS sites (e.g., Sina Weibo). 

An obvious limit of these observational methods is that researchers mostly observe what 

the censors do (e.g., removing posts, blocking accounts), but do not reflect on the direct 

user experience of particular SNS services. Hence, it was very valuable for me to consult 

the research findings from three scholars from Harvard University: Gary King, Jennifer 

Pan, and Margaret E. Roberts. Through their experiments, they reveal the objectives of 

government’s censorship. As they write, theirs is the “first large-scale experimental study 
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of censorship by creating accounts on numerous social media sites, randomly submitting 

different texts, and observing from a worldwide network of computers which texts were 

censored and which were not” (King, Pan, and Roberts). They also conducted interviews 

with censors or their agents at social media sites or in government. Their results offer 

rigorous support for the recent hypothesis that posts, critiquing the state, its leaders, and 

their policies are more or less likely to be published, whereas posts about real-world 

events with collective action potential are censored (King, Pan, and Roberts).  

In another article, also written by King, Pan, and Roberts, “How Censorship in China 

Allows Government Criticism but Silences Collective Expression,” they discuss the 

methods used by the CCP to convey the government’s agenda for controlling and 

influencing its citizens’ free expression. In addition to revealing highly detailed 

information about the interests of their Chinese subjects, they indicate that their results 

also “shed light on an enormously secretive government program designed to suppress 

information, as well as on the interests, intentions, and goals of the Chinese leadership” 

(King, Pan, and Roberts 14). Such information that the government intends to suppress 

includes eliminating discussions associated with events that have collective action 

potential – “where a locus of power and control, other than the government, influences 

the behaviours of masses of Chinese people” (King, Pan, and Roberts 14). 

In their article “Analyzing user behavior of the micro-blogging website SinaWeibo 

during hot social events,” eight Chinese scholars (Wanqiu Guan, Haoyu Gao, and 

Mingmin Yang, et al.) report the findings from their specific research on Sina Weibo user 

behaviour. They have selected twenty-one hot social events that were widely discussed 

on Sina Weibo in 2011, and analyze statistically their subjects’ behaviour in relation to 
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these events. One of their findings, for example, is that “messages that contain pictures 

and those posted by verified users are more likely to be posted” (Guan, Gao, and Yang, et 

al. 1). The “verified users” (who have verification badge of an orange V, indicating their 

identities) on Sina Weibo mostly refer to those who are public figures or the ones whose 

words are influential to the general public. Their online behaviours, such as reposting, 

greatly affect regular users. As the authors point out, “verified users are able to represent 

China’s elites to some extent;” they are “relatively wealthy, mostly in support of further 

political reforms, and thus more concerned with government corruptions” (Guan, Gao, 

and Yang, et al. 10). 

The other major area of my interest in responses to censorship encompasses public 

figures. An important source for the examination of the artistic approaches, exemplified 

by Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige in their films from the early 1990s, is Representation of 

the Cultural Revolution in Chinese Films by the Fifth Generation Filmmakers: Zhang 

Yimou, Chen Kaige, and Tian Zhuangzhuang, which defines the Cultural Revolution as a 

central subject of their film narratives. Both Chen and Zhang experienced the Cultural 

Revolution first hand and have become painfully aware of the fact that in China, the fate 

of every single person had been closely associated with the political and social 

circumstances during those difficult times. Jason Cangialosi portrays the struggle of the 

persecuted individuals with the power-that-be in his article, “Personal Revolutions from 

China’s 5
th

 Generation Filmmakers,” where he claims that, “[a]long with other 5th 

Generation films [the films of Chen and Zhang] mark a significant evolution for Chinese 

film as an artistic outlet for preserving a people’s history” (Cangialosi 4). 
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The central case study in my thesis is Ai and the ways he uses Sina Weibo both as a 

platform to display his artwork, as well as to convey his views on Chinese politics and 

society. Journalist Barnaby Martin’s book Hanging Man: The Arrest of Ai Weiwei (2013), 

reveals what happened before and after Ai’s arrest by the government. Indeed, as Mirsky 

writes, “Hanging Man is the most detailed, comprehensive and eloquent English-

language account of what happens these days to Chinese political prisoners” (Mirsky). 

Another book I have referred to is, Ai Weiwei: According to What? (2009), a collection of 

Ai’s artworks that is shown to the public. Understandably, this book is not published in 

China. Ai’s views, opinions, and questions regarding Chinese society are expressed 

through a variety of art forms: from photography, paintings, and installation art, to videos 

which combine aesthetic beauty with social commentary. Murray Whyte’s article, 

“According to Ai Weiwei: Chinese Dissident Artist’s work mixes art, politics and 

emotion,” analyzes Ai’s artwork in relation to the artist’s political and social views and 

opinions. The documentary film by Andreas Johnsen, called Ai Weiwei, The Fake Case 

(2013), illustrates Ai’s dissident activities, and pictures his release after 81 days of 

solitary confinement, which Ai is quoted as characterizing as “a kidnapping by the state” 

(Johnsen). This documentary further reveals the circumstances of Ai’s life after his 

release, as well as his emotions and thoughts – shared by him – on account of his 

detention and the surveillance of the authorities he has been constantly subjected to.  

 

Methodologies and Theoretical Approaches 

The principal methodological apparatus used in my thesis is discourse analysis, which 

broadly represents an interdisciplinary field of inquiry, involving a focus on the 
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sociocultural and political context in which media and film occur. The fact that discourse 

analysis is concerned with the critical analysis of the use of film and media in the 

reproduction of dominant ideologies (belief systems) in discourse (defined as clusters of 

ideas or patterned ways of thinking that can be identified in media communications), 

made it suitable for my thesis. Discourse analysis, above all, helps foster an 

understanding of the relationship between media language and ideology, or more 

specifically, between film/media and ideology, by exploring the way in which theories of 

power relations are encoded in film’s form and style (though discourse analysis is not 

limited to cinema). Discourse analysis, applied in my thesis, is particularly pertinent as it 

helps lay bare the ideological dimensions of the censoring social networking sites and of 

the self-regulating phenomena. When referring to the films by directors Zhang Yimou 

and Chen Kaige, I am also using textual analysis (close reading) to better interpret the 

film language and understand the intentions of the filmmakers. The section below 

discusses in detail the theoretical approaches and concepts applied.  

 

Methodologies 

My approaches used in the discourse analysis include interviews and case studies.  

 

Interviews. The University of Regina Research Ethics Board reviewed and approved my 

research project and the thesis’s methodologies (See Appendix A). As Valenzuela and 

Shrivastava note, “Interviews are particularly useful for getting the story behind a 

participant’s experiences. The interviewer can pursue information around the topic” (qtd. 

Valenzuela and Shrivastava n.p.). Using the Snowball Sampling
2
 as an approach during 

                                                           
2 “In its simplest formulation Snowball sampling consists of identifying respondents who are then used to refer 
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the recruitment of my interview participants, I first chose ten individuals, who use either 

or both WeChat and Sina Weibo, practice various occupations and belong to different age 

and social groups, such as Chinese students studying in Canada or Chinese immigrants 

living in Regina, Canada, as well as Canadian citizens. Subsequently, these ten 

individuals recommended another ten individuals. After initially approaching these 

twenty potential interviewees, I sent them an interview request email (See Appendix B). 

Fifteen of them agreed to participate and they were therefore asked to sign consent forms 

(See Appendix C). My interview question list consists of three sections: 1. General 

questions about social networking sites; 2. Questions about Sina Weibo for participants 

who indicate they use Sina Weibo; 3. Questions about WeChat for participants who 

indicate they use WeChat (See Appendix D). All interviews were then conducted on a 

one-on-one basis and every participant responded to all questions on the list. Some 

interviews were conducted by WeChat voice call as the participants were based in China, 

and the rest were conducted in classrooms where only the participant and myself were 

present. All interviews were audio recorded by myself. Two of the interviews were 

conducted in English (David Lai and John Zubowicz), while the other thirteen were 

conducted in Chinese and then translated into English by myself.  

Another important note to be made here concerns the safety of using WeChat to 

conduct some of the interviews via voice calls. Before the voice-call interviews took 

place, I asked the participants in question whether any of their posts on WeChat Moments 

have ever been deleted by WeChat or by any unknown authority, or if any of them has 

ever been warned that their behaviours on WeChat should be regulated. None of the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
researchers on to other respondents” (Atkinson and Flint). 
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participants indicated that they have had any unusual prior experiences or concerns. Thus, 

I made sure that conducting the interviews via WeChat voice call would not affect any of 

the participants or get them into trouble when using WeChat.   

Besides my interviews, I have also consulted secondary research and statistical 

sources. To sufficiently observe online behaviour in the context of Chinese government 

censorship, I have referred to the above mentioned research and statistical findings of 

Gary King, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret E. Roberts’ “Reverse-engineering censorship in 

China: Randomized experimentation and participant observation,” and their article “How 

Censorship in China Allows Government Criticism but Silences Collective Expression.” 

More specifically, I am quoting the results of their large-scale study on censorship, which 

included experiments and interviews, and whose findings indicated that, while criticism 

of Chinese government is somewhat allowed, collective expression or collective action 

upon such criticism is severely censored. These findings are significant for my research 

because they spell out the censorship objectives of the Chinese government, namely its 

efforts to ensure that SNS and Internet in general, are not used for fostering massive 

social or resistance movements.  

 

Case Studies. In the 1990s, Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige made films (Raise the Red 

Lantern and Farewell My Concubine, respectively), where they analyze the negative 

effects of a repressive society – historical or modern – on individuals. Their films gained 

worldwide reputation, but received negative criticism within China. Since the beginning 

of the new millennium, however, these two high profile dissident directors have chosen 

not to provoke the Chinese government, and have started making domestically very 
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successful commercial films instead, avoiding hot political issues. In addition to the 

examination of their dissident artistic approaches from the 1990s, designed to get around 

censorship, the thesis will also be referring to their attitudes towards SNS, and more 

specifically to their usage of SNS as a promotional tool (Chen also sees SNS as a source 

for his critical indignation because of its harmful influence on society and individuals). 

The third case study is Ai, which allows me to explore in-depth the continuous dissident 

practices of high profile public figures, who use SNS to challenge the government, and 

who speak out against the censorship practices of the government. Ai, however, remains 

an exception to the rule since, overwhelmingly, Chinese public figures – artists and 

filmmakers in particular – are increasingly adopting the attitude of Yimou and Kaige, 

using the SNS mainly as a promotional and a public relations tool. 

 

Theories 

It is important to discuss issues of Internet censorship on the backdrop of the complex – 

and contradictory – globalization process. Therefore, the review of my theoretical 

approaches begins with Zygmunt Bauman’s critical view on the globalization process. In 

his book Globalization, The Human Consequences, he introduces the term “time/space 

compression,” which is his way of expressing the increasingly homogenous world, 

created by globalization. In his view, technological revolution contributes not to the 

formation of a global forum, but to the decline of truly public space: “Globalization 

divides as much as it unites,” he writes (Bauman 2). Bauman’s critique of the social and 

cultural effects of globalization allows for a different perspective on the official claims of 
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the Chinese government, which explains its severe Internet censorship with efforts to 

ensure the national security of the country, as well as its political and social stability.  

In Chapter Three, I have applied critical approaches from media theory – more 

specifically, theories on censorship and surveillance, borrowed from the French 

philosopher Michael Foucault. His concepts are essential to my study of the responses of 

Chinese Internet users and public figures to media censorship. In his Discipline and 

Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1977), Foucault interprets the English philosopher and 

social theorist Jeremy Bentham’s model of an architectural “Panopticon” as an ideal 

model for a prison, and examines how it could facilitate the total surveillance on behalf of 

the powers-that-be over the prisoners.   

According to Foucault, due to this unique architectural structure,
3
 the prison space 

can be viewed as an optical system through which the threats of violence can be 

conducted. The prisoners who live in cells are constantly watched by the guards from the 

central tower. In order to avoid suffering punishment such as violence, they choose to 

regulate themselves. The “Panopticon” also allows the prisoners to watch each other. 

Hence, it can be seen that inter-surveillance of people also exists in this system.  

It is easy to recognize the “Panopticon” as a virtual model of an untraditional and 

more sophisticated system of surveillance. The Chinese government uses this 

“Panopticon” surveillance system to conduct surveillance and censorship on the Internet, 

                                                           
3
 At the periphery, an annular building; at the centre, a tower; this tower is pierced with wide 

windows that open onto the inner side of the ring; the peripheric building is divided into cells, each of 

which extends the whole width of the building; they have two windows, one on the inside, corresponding to 

the windows of the tower; the other, on the outside, allows the light to cross the cell from one end to the 

other. All that is needed, then, is to place a supervisor in a central tower and to shut up in each cell a 

madman, a patient, a condemned man, a worker or a schoolboy. By the effect of backlighting, one can 

observe from the tower, standing out precisely against the light, the small captive shadows in the cells of 

the periphery. (Foucault 200) 
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especially on SNS. Like the prisoners, the SNS users are being constantly reminded that 

they are being watched not only by the government, but also by each other. Therefore, 

contemporary methods of vertically imposed surveillance and censorship do not have to 

resort to violent methods, but can induce various forms of horizontal and internalized 

coercion to make Chinese Internet users conform.  

Also very useful for my thesis have been Foucault’s concepts of “self-regulation,” 

“governmentality,” and “confessional practices,” which I have applied to analyzing the 

behaviours of SNS Chinese users and public figures in response to the government’s 

censorship. Since the enforcement of surveillance of SNS intensifies, Chinese Internet 

users, including organizations and companies, are compelled to voluntarily censor 

themselves and undertake self-regulating practices or “confessional practices,” which 

Foucault refers to as a possible mode of self-regulation.  

As mentioned above, the reason why Chinese public figures’ responses to media 

censorship are also valuable to examine is because, in Chinese society, public figures are 

influential and considered as role models. In Chapter Four, therefore, I explain the 

importance of public figures in Chinese society in light of Yanchuan Huang’s article 

“Discussion on the Influence of Public Figures in the Dissemination of Public Service 

Advertising,” where the author claims that “social public figures play a very important 

role in the dissemination of public service advertising, for they are very credible, 

persuasive and communicative” (Huang 343).        

Moreover, in my discussion of the various dissident tactics, used by Zhang and Chen, 

I employ the Auteur theory, a theory of filmmaking which explains why “the director is 

viewed as the major creative force in a motion picture” (“Auteur theory”). The theory 
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was originated in France in the late 1940s as an outgrowth of the cinematic theories of 

Andre Bazin and Alexandre Astruc, which foreground the unique leading role of the 

director, who oversees all narrative, visual and audio elements of the motion picture, as 

the “author” of the movie world, playing down the collective nature of the film 

production. The Auteur theory has allowed me to analyze the behavior patterns of  such 

high profile Chinese artists and filmmakers, as Ai, Zhang, and Chen, in light of the 

Western Auteur theory, which has explained the moral leadership as public intellectuals 

of such important cinematic figures worldwide as the American Orson Welles, the Swede 

Ingmar Bergman, the French Jean-Luc Godard, the Japanese Akira Kurosawa, the Indian 

Satayajit Ray not only as artists who contributed to fundamental changes of the cinematic 

language nationally and internationally, but also as public figures who left indelible 

marks as social and cultural thinkers. Zhang and Chen have built on the experience of the 

post-WWII international auteur and modernist cinema to offer what film historian David 

Bordwell calls “authorial visions” of the Chinese cultural revolution, following the 

principles of “art cinema narration” (Bordwell 357).  Ai, in his turn, has taken further 

Chen’s and Zhang’s “authorial visions,” reflected in their masterful ways of getting 

around the ubiquitous censorship and delivering a craftily veiled dissident message, and 

has challenged openly Chinese state policies and censorship in documentaries, 

installation art works, and public statements. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

CHINESE CENSORSHIP LAWS, RULES, AND REGULATIONS  

The Chinese government is currently in a distinctly unique situation of being unable to 

either shut the information door completely or open it widely to the proliferation of 

information from abroad. Therefore, it chooses to censor Internet through various means 

– technological, legal and semi-legal – which are discussed below. 

 

Golden Shield Project  

The Golden Shield Project, widely called “the Great Firewall of China,” is one of the 

most important and massive censorship strategies ever employed by the Chinese 

government. It was initiated in 1998 and became operational in 2003 under the auspices 

of the Public Information Network Security and Monitoring Bureau. The project serves 

as a “virtual Great Wall” within Internet, built to control Internet traffic via government 

directive. To ensure that the ‘flies’ of “dangerous content do not result in a loss of party 

legitimacy, the Golden Shield Project was undertaken to restrict Internet materials that 

could be harmful to the CCP” (qtd. in Hardy 26). According to Garth S. Jowett and 

Victoria O’Donnell, such strategy “reveals how the Communist government in Beijing 

has intensified its efforts to control what its citizens can read and discuss online” (Jowett 

and O’Donnell 14). 

The Great Firewall facilitates censorship and surveillance of Chinese Internet by, as 

Mary Hu writes, “three distinct types of methods to block access to websites in China” 

(Hu). These methods include “IP Blocking, IP address misdirection, and data filtering” 

(Martyhu). Jonathan Zittrain, professor of Internet Law at Harvard Law School, and a 
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team of researchers from Harvard, conclude that “China operates the most extensive, 

technologically sophisticated, and broad-reaching system of Internet filtering in the 

world” (qtd. in Goldsmith and Wu 94). They go on to state that, “in order to oppose and 

edge out socialist values,” the Chinese government censors “massive amounts of 

information of all kinds, including [Western countries’] political models, value systems, 

and lifestyles,” all of which are all considered threats to the Communist Party (qtd. in 

Goldsmith and Wu 95). For similar purposes, many foreign websites are made 

inaccessible to users in Mainland China, including pornographic and SNS websites, while 

Facebook and Twitter are still being blocked.  

Launched in 2004 and 2006, within only a few years Facebook and Twitter became 

the first and second most visited online social networking services worldwide, thanks 

mostly to their users who are predominantly young adults. While these SNS have been 

enjoying a growing popularity almost everywhere else, in June of 2009 the Chinese 

government blocked access to Twitter two days before the 20th anniversary of the 

Tiananmen Square massacre
4
 (Branigan). Facebook was also blocked following the “July 

2009 Urumqi riots since it was perceived that Xinjiang activists were using Facebook to 

[sic] communicate, plot and plan” (Kirkland). Some other foreign SNS sites, like the 

world’s most popular video-sharing website, YouTube, and photo-sharing sites, such as 

Picasa, were blocked as well.  

On December 28, 2014, a petition was published on the White House We The People 

website, disclosing Chinese netizens’ current situation. An article, titled “call for the 

                                                           
4
 It is also known as the June Fourth Student Movement which happened in spring of 1989. The 

student-led protest was forcibly suppressed by the government and it was reported that many students were 

shot on June 4
th

 in Tiananmen Square.  
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Chinese authority to stop blocking major Internet services, such as Gmail, via the Great 

Firewall,” states that “Chinese netizens are completely out of Gmail service, due to a new 

blockage from Great Firewall via IMAP and POP3 protocols” (“call for the Chinese 

authority”). In June, 2014, access to Gmail was cut off by the Chinese government 

through the Great Firewall. Yet, some users were still able to send and receive emails via 

third party programs (e.g., Microsoft Outlook). On December 27, 2014, this access was 

terminated as well. The Chinese government patched this hole in its Great Firewall 

making Gmail’s service now completely inaccessible to Chinese Internet users. Thus, in 

the realm of website blockage, the Great Firewall plays an essential role.  

 

Rules and Regulations  

The Chinese Internet censorship also employs a wide variety of legal means, rules and 

regulations. Below I am referring to a few obvious rules and regulations, which users 

have to always comply with.  

First and foremost, all posts’ contents are automatically censored by software. Some 

sensitive words, like “democracy,” are not permitted. If someone tries to post a message 

which includes words, defined as sensitive, a message in a dialogue box is displayed, 

reading, “your message contains sensitive words, please adjust and send again.” In 2005, 

when MSN Spaces, currently known as “Windows Live Spaces,” was still in use (it was 

shut down in China in March, 2012), Microsoft admitted that MSN Spaces allowed 

Chinese users to set up their own blogs, but the service would block all titles like 

“freedom” and “democracy” (Goldsmith and Wu 95). As Goldsmith and Wu point out, 

“[a] blog site titled ‘democracy’ generated an error message as follows: ‘This message 
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includes forbidden language. Please delete the prohibited expression’ (95). They go on to 

say that, in their attempts to make a break through at the Chinese market, “Microsoft is 

not the only American company helping the Chinese government to censor within its 

borders” (95). Many other American companies are also engaging in censorship, with 

Yahoo China being among the most notable ones. Thus, Goldsmith and Wu write that 

“Yahoo, the former champion of free-speech rights in the United States, plays an entirely 

different role in China” by employing “a host of censorship systems that continually 

monitor and filter what people see” (95). On Sina Weibo, “Six Four” or “June Fourth 

Movement” is banned, and a search, involving these terms, ends up with a sentence 

reading “Sorry, results related to Six Four cannot be found” (s.weibo.com). Forbidden 

words like “freedom” and “democracy,” can also be detected and promptly censored. 

Although videos; contents may not be automatically detected, they are inspected 

‘manually’ by paid editors to ensure that their content is politically-correct, and if not – 

are deleted. 

A more recent regulation was established to further strengthen the tracking and 

management of individual user’s online behaviour. The Standing Committee of China’s 

National People’s Congress issued this new regulation in December of 2012 (“China: 

NPC Decision on Network Information Protection”). It requires all new registrants to 

provide their real identities in order to be able to sign up with the Chinese SNS sites. 

Previously registered users can continue to use the services of some websites only if they 

update their profile by supplying real names and identification numbers (the Chinese 

equivalent of Social Insurance Number). Users are also encouraged to use mobile phones 

to verify accounts: “[t]his means that any Chinese resident would have to show their 
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government-issued identity cards when entering into contracts for both fixed line and 

mobile Internet access” (Kaiser). After this regulation went into effect in 2012, it was 

vigorously promoted by Sina Weibo, which provoked even more heated discussions and 

became a hot topic of debate on Sina Weibo itself.  

When WeChat was launched in 2011, a huge number of regular Weibo users 

switched to it in the hope they would be able to evade censorship and enjoy greater 

freedom of speech. Yet, WeChat has never been as “censorship-free” as they thought, and 

the rapidly growing number of WeChat users attracted the growing attention of the 

Chinese government. The strategies, used to monitor and censor WeChat, are various. In 

March 2014, for example, many public accounts were deleted by WeChat managers. 

According to the state-run Xinhua News Agency, “authorities [were] targeting instant 

messaging services in their censorship campaign that started on May 27… and focusing 

on violence, terrorism, pornography and fraud” (Tang). In February 2015, the Chinese 

government launched yet another round of public accounts closures. According to the 

online free speech advocate Wu Bin, this was a large-scale effort that he had never seen 

before. He explains that “[t]his round of account closures isn’t based on the content 

tweeted by an account, but on whether the person who holds the accounts is routinely 

critical of the government” (“China’s Censor on Debate”). 

As a result of the surge in popularity in the use of SNS in recent years, the Chinese 

government intends to improve its Internet regulatory systems to keep up with the 

development and changes on SNS. Thus more specific and subtle regulations have been 

issued. In November, 2013, for example, the Chinese government released a new 

blueprint which covers economic and social reforms for the country’s future. In the 
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online space, the government pointed to problems with its existing regulatory systems to 

control and regulate the flow of online information (Kan): “[c]urrently, there are too 

many overseeing departments, resulting in inconsistencies and a lack of efficiency” 

(Kan). To increase efficiency and make the online space “more secure,” the Chinese 

government “plans to bolster its regulatory systems, and increase the scope of their legal 

authority” (Kan). 

 

“Fifty Cents Party”  

Hiring online commentators is another major method used by the state on Chinese SNS 

sites to control and guide public opinions. The emergence of hired online commentators 

has been considered a smart way to control Chinese people’s minds. These online 

commentators are referred to as the “Fifty Cents Party” on Chinese SNS sites. According 

to TeaLeafNation.com, whose founders scour Chinese SNS sites daily to deliver trends 

and up-to-date information to an English speaking audience, the definition of “Fifty 

Cents Party” is:  

Wu Mao Dang = Fifty Cents Party = Defenders of the Chinese government 

and/or the Communist Party: “Pump up the Regime or Die Tryin’” may be the 

motto of this fearsome army of online commentators, conjured by “relevant 

departments” of the Chinese government to “guide public opinion” and battle all 

possible “subversive elements” online. They are reportedly paid fifty Chinese 

cents (about US$0.08) for every post that either defends the government’s stance 

or disputes countervailing viewpoints. The term has been expanded to include all 
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defenders of the regime, whether or not there is any evidence of them being in 

the government’s pockets. (TeaLeafNation.com)  

The term “Red Guard” (which implies a comparison to the red guards in the Cultural 

Revolution) is also used online to refer to the same group of people. In an interview of Ai 

with an online commentator in February, 2011, one could learn a lot about the work of 

online commentators. This anonymous interviewee (referred to as “A”) is assigned work 

by “task” email at nine o’clock every morning. “A” offers an account of a typical process 

of “guiding public opinion,” without directly supporting the government, which would be 

too obvious and make their comments suspicious: 

For example, each time the oil price is about to go up, we’ll receive a notification 

to “stabilize the emotions of netizens and divert public attention”. The next day, 

when news of the rise comes out, netizens will definitely be condemning the state, 

CNPC and Sinopec. At this point, I register an ID and post a comment: “Rise, rise 

however you want, I don’t care. Best if it rises to 50 yuan per litre: it serves you 

right if you’re too poor to drive. Only those with money should be allowed to 

drive on the roads...” (Ai) 

As told by “A,” directing public opinion or distracting public attention are methods used 

to defend the government. In fact, directing people’s attention to other issues is the new 

brainwashing technology, the so-called “justice-free education,” adopted by the 

Communist Party after the Tiananmen Square massacre, as Ping Chang, a former chief 

commentator and news director of Southern Weekend, explains in his article “How 

Brainwashing Works in China.” According to Chang, “if the government had posed as 

righteous upholders of justice, now they openly swagger as nihilistic thugs, teaching 
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Chinese people that nowhere else are things any different” (Chang). When the Chinese 

government started to realize that it was impossible to maintain its righteous face to 

suspicious citizens, it began applying the justice-free education to tell citizens that bad 

things are happening everywhere in the world, so naturally, they are also happening in 

China.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

FORMS OF SELF-REGULATING PRACTICES OF INTERNET COMPANIES 

AND REGULAR USERS 

So far we have established that operations of major state projects, formulating rules and 

regulations for monitoring the Internet, as well as hiring online commentators, play 

significant roles in the effectiveness of the censorship of SNS. However, it is crucially 

important to point out that the effectiveness of censorship also largely depends on self-

regulating practices, undertaken by the users themselves and therefore it is important to 

examine the way government censorship policies foster self-censorship or self-regulating 

practices in Internet companies as well as in individual users. Building on the discussion 

of the previous chapters, Chapter Three looks at these self-regulating practices.   

 

Internet Censorship Impacts on Internet Companies  

In 2001, the Beijing-based Internet Society of China (ISC) was inaugurated. It describes 

itself as “a private, national self-governing body for the Chinese Internet sector” (Wired). 

According to its official website, so far “more than 400 members which are legal 

companies, research institute[s], academic associations, universities and other 

organizations engaged in various activities related with [the] Internet” have become its 

members (“Internet Society of China”). It declares as its main mission the promotion of 

“development of Internet in China” and “[making] efforts to construct an advanced 

information society” (“Internet Society of China”). The ISC is also expected “to push 

forward industry self-discipline, to strengthen communication and cooperation between 

its members, to assist and provide support for [policy] making” (“Internet Society of 
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China”). On March 26, 2002, ISC published an agreement, called “Public Pledge of Self-

Regulation and Professional Ethics for [China's] Internet Industry,” attracting “more than 

300 signatories” from Chinese Internet portals and companies (Wired). Most 

significantly, the agreement asserts the ISC’s commitment “to monitor content of foreign-

based websites and block those containing unspecified harmful information” (Wired). In 

summary, joining the ISC and signing the pledge, are forms of self-regulating approaches 

made on behalf of Internet portals and companies. 

After the Ai Weiwei incident in 2009, Sina’s immediate termination of Ai’s Weibo 

service is one important example of self-regulation, conducted by an Internet portal. At 

that time, the atmosphere on Chinese SNS was intense. Companies or organizations, 

especially state-run media agencies, started to pay close attention to their employees’ use 

of Sina Weibo. For example, one of my interview participants, Chen Chen, who works as 

a news reporter at Oriental Morning Post, said, “[w]hen Sina Weibo was popular, as I’m 

working for the state-run media agency, and many people from our newsletter would get 

‘V’ for their account. Our propaganda department told us that we had to report to the 

company if we would like ‘V’” (Chen).  

Not only does the Internet censorship affect Chinese companies internally in terms of 

their policies and the way they provide their services to domestic customers, it also has a 

negative impact on their ability to market themselves overseas and directly affects the 

perception of foreign customers of their services. And this is a serious setback, bearing in 

mind that Chinese Internet companies – particularly Internet portals such as Tencent and 

Sina – in addition to targeting the market of Mainland China, have ambitions for 

international expansion. In order to promote Chinese SNS beyond the borders of China, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_Pledge_on_Self-Discipline_for_the_Chinese_Internet_Industry
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_Pledge_on_Self-Discipline_for_the_Chinese_Internet_Industry
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many strategies are being adopted, such as the development of websites in languages 

other than simplified Chinese, implementation of localized global marketing strategies, 

including advertising and marketing, targeting Chinese overseas students.   

In 2009, when Sina Weibo was launched, the only language version available on the 

website, was simplified Chinese. In the past few years, Sina has also developed Weibo in 

traditional Chinese language (catering to users from Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan, and 

other regions where Chinese speakers use traditional Chinese characters), and in English 

(catering to English speakers). In addition to their versions in English, simplified, and 

traditional Chinese, WeChat is also now available in seventeen other languages, like 

French, Italian, Korean, Spanish, and Thai. 

Based on the diverse cultural and economic features of different countries and 

regions, Chinese Internet companies have implemented localized global marketing 

strategies, with notable success in Southeast Asia and North America. To promote 

WeChat in North America, one of Tencent’s strategies now is to ensure its greater 

presence and increase usage among the Chinese students in the U.S. and Canada. Chinese 

students use WeChat to talk to their peers in the U.S. and Canada, as well as to maintain 

connections with their families and friends back in China. The popularity of WeChat on 

campus is growing along with the number of Chinese students. For example, more than 

1,000 Chinese students are enrolled at the University of Regina, and there has been an 

increase in the number of non-Chinese WeChat users in the U of R campus community. 

John Zubowicz, a facilitator of the University of Regina Living Stone Chinese Student 

Fellowship, said in his interview,  



37 

 

I’ve seen that very much it’s part of their lives. They adopt the technology very 

quickly, and they use it pervasively, that means they use it almost every day. 

What is interesting about the use of WeChat is the students are comfortable 

texting in either Chinese or English. And the other thing that I like about 

WeChat is that if you text in another language, for example, Chinese, English 

users can press on the Chinese messages and get the immediate translation from 

the App itself, so that way, I can actually even understand when my Chinese 

students are communicating in their native language. I can get to understand 

what they are chatting about and I can even participate by following up in 

English. I see it as a great way of building communities, and building friendships 

and building an awareness of their cultural surroundings. (Zubowicz) 

The flexibility of language and communication tools within WeChat allows non-Chinese 

users to perform a number of different communication tasks with relative ease, such as 

chat, picture and video display, walkie-talkie, voice-messaging, and blog linking 

(Moments). Tencent has set up an office in California to conduct research on the local 

market of North America in order to expand the market and develop partnerships to 

engage more users in North America, especially in the United States and Canada. 

WeChat is now growing in popularity worldwide, especially in Southeast Asia and 

North America. However, foreign concerns over national security and citizens’ personal 

privacy have become a major obstacle to the expansion of Chinese SNS globally. 

According to an article on the website, Beijing Review, “India's intelligence bureau has 

reportedly proposed a ban on WeChat, saying that the app has already possessed too 

much personal information on Indians” (Zhou). Also, it indicates that “[t]he United States 
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and other Western nations, may suggest the same, fearing that too much citizen data 

could easily fall into the hands of the Chinese Government” (Zhou).  

As introduced earlier, we are now living in the digital age where globalization is 

flourishing. The Chinese government has already realized that it is impossible to turn 

back the tide of globalization, and it is crucial to coordinate globalization processes to the 

benefit of its economic development. Establishment of international businesses is one of 

China’s ongoing pursuits. Internet security and privacy policies, related to these pursuits 

are under constant review and discussion. This makes it extremely difficult for the 

Chinese business community to navigate between the desires of Internet users and the 

objectives of the Chinese government. Thus the most difficult dilemma for Internet 

companies in China is the inability to reconcile their users’ demands with the restrictive 

Internet policies, laid out by the government. On the one hand, users desire free Internet 

access in terms of freedom of expression, and they want their freedom of speech to be 

protected, and to engage freely in all kinds of communications, not only in economic 

activities with limited restrictions. However, on the other hand, and as pointed out above, 

the reality is that the government in China has significant control over the way 

technological companies do their business, and wants to ensure that all information, 

shared on the Internet, would not in any way threaten their power base.   

 

Internet Censorship and Self-Regulating Practices (Self-Censorship) of Regular 

Internet Users 

It is a well-known fact that Chinese Internet users practice self-regulation. According to a 

report by the Hong Kong media scholar Ho-Chun Li, “[t]he comprehensive online 
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censorship contributes to self-censorship of Internet users because posting disallowed 

online messages is punishable by imprisonment or death” (Li 67). He says that people 

who post disallowed online messages are seen as cyber dissidents and their arrests by the 

government have increased in the past few years. In 2002, new laws were issued to 

“allow China to arrest and imprison Internet users who subvert national security and 

divulge national secrets” (Li 67). These laws mainly include: 

Interim Provisions on the Administration of Internet Publishing (enforced in 

2002), Provisions Measures on the Administration of Internet Information 

Services (enforced in 2000), Provisions Governing the Administration of 

Internet Electronic Bulletin Board Services (enforced in 2000), Interim 

Provisions on the Administration of Internet Sites Engaging in New Publication 

Services (enforced in 2000). Telecommunications Regulations (enforced in 

1989), and Article 111 of Criminal Law of the People’s                                                                                                                                           

Republic of China (enforced in 1979 and revised in 1997). (Li 67) 

According to Li, one could interpret the current detailed terms and regulations for 

Internet usage, (more specifically, the need for registration with real names and 

identification numbers on SNS) as being historically entrenched in Chinese information 

and communication regulatory practices. These terms and regulations are often listed in 

the User’s Agreement, which urges users to read and clarify their understanding of –  and 

agreement to – those terms. The terms of regulations, as mentioned above, also appear in 

the displayed messages when the system detects that you are posting anything suspicious 

(e.g., search for “Ai Weiwei” on Sina Weibo). 
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In addition to the established laws and regulatory practices, arrests of famous people 

who do not abide by these laws triggers forms of social anxieties in society. Thus Ai’s 

name has been a banned searching term on Sina Weibo for almost seven years (since 

June 2009). Moreover, since the government does not want its citizens to know what was 

really going on with Ai, after his arrest, news reports about him were either blocked or 

strictly censored. Official news agencies ambiguously reported his arrest. Xinhua News 

Agency, for example, reported that “Ai Weiwei is under investigation for economic 

crimes” (qtd. in Bandurski). Some news agencies reported Ai’s dissident acts as “inciting 

subversion of state power” (Charlie). Online dissident behaviour, more specifically 

“inciting subversion of state power,” entails “using the Internet as a means of information 

dissemination” (Charlie). In more recent discussions of Ai on some Chinese TV news 

programs, the anchors voiced the official Chinese government stance by comparing him 

to the disruptive effects of the Arab Spring. They simultaneously tried to belittle Ai’s 

activities by saying that “anyone looking for parallels [of Ai Weiwei] to the Arab Spring 

will be sorely disappointed” (Murty). The news agencies also indicated that a new State 

Internet Information Agency was established in the Middle East through social media and 

the Internet during the Arab Spring events. The establishment of this new information 

control agency is to “prevent disruptions to social stability” (Murty).  

The official explanation of Ai’s arrest was widely accepted, and an image of a crazy 

anti-government individual was formed in most people’s minds, also fostering fears that 

they would face similar severe punishment like imprisonment if any of their online acts 

are considered “treason.” According to the responses of Chinese Internet users discussed 

below, it becomes evident that the fear of reprisals, mostly the fear of being seen as a 
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dissident, was and is still today a most serious source of social anxiety, which explains 

the need for self-regulation. Chinese Internet users are keenly aware that being labelled a 

dissident could very likely trigger the possibility of one being severely punished for one’s 

publicised opinion over the Internet. 

Self-regulating practices, undertaken by individual Internet users, are then 

widespread and hardly surprising. For example, individual Internet users are not only 

reluctant to mention Ai’s name in online posts, but are also very careful and secretive 

when talking about his artwork. In order to avoid detection, users replace Ai’s name with 

code words: “[f]or example, some netizens have come up with a phrase, ‘Love the 

Future,’ which looks and sounds very similar to Ai Weiwei’s name [and] … have 

immediately adopted this new coded phrase to post on Sina Weibo as a form of protest. 

[M]any of those ‘love the future’ messages have also been quickly deleted” (Beach). 

Using code words to avoid censorship has become a common practice among Chinese 

Internet users. Fan Pu, one of the participants in my research – referred to in detail below 

– said in her interview that, “some people would give up, and accept censorship by Sina 

Weibo, but some people would choose to use some code words to express what they 

really want to say” (Pu). 

An interesting development happened in January of 2011 when a new Chinese social 

networking service called WeChat was launched and a significant portion of Sina Weibo 

users, in order to avoid the oppressive nature of censorship on Sina Weibo and desiring 

more anonymity, switched to using WeChat. According to Quartz, Sina Weibo lost a 

large number of users and “the microblog’s user base fell 9% to 280.8 million, from 

308.6 million the year before” (Kuo). The functions and features of WeChat perfectly 
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met the needs of the Weibo users who were weary of the restricted freedom and the 

impingement on their privacy. The accessibility of comments from posts on WeChat 

differs from Sina Weibo. On Weibo, comments are accessible for everyone, while 

WeChat’s comments are more private and can only be seen by mutual friends. Also, 

based on Tencent’s most developed product, Tencent QQ, one-on-one chat or group chat 

(by text messaging, voice messaging, voice calling, and video calling) has become very 

popular on WeChat.  

People are looking for more secure Internet platforms to share their political views, 

but the constrictions of such “more private” sites like WeChat, continue to make it very 

difficult for users to freely post and exchange political views. As Fan Pu said in her 

interview,  

WeChat is more private. The people you add on WeChat are your friends. 

However, I don’t have friends who work for the government. Currently, I don’t 

feel much censorship on WeChat. I heard that if we talk about some sensitive 

words, it would be censored. Similarly, we would use some other words to say 

what we want. (Pu)  

Most of the time, individuals choose to censor themselves in order to maintain their 

use of the Internet. Jeremy Goldkorn, the founder of a blogging website called “Dan 

Wei,” which mainly aims to track Chinese media and Internet websites and provide non-

Chinese audiences with information about Chinese media culture, stated that, “[m]ost 

Chinese net users, who go online primarily for entertainment, don’t notice and don’t 

particularly care about censorship, as long as they can chat to their friends, play games, 

listen to music and watch videos” (Wasserstrom 120). As such, they are willing to 
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experiment with various social networks, based on their preference. When Chinese 

Internet users could not get access to Facebook, they began to use Renren
5
. Instead of 

using Twitter, which is banned, Chinese Internet users prefer to use Sina Weibo.  

From my own experience, after I began my university life in Tongji University, 

Shanghai, China in September 2007, almost every university student I knew used Renren 

to post their messages, photos, and make friends. I had been using Facebook as well until 

the service was shut down in 2009. When Sina Weibo was launched in 2010, it became 

even more popular among young people in China. Whenever a SNS service is blocked, 

an alternative service moves in to take its place and continues to function and serve the 

needs of Internet users as long as they are satisfied with the service. Tian Huang, another 

participant in my research, indicated in her interview that the censorship of Sina Weibo 

does not affect how she uses the two major SNS, “because what I post on Weibo is not 

politically-related or sensitive information. Yet, I once reposted posts that may have 

contained sensitive information, and the originals were deleted.” Similarly, “I don’t 

usually use WeChat for such things [politically-related topics – TH], but only to chat to 

and get information, so I am not really affected by censorship” (Huang). 

In reality, Chinese Internet users are worried that their rights of Internet usage may 

be taken away, and therefore their self-regulating behaviour demonstrates the desire to 

maintain online access. Most of them choose to remain silent or carefully monitor their 

online behaviour in response to censorship. Foucault’s interpretation of the “Panopticon” 

can be re-visited here to get a better understanding of this phenomenon. According to his 

analogy, the prisoners are aware that the watchers control their right to life. To maintain 

                                                           
5
 It is a popular Chinese social networking site that is “sometimes referred to as Facebook” (Gustin). 
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this right, they have no choice but to stay put in the cells and self-regulate their 

behaviour. This creates a seemingly stable situation between the watcher and the 

prisoners, which could however be violated once the prisoners feel that their right to life 

is threatened.  

A model of surveillance and censorship is also established in Orwell’s Nineteen 

Eighty-Four. In the novel, monitoring from Big Brother is ubiquitous, in the form of 

omnipresent telescreens at the homes of Party members, in canteens, prison cells, lecture 

halls, and even on the streets. The whole society functions as a “Panopticon” and Big 

Brother acts as the “power” in the centre. The two main characters, Smith and Julia, 

know that they are always being watched, so they choose to regulate themselves and 

behave as loyal citizens even when they start their love affair. In order for their secret 

relationship to go unnoticed, they try to look for places they can stay together without 

being monitored. They are very careful about the telescreens; however, their love affair 

cannot be hidden. They are arrested and tortured with cruelty, and the bitter ending of 

their love in mutual betrayal, clearly reveals how all-pervasive surveillance could break 

people. 

At this point, I would like to discuss some of the outcomes and conclusions I have 

made on the basis of my interviews. As mentioned above in the methodology section, to 

better analyze how regular Internet users respond to Internet censorship, I conducted 

interviews with fifteen participants. They included seven students (five studying in 

Canada and two studying in China), one visiting scholar from China, three individuals 

working in Canada and four working in China. Among these participants, there are 

fourteen Chinese citizens and only one Canadian citizen, who had worked in China for 
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five years. Their age range is between eighteen to fifty-four years old. All of the twenty-

three interview questions, especially the ones, directly related to my research questions – 

Have you noticed any censorship conducted by the government on Sina Weibo/WeChat? 

Can you explain what you know about the Internet censorship, especially in relation to 

Sina Weibo/WeChat? Does this censorship impact/affect how you use the site? How do 

you respond to censorship? –have been essential to the forming of my conclusions.    

Firstly, eight out of the ten participants who use Sina Weibo, responded that they are 

aware of censorship being conducted by the government, however they had limited 

knowledge about it. While most of them shared information about some form of 

censorship – experienced first-hand or heard about – these forms of censorship were cited 

mostly in reference to deleting or blocking postings, commenting on the government in 

negative light. Yet only one participant (Fan Pu) indicated her frustration with Sina 

Weibo after she felt the limitation of free speech. Six of the remaining seven participants 

said that censorship did not directly or greatly affect their usage of the service. The eighth 

participant (Jingyi Zhang) even noted some positive aspects of Internet censorship – there 

is a necessity for online censorship to block access to unhealthy or unsuitable online 

information, such as pornographic materials, particularly detrimental for youths. 

       Secondly, nine out of fourteen participants, using WeChat, have referred to 

censorship, but only five cited encounters with deleting and blocking information on 

WeChat. Most importantly, all of them believed that censorship on WeChat does not 

affect their usage of the platform as they have chosen not to react to censorship. Hongwei 

Bi, for instance, said he would feel upset or angry when censored, but that was it. Fan Pu 
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and Jingyi Zhang both thought that the WeChat platform is more private and difficult for 

the Chinese government to control.  

On the basis of these interviews, and the analysis of the responses, I have formulated 

three very important conclusions. Firstly, it is obvious that the majority of participants 

think that online censorship does not seriously affect their usage of Internet services. 

Secondly, while all participants tend to avoid censorship by using Internet in a safe way, 

none of them has – or would have – taken any action to challenge censorship laws, 

regulations and practices. And thirdly, their online behaviour could be characterized as 

compliant and even supportive of the Internet censorship status quo.  

Moreover, I made some very intriguing observations by putting my research findings 

within the context of the two major studies, which I have mentioned above. The first one 

is conducted by Gary King, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret E. Roberts, represents a large-

scale experimental study of censorship in China, and provides a reliable and rigorous 

support for the hypothesis that “criticisms of the state, its leaders, and their policies are 

published, whereas posts about real-world events with collective action potential are 

censored” (King, Pan, and Roberts 1). Comparing my results to their long-time and large-

scale research – namely, the compliant behaviour of my interview participants and 

willingness to censor themselves – we can clearly see that the intention of the Chinese 

government to suppress the potential of collective action at its roots has been quite 

successful so far.   
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Fig. 2. Search Results of “Ai Weiwei”; s.weibo.com; Web; 10 Oct. 2014 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

PUBLIC FIGURES AND MEDIA CENSORSHIP 

As discussed in Chapter Three, most Chinese SNS users regulate themselves in order to 

deal with Internet censorship. As such, I would like to focus now on high profile users, 

who do not willingly submit to – or at least are not expected to adhere to – this 

censorship. Compared to Western countries, Chinese society is more conservative and 

traditional and has, as mentioned above, high expectations from famous artists, who 

enjoy popularity and fame, and some of which even though they own proportionally 

greater wealth than the general population, they are still expected to be role models. 

Besides working in the spotlight, the words and actions of these artists are followed 

closely by the media and people at large. Therefore, the government is particularly 

sensitive about their political stance. When an important celebrity voices his or her anti-

government critique on the Internet, it invariably attracts people’s attention. The 

government takes action immediately: it deletes their posts, blocks their website service, 

and might even arrest them, doing everything in its power to discredit their actions in the 

eyes of the people as a bad example. By taking such measures, the powers-that-be are 

sending a warning message to the people, in the manner of the old Chinese saying: “Kill 

the chicken to scare the monkey.”
6
 Therefore, in order to avoid punishment and public 

disgrace, most public figures choose to censor themselves. 

Filmmakers and artists in China are recognized as having significant potential to 

influence Chinese society in terms of affecting the political and ideological views of its 

                                                           
6 “Killing the chicken to scare the monkeys” means that a punishment to someone in public serves as a 

warning to other people. 
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citizens, mostly through their artwork, but also through their public stance. It is therefore 

very important to take a close look at three public figures, considered of exceptional 

importance by the Chinese government—the filmmakers Chen Kaige and Zhang Yimou, 

and the artist Ai Weiwei.  

 

Chen Kaige and Zhang Yimou  

Traditionally, since 1949, film has been the most closely watched audio/visual medium in 

China, and in this sense the discussion of Chen’s and Zhang’s work allows us to see how 

public figures of their calibre react to media—and in particular—film censorship. The 

communist Chinese cinema was tailored after the model of Soviet cinema, both as 

industry and aesthetics, copying diligently the prescriptive and proscriptive principles of 

Soviet Socialist Realism, which was nothing but a way of adjusting film contents and 

form to the requirements of the Communist Party. Therefore, most Chinese filmmakers 

have traditionally succumbed to censorship and the doctrines of this Party. And yet, a 

small number of conscientious filmmakers such as Chen and Zhang, and a handful of 

their colleagues from the Fifth Generation Filmmakers, have found ways to get around 

these restrictions. In their films from the 1990s, Chen and Zhang offered strong criticism 

of the current Chinese society mostly by situating their characters in equally repressive 

times in Chinese history or by looking at the present through the prism of the past.  

The Chinese Fifth Generation Filmmakers, many of whom were born in the 1950s 

and 60s, and thus experienced the Culture Revolution first hand, were especially keen on 

challenging the limits of censorship and conveying their ideas about contemporary 

Chinese society. As mentioned above, Zhang and Chen are representative filmmakers 
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from the Fifth Generation. According to FilmDirectorsSite.com, Chen, was “both a 

participant in (as a Red Guard he denounced his own father) and a victim of the Cultural 

Revolution (his secondary education was curtailed and, like the protagonist of King of the 

Children (1987/China/Chen Kaige), he was sent to the country to “learn from the 

peasants”)”, therefore he was “particularly well-placed to voice concerns about history 

and identity” (Film Directors Site.com).  

Born in Xi’an, the capital city of Shanxi Province, Zhang Yimou was sent to the rural 

area of the province for re-education from 1968 to 1971. He then worked at a cotton 

textile mill until he started to study photography at the Beijing Film Academy in 1978
7
. 

The personal experiences of both Zhang and Chen have indeed provided them with 

unique perspective on the Cultural Revolution and life in China in general. Their best 

known and highly awarded films, Raise the Red Lantern (1991/China/Zhang Yimou) and 

Farewell My Concubine (1993/China/Chen Kaige), can be seen as powerful metaphors 

for the repressive Chinese society and were thus able to get around the spoken and 

unspoken limits of censorship by placing their stories in the past and were thus able to 

reflect on repression and constraints of contemporary life in China. Also, by choosing 

tragedy – a genre that was not well-received by the authorities – in which the main 

characters are destroyed at the ambiguous ending, both directors were throwing yet 

another challenge to artistic censorship, which endorsed only positive outcomes and 

happy endings in the spirit of Soviet-style Socialist Realism.  

                                                           
7 “[…] Beijing Film Academy reopened its doors to new students in 1978, following the abandonment of policies 

adopted during the Culture Revolution” (Twitter). 
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To begin with, most stories in Zhang's films are set in the past and far from 

contemporary life, and the personal life of his protagonists is invariably affected by the 

political and social environment. Such is the case with Raise the Red Lantern is set in 

China during the 1920s, when the country was still under the feudal Warlord rule, and the 

protagonist, Songlian, a 19-year-old girl, follows her step-mother's wish to marry into the 

wealthy Chen family and become Master Chen's fourth mistress. However, unlike the 

other three wives, Songlian had attended university for half a year, which was extremely 

rare for this time. Her education actually has allowed her to taste freedom, which makes 

it unbearable to unquestionably succumb to a life of oppression and humiliation as the 

other three wives. Very early on in the film, immediately after joining Chen's household, 

Songlian discovers that in order to receive Master Chen's attention and gain respect from 

the entire family, she should participate in the fierce competition amongst the women in 

the household and refine the usage of flattery, intrigue, and backstabbing, which is very 

difficult for her since she is an honest and straightforward person, who, “throughout the 

film, has a cold, distanced approach, but then suddenly erupts” (Berry 131). She therefore 

makes lots of mistakes and inflicts harm which she actually does not mean or want to, as 

she becomes ever so deeply divided over who she really is and the life she has chosen to 

live. In the end, her stubbornness and unwillingness to compromise lead to the accidental 

death of her maid and the murder of the third mistress in the hands of the henchmen of 

the jealous Master Chen.  

Songlian’s destiny, prompted by her open rejection of the survival tactics in Master 

Chen’s household, while closely associated with the time period and her cultural 
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background, is also a powerful metaphor of the still subjugated position of women in 

contemporary China. In an interview, Zhang explains that 

when you make a film, especially about a tragic story, you have to put the 

characters under a certain pressure from society, and then you have to show that 

the characters fight their fate and resist their social as well as personal tragedy. 

But what kind of pressure are you going to put them under? Obviously, there 

would be a political problem involved in depicting such outside pressure in 

contemporary Chinese society. (qtd. in Cardullo 200)  

Zhang’s artistic approach allows for sensitive issues to be more easily dealt with, as well 

as to avoid censorship, but still strongly alludes to the tragic fate of contemporary 

individuals, especially women, who are denied subjectivity, as well as to social problems 

and circumstances that people were facing in the 1990s.  

Here is how Chen Kaige explains in an interview why he chose to set the story of 

Farewell My Concubine in the past: “[W]hat happened in the past is still occurring today. 

The film is a very blatant statement on what is going on today” (Berry 99).   

Furthermore, both filmmakers choose for their films the unwelcomed by authorities 

genre of tragedy, where the main characters are destroyed and meet a tragic or ambiguous 

ending. The film Farewell My Concubine follows the life of three people (Cheng Dieyi, 

Duan Xiaolou, and Juxian) through decisive events that have shaped the history of 

twentieth century China, beginning with the Warlord Era of the late 1920, through the 

Japanese invasion in the 1930s, the Chinese Civil War and the victory of the CCP in 

1949, followed by the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976, and culminating with its 

end. Dieyi and Xiaolou are adopted as young boys by the Beijing Opera Troupe and 
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trained to be accomplished actors, who are quite oblivious to the dangerously changing 

political currents. On the other hand, Xiaolou’s wife, Juxian, a former prostitute, is much 

better attuned to the political currents and tries to prepare and adapt herself and her 

husband for the changes of political climate. During the Cultural Revolution, the Peking 

Opera is denounced as a “feudalistic” and “bourgeois” art form, and all three of them are 

targeted. On the eve of a new wave of repression that is to hit the Opera, Juxian and 

Xiaolou burn their books and belongings that might betray their ‘bourgeois’ past to avoid 

being maltreated by the Red Guards. However, when the Peking Opera troupe is 

questioned and put publicly on trial by the Red Guards, Xiaolou denounces his love and 

marriage to Juxian in order to alleviate the consequences of his past as an opera singer, 

married to a prostitute. Grief-stricken by his betrayal, Juxian hangs herself. Unlike 

Xiaolou and Juxian, Dieyi – who is gay and therefore much more vulnerable than his 

friends – takes the challenge and braves the humiliations, the threats and the beatings 

with dignity, refusing to succumb to the ‘reeducators.’ As the director explains, “[the 

characters] hold on to reservations and suspicions about society. And all of them are 

challenging their present environment. Dieyi is someone who is fundamentally unable to 

work with society as it presently exists. He is a rebel down to the bone” (Berry 95). 

Under the oppressive social circumstances, however, they are all victims of the social and 

political circumstances, which is the most powerful message of this film.  

By briefly looking into these two great films, Chen and Zhang have sustained a high 

level of ethical and artistic integrity thanks to their artistic approaches, which have 

allowed them to preserve the delicate balance between freedom of artistic expression and 

the limits posed by censorship. In a way, the choice of artistic approaches can be defined 
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as a creative form of self-censorship, which is however, a source of inspiration and 

creativity.  

As mentioned above, a number of films, made by the Fifth Generation filmmakers in 

the 1990s, were critical of contemporary Chinese society, and while avoiding direct film 

censorship, they received favorable reception from foreign audiences and critics, as well 

as numerous prestigious festival awards and nominations. Raise the Red Lantern, for 

example, was awarded the Silver Lion at the Venice International Film Festival in 1991, 

and was nominated in the Best Foreign Language Film category in the Academy Awards 

in 1992. Chen’s Farewell My Concubine was awarded the Palme d’Or at the Cannes Film 

Festival in 1993 and the Best Foreign Film in the National Board of Review (USA) in 

1992. 

However, the worldwide reputation of Chen and Zhang was met with different  

responses by their Chinese nativist critics, which are examined by Ben Xu, Associate 

Professor of English at Saint Mary’s College in California. He focuses on Farewell My 

Concubine: “[t]he official Chinese review… depicts this film as a propagator of Chinese 

culture, and depoliticizes it by emphasizing its culture aspects” (Xu 155). Xu also points 

to critical voices “from those Chinese critics, in China or living abroad, who try to make 

sense of it by showing how it exposes an asymmetrical power relationship between the 

first and third worlds” when “[C]ultural discussions sensitive to domestic, political, and 

social issues were silenced, leaving behind a stark intellectual vacuum” (Xu 155). 

       Xu also cites Chen Xiaoming, a Chinese critic, who harshly criticizes Zhang Yimou 

“for obsequiously selling the Chinese stories to the West by manipulating adultery, 

promiscuity, and concubinage as commercial gimmicks [stating that] ‘Zhang knows too 
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well how to mix commercial and national factors in dexterous way’” (Xu 157). 

Notwithstanding such criticism that intends to deconstruct and render harmless the 

dissident power of these two films, Farewell My Concubine was banned in China in 

August 1993. According to a The New York Times news report, even though the Chinese 

government gave permission for resumption of public showings in early September 1993, 

they still warned that “it would continue to ban any films that put the Communist system 

in a bad light” (Tyler).  

Chen and Zhang remained consistently critical about their government throughout 

the 1990s. Paradoxically, in the 2000s and 2010s, however, they become docile, and 

revert instead to production of films that shy away from political and social issues. In the 

2000s, Zhang made a series of internationally successful commercial wuxia
8
 films 

(Chinese martial arts films), such as Hero (2002/China), House of Flying Draggers 

(2004/China), and Curse of the Golden Flower (2006/China). The stories of these films 

are all set in ancient China, thus allowing Zhang to emphasize the chivalrous conduct of 

his heroes, but above all: to use meticulously designed visual effects and CGIs, which 

tend to overshadow the importance of the story in all three films. Vivian Lee, a scholar 

from the City University of Hong Kong, claims that, in House of Flying Draggers, 

“history and politics only serve as the backdrop for the unfolding of a romantic tragedy of 

love and betrayal.” Lee goes on to say that, “these plot elements would only come to life 

when places within the imaginary space of wuxia, an inherently fantastic and visually 

                                                           
8 Wuxia is “a genre of Chinese fiction and film, concerning the adventures of sword-wielding chivalrous heroes” 

(Dictionary.com). 
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dense genre” (Lee 8). Although the films enjoyed extremely high box office sales both in 

China and overseas, they remain “meaningless” or “empty” (Lee 8).  

Chen and Zhang are not an exception since nowadays more and more Chinese 

filmmakers are prone to producing politically-correct films, complying with the 

government’ sensitivities. Indeed, a large number of Chinese filmmakers produce 

commercial films, which pursue commercial interests, which is especially important 

today since the Chinese film industry has become “fully entrenched in the model of big-

budget and high technology spectacle” (Garnett).  

Moreover, the Chinese Communist Party continues to make propaganda films, which 

– in the olden tradition of Socialist Realism – only picture the positive aspect of the 

Chinese society. For example, the widely popular film Turning Point 1977 

(2009/China/Jiang Haiyang) talks about Zhiqing – the generic name of young educated 

people who were sent to rural areas from cities for re-education during the ten-year 

Cultural Revolution – and their desperate desire to shape their personal life according to 

the Communist Party requirements, and return to cities and universities thanks to the 

reintroduction of the national college entrance examination in 1977. The film “shows not 

only an individual's desperate pursuit of changes in life but also represents a nation's 

respect and craving for knowledge after a decade-long tumultuous period” (“Relive 

History with ‘Examination 1977’’’). Most of the Zhiqing young people in the film 

manage to pass the college entrance examination and are admitted to post-secondary 

institutions. It is certainly satisfactory to see that these Zhiqing students were provided 

with opportunities to gain higher education and return to urban areas because of the 

restoration of the college entrance examination. However, in this film, the director avoids 
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discussing any of the negative effects of the Cultural Revolution on them and their 

families. For example, there is no description of what these young people's lives were 

like in rural labor camps during their re-education and the consequences they surely 

suffered. Also, according to the report, “nearly 5.7 million people took part in the 1977 

examination,” and over 4.7 percent of them were admitted into post-secondary 

institutions, but still, around 95 percent of the exam takers failed the exam due to the 

extremely high level of competition (“No Longer a Ticket To a Better Future”). Hence, 

the film audience, most of them belonging to generations of Chinese who did not 

experience the Cultural Revolution, are not shown the real picture of that time, but an 

idealized version of it, portrayed by the director. It is not difficult to find many similar 

films that offer an idealized portrayal of communist society.  

On this backdrop, Zhang’s latest film Coming Home (2014/China/Zhang Yimou), 

which tells the story of an old woman, whose life has been destroyed by the Cultural 

Revolution, seems like a return to his powerful dissident films from the 1990s, like The 

Story of Qiu Ju (1992/Zhang Yimou/China) and To Live (1994/Zhang Yimou/China). 

Except that it seems that the Chinese government does not seem impressed with this topic 

any more even when it is rendered so forcefully by Zhang, starring his favorite actress Li 

Gong as the aging woman, who no longer remembers her husband when he finally 

returns to her after long years spent in prison as a political prisoner. The Cultural 

Revolution has gradually ceased to be a hot and dangerous topic in public discourse due 

to the growing distance in time and the generation change. However, when compared to 

the whitewashing of Examination 1977, one has to admit that Zhang’s continuous 

criticism of the negative effects of the Culture Revolution on ordinary Chinese people 
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and artistic accomplishment of his film, are as important as ever, notwithstanding the fact 

that it still looks kind of odd within the context of Zhang’s oeuvre since the early 2000s.  

Chen Kaige, who enjoyed a less illustrious, but similarly commercially successful 

career in the new millennium, in 2012 made Caught in the Web (2012/China/Chen 

Kaige), which demonstrates his concerns about the negative consequences of the over 

usage of the SNS, which is an important phenomenon in contemporary China. In the film, 

a cell phone video of Ye Lanqiu, a female office employee shown to be disrespectful to 

an old man on a bus, goes viral amongst SNS users and the girl is subjected to public 

criticism. The incident creates huge waves in society and Ye’s personal life – more 

particularly, her shock with her recent cancer diagnosis – becomes fully exposed, causing 

her deep despair and, ultimately, leads to her suicide. The SNS users act as the unseen 

eyes in the Panopticon: they record Ye’s behavior on the bus with frustratingly 

devastating results. Chen’s film portrays candidly modern Chinese society in which 

personal lives and fates are significantly affected by the Internet and SNS. Yet although 

his criticism of the increasingly prowling power of Internet leaves audience with thinking 

of the negative effects of the ubiquitous technology, the film does not leave the confines 

of an old-fashioned melodrama, lacking the critical and dissident edge of Chen’s 1990s 

films.  

Furthermore, in addition to the complex shift in the political attitudes of both Chen 

Kaige and Zhang Yimou and their relationship with film censorship, for the sake of this 

thesis, it is also important to examine their interaction with the exploding popularity of 

SNS and the severe Internet censorship.  
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Unlike Chen, Zhang has not dealt with SNS related topics in his films, but has a 

verified account on Sina Weibo, and uses it as his personal media platform where he 

promotes his newly released films, communicates with his audience, and makes 

comments on social affairs. In addition to his personal account, his office “Yimou 

Studio” also is featured on Weibo. In November 2013, it was disclosed that Zhang and 

his wife broke the country’s One-Child Policy by having two sons and one daughter, in 

addition to another daughter from a previous marriage. It immediately became a hot topic 

and aroused heated discussion and attention on Sina Weibo. Anger spread across the 

Internet as many people felt that Zhang’s reputation and social status allowed him to 

break the law, and the Chinese government’s statement that “all men are equal before the 

law” was thrown into question. On December 1st, authorized by Zhang, Yimou Studio 

posted an open letter on Weibo. It clarified and admitted Zhang’s violation of the One-

Child Policy: “Zhang Yimou and his wife, Chen Ting, indeed have two sons and one 

daughter. He is willing to be investigated by the family-planning commission of Bin Hu 

district, Wuxi City, and accept punishment according to the related laws. We want to 

sincerely apologize to the public for the negative impact this event caused” (“Zhang 

Yimou Admits Violating One-Child Policy”).  

On December 4th, in response to queries from the media and Internet users, Yimou 

Studio again published a post on Weibo to answer questions, such as why Zhang Yimou 

gave up his U.S. green card, why he did not emigrate to another country, and why his 

wife did not give birth to their children overseas. It conveyed his apology to the public. 

The following quote is an English translation of what Zhang shared in Chinese: “I am a 

Chinese citizen. I was willing to purposely allow my children to be born in China so that 
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they could become Chinese citizens as well. I do not have any regrets” (“Yimou Studio”). 

Similarly, Chen Kaige also uses his personal Weibo account to promote his films. Two of 

his most recent Weibo postings are his repost of messages posted by the official Weibo 

account of the crew of his new film, Monk Comes Down the Mountain (2015/China/Chen 

kaige) and postings about Caught in the Web.  

 

Ai Weiwei 

In contrast to Chen and Zhang, Ai is one of the few public intellectuals and artists who 

uses SNS “as a PR tool to cultivate not only their personal image but also as a means of 

expressing their views and influence the public” (Jiang). Usually, these public 

intellectuals also happen to voice their critique against the government-hired online 

commentators from the “Fifty Cents Party.” 

      Undoubtedly, Ai is the best known among contemporary public intellectuals. In a 

way, thanks to his active usage of Internet platforms, he is a much more efficient, but also 

more dangerous, counterpart to what Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige were in the 1990s. 

Ai was born in 1957 in Beijing, where his father, Ai Qing, was denounced during the 

Anti-Rightist Movement, and his family was sent to a labor camp in Beidahuang, 

Heilongjiang Province, when he was one-year-old. A year later, the family was exiled to 

Xinjiang Province in China’s barren north-west, where they lived until the end of the 

Cultural Revolution in 1976 (Merewether 29). According to Ai and Anthony Pins, “this 

experience of hardship over the next twenty years was formative in the young artist’s 

attitude of resistance and detachment” (Yap 32).  
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This is where one could look for an explanation of Ai’s passionate social and 

political commitment, expressed both in his versatile art and in his widely publicized 

strong views, questioning the Chinese government, which is a wake-up call for the 

current Chinese society. Most importantly for the discussion here, Ai has made an 

excellent use of the Chinese SNS sites to promote his dissident art and to critique the 

Chinese government, which he did until June, 2009 when his account was shut down by 

Sina Weibo.  

Why have the Chinese authorities kept such a tight hold on Ai? All of his suffering in 

recent years can be traced back to June 2006 when Ai began to use SNS to display his 

works and to express his criticism against the powers that be (Citizens’ Investigation).  

Like many popular public figures, he was invited to join Sina Weibo and started blogging 

on Sina Blog
9
 in 2006, using his “blog as a daily journal for commentary on cultural, 

political, and social affairs relevant to contemporary Chinese society” (Citizens’ 

Investigation). During his three years’ of usage, he “turned out a steady stream of 

scathing social commentary, criticism of government policy, thoughts on art and 

architecture, and autobiographical writings” (Ambrozy). Ai has actively used SNS to 

display his works, at the same time, to express criticism about the government.  

On May 12, 2008, a 7.9 magnitude earthquake struck Sichuan Province. According 

to the BBC, “the number of people killed and missing [was] 87,150” (BBC). The 

buildings most seriously damaged were predominantly school buildings, a large number 

which crumbled to the ground. The poor infrastructure was a major reason for the 

disaster, since “schools were unfortunately not built to withstand such an earthquake, 

                                                           
9 Sina’s personal blogging website. 
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with many collapsed classrooms contributing to the deaths of thousands of children” 

(BBC). Some people tried to unearth the fundamental cause behind the collapse and tried 

to relate the tragedy to corruption in the local government. In Ai’s documentary film So 

Sorry (2008/China), he recorded a telephone interview with a government official from 

the Sichuan Post-Quake Reconstruction Office. When the official was being asked to 

provide more detailed information about the students’ deaths, including information of 

the death toll and name list, the official was quoted saying, “[t]hese data are confidential. 

These numbers are likely spread among various offices” (Ai). The official also added that 

Ai’s team can exercise their rights and carry out an investigation, but he was not liable to 

offer a thorough explanation to each and every citizen. At that time, the vice governor 

had already published a list of over ten thousand names, but no one knew where the list 

was published. The government official then laughed and questioned Ai’s team: “why do 

you need this list, huh? What if you are a secret agent from the U.S.?” (Ai)  

In addition to his outspoken criticism and posting So Sorry on his Weibo account, he 

also created an additional series of works related to the earthquake, which garnered 

significant attention both domestically and internationally. For example, 

“Remembrance,” an artwork which was exhibited in Germany, displayed “a wall of 

Chinese text made from children’s backpacks [of the perished children] that covered the 

facade” (Art Crasher). The text in Chinese characters was a quote by a mother talking 

about her daughter who died in the earthquake. This mother was quoted as saying “she 

lived happily for seven years in this world” (Art Crasher). Ai also “compiled a list of the 

names of the children who died, and accused the government of exacerbating parents’ 

grief with official denial” (Art Crasher).  
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After his frequent updates on the investigation, the government shut down his Weibo 

account and severely punished him, while his name became a banned searching item not 

only on Sina Weibo, but on all Chinese-based Internet platforms. It is almost impossible 

to get access to Ai’s art works in Mainland China or find out information about him via 

the Internet. In the same year, he was detained in a prison for 81 days. When his globe-

trotting exhibition, According to What?, was exhibited at  the Art Gallery of Ontario, 

Canada from August 17 to October 27, 2013, the official AGO website defined him as 

“one of the most prolific, provocative and significant artists at work today” (Art Gallery 

of Ontario Web). At that time, a news reporter from the Toronto Star newspaper revealed 

what Ai had gone through in the previous four years prior to his exhibition in Ontario.  

His studio in Shanghai was demolished by government decree; he was 

beaten to the point of brain hemorrhaging by Chinese security officials; he 

spent three months in detention on no official charge, and was eventually 

prosecuted for tax evasion (a dubious charge); he endured a period of house 

arrest in his Beijing studio where he now sits under 24-hour surveillance, 

prohibited from leaving the country by the ruling Communist regime. 

(Whyte) 

In addition, a Danish filmmaker, Andreas Johnsen, made a documentary film called Ai 

Weiwei, The Fake Case (2013/Denmark/China/UK). It illustrated how Ai and his family 

dealt with the fallout of his 81-day imprisonment and the house arrest which he endured. 

Tragically, as a result, he now “suffers from sleeping disorder and memory loss, 18 

cameras are monitoring his studio and home, police agents follow his every move, and 

heavy restrictions from the Kafkaesque Chinese authorities weigh him down” (“Ai 
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Weiwei The Fake Case”). And here is how Ai expresses his feelings regarding the 

detention and the surveillance: “It’s kidnapping. It’s a kidnapping by the state” (Ai 

Weiwei: The Fake Case).  

 “He Xie,” Ai’s large-scale installation, displayed in his globe-trotting exhibition, 

According to What?, eloquently conveys his attitude towards the Chinese government 

and its censorship. The work is made of 3,200 porcelain crabs. In Chinese, “He Xie” 

literally means “river crabs,” and its pronunciation is also similar to the word 

“harmonious,” which is the most often-used adjective in formulating the core objective of 

the Chinese Communist Party, summarized as “building of a harmonious socialist 

society” (“China Published ‘Harmonious Society’ Resolution”). According to CFile, 

“[t]he artwork is an homage to Ai’s departed Shanghai studio, which the authorities 

decided to raze in punishment for his activism” (“CFile”). On November 7, 2010 the day 

before his Shanghai studio was demolished, Ai invited five hundred guests to have river 

crabs in his studio. He failed, however, to show up at the feast as he “was placed under 

house arrest the day before in Beijing, and released the day after to prevent his 

attendance. Shortly afterwards, bulldozers arrived and demolished his extensive complex 

that has been originally been paid for by the city of Shanghai” (“CFile”). The guests 

raised their crabs while saying in unison, “[h]armonious (River Crab) Society! The 

harmonious society is eating river crabs!” (“River Crab Feast”). 

Currently, if one attempts to search information about Ai on Sina Weibo, the 

following message appears: “[a]ccording to relevant laws, regulations and policies, the 

research results of ‘Ai Weiwei’ cannot be displayed.” (see fig. 2). His arrest in 2011 

provoked heated discussions online and aroused real anxieties among Chinese Internet 
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users. As the American website, Art Crasher, informs, “[in 2011], he was detained for 81 

days at an unknown location after he was stopped at the Beijing airport on route to Hong 

Kong. The government said he was the voice of treason and demanded he admit to his 

crimes” (Art Crasher).  

 Once again the dynamics of Foucault’s Panopticon could also help us understand the 

strong reactions of the Chinese government towards Ai by taking one more look at the 

case of the 2008 Sichuan earthquake, and the way it was handled officially by Ai. The 

earthquake aftermath brought to light many problems in China, such as doubts and 

criticisms about the poor infrastructure of school buildings and the corruption of local 

governments. A whole segment of Chinese population felt that their and their children’s 

lives were threatened, and yet they were unable to express their concerns due to the 

severe censorship. As a representative of citizens concerned about the rights and interests 

of people, Ai – using his SNS accounts – expressed his criticism of the Chinese 

government by disseminating his art works. Besides, in his desire to defend people’s right 

to life, he demonstrated his intention to keep freedom of speech alive for Chinese 

citizens. When his art and his statements appeared online, and gained much attention 

domestically and internationally, the Chinese government – in order to maintain political 

stability – arrested him and tightened Internet censorship. The fact that Chinese 

government officials continue to feel threatened by Ai, his art work and his public 

statements, confirms that they have no illusions about the legitimacy of their rule and that 

they fear the dangers they might get exposed to if the Panopticon balance is upset.   
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“Public Intellectuals” 

A group, called widely “Public Intellectuals” by Chinese SNS users emerged on Chinese 

SNS which–not unlike Ai–speaks against the “Fifty Cents Party” and criticizes the 

government, regardless of the tight control on the Chinese Internet. “Public Intellectuals” 

is a small group of people who are obviously well-educated and specialized, usually in 

the field of media or the liberal arts. According to TeaLeafNation.com, most of them are 

outspoken writers, academics, journalists, lawyers, and social critics. The website also 

indicates that “Pubic Intellectuals” “have blossomed into important opinion leaders 

online through their attention to hot-button social events. They are the mortal enemy of 

the “Fifty Cents Party,” who sees these public intellectuals as unpatriotic elitists out of 

touch with Chinese realities, and uses the term as a pejorative” (TeaLeafNation.com). 

Here is how Jason Gao summarizes the role of “Public Intellectuals” in the media:  

the Internet . . . has intervention from the media and other cultural fields, but it 

allows intellectuals to exert more public influence and communicate with groups 

of social field directly. The use of blogs, micro-blogs and on-line broadcasting 

facilitates the direct communication between intellectuals and netizens in the 

social field, but in the new mediated communication the dislocations seem to be 

enlarged (Gao).  

On Sina Weibo, accounts of “Public Intellectuals” are usually proved with 

verification badges, marked by an orange V on the right, at the bottom of their profile 

pictures. Their career categories
10

 are also shown under their names. Luqiu Luwei, a 

                                                           
10

 “nowadays, real identities are a serious issue for Sina Weibo: the verification system for personal 

accounts counts today 28 different categories, and 486 career-oriented personal certifications. They are 

available through a ‘self-service” request, followed by a verification and a subsequent certification by 
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famous “Public Intellectual,” is active on Sina Weibo and her Weibo account page reads 

“Well-known journalist and news host” (see fig. 3).  

The members of the “Fifty Cents Party,” on the other hand, stand in sharp contrast 

to the “Public Intellectuals,” whom they are constantly battling on Chinese SNS sites. 

One example of such a battle on Weibo is when a Public Intellectual happens to criticize 

the unaffordability of seeing a doctor in China. The “Fifty Cents Party” has tried to create 

a diversion by criticizing the inefficiency of the health care system in general, citing 

shortages of doctors and ineffectiveness of medical treatment in welfare-state countries 

such as Canada. On February 28, 2015, a documentary called Under the Dome 

(2015/China/Chai Jing), investigating the Chinese air pollution problem, and directed by 

Chinese journalist Chai Jing, was posted online and attracted the attention of millions of 

SNS users. The film received hundreds of millions of views on Chinese SNS sites, and 

air pollution became once again a hotly debated topic online. On Weibo, many celebrities 

reposted the video and commented that it is a must-see for all Chinese citizens. Under 

their popular posts, the members of a certain “Fifty Cents Party” gave more examples of 

how air pollution in foreign countries is as bad as it is in China or even worse. According 

to a report,  

[e]mpowered by instructions from the News Bureau of the Central Propaganda 

Department (which explained in frank terms that Under the Dome had become 

too distracting in the lead up to China’s annual Communist Party meetings), 

social media discussions were censored, website comment threads were 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Sina’s operatives” (Understanding Sina Weibo). 
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disabled, news organizations stopped reporting the story and the documentary 

itself disappeared from China’s major video sharing sites. (Cave)  

These examples outline a pattern: as soon as a “Public Intellectuals” figure bravely points 

out a problem in the current Chinese society, the Chinese government sees their posts as a 

potential inspiration for collective action; these posts are either strictly censored or 

diluted by the “Fifty Cent Party.”  

The current Internet behaviour of public figures varies, as far as their response to 

Internet censorship of Chinese SNS is concerned. Although Chen, Zhang, and Ai use 

SNS as a platform to promote their artworks, Chen exposes the detrimental social and 

psychological effects of the ubiquitous social media on film and in related interviews, 

Zhang uses SNS to respond to queries raised by the public – for example those 

concerning his not abiding by the One Child Policy – and to offer explanation and 

clarification in his posts on the SNS, and Ai posts his artworks on SNS and uses its 

service as a platform to criticize the Chinese government policies and current social 

affairs. As a result, Ai’s continuous dissident practices are severely punished by the 

Chinese government. Therefore, and understandably, Chinese public figures are 

increasingly adopting the attitudes of Chen Kaige and Zhang Yimou, in their usage of the 

SNS only as a promotional and public relations tool. 

The second major study I consulted, and also discussed above, is the one conducted 

by eight Chinese scholars (Wanqiu Guan, Haoyu Gao, and Mingmin Yang, et al.). It 

resulted in their article “Analyzing user behaviour of the micro-blogging website Sina 

Weibo during hot social events.” Their findings corroborate my discussion of on-line 

behaviour of public figures and its effect. Guan, Gao, and Yang point to the fact that 
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“[messages] posted by verified, and especially by famous, users are more likely” to 

remain undeleted for a longer period of time, which demonstrates that it is much more 

efficient when famous people repost messages on Sina Weibo than when regular people 

do. They go on to claim that when public figures publish original posts or repost others, 

these messages greatly affect regular users and public opinion in general. This further 

supports my claim that public figures’ online behaviours are more closely watched and 

censored by the Chinese government than that of ordinary people (Guan, Gao, and Yang, 

et al. 1).  
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Fig. 3. Luqiu Luwei’s Homepage on Sina Weibo; Web; 19 Jun. 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



71 

 

CONCLUSION 

In order to answer my research questions–how does media censorship in China foster 

compliance and discourage resistance in Chinese society; why do instances of nascent 

resistance movement and activism not provoke a more substantial resistance against the 

status quo–I have explored previously the current situation of media censorship in 

Mainland China. More specifically, I have looked into which laws, rules, and regulations 

have been applied to Internet and SNS, and have then proceeded to analyze the responses 

to this censorship from Internet companies, regular Internet users, and public figures.  

In Chapter One, I have summarized books and articles, which deal with issues of 

media censorship in general, from historical, philosophical, and theoretical points of 

view, paying specific attention to theories of media and globalization. My literature 

survey also focused on types of responses to this media censorship. Among the literary 

sources, I found Tim Wu and Jack Smith’s book, Who Controls the Internet, Illusions of 

a Borderless World particularly helpful in discussing the battles that state governments 

wage in trying to control or limit the access to and the use of the Internet. Furthermore, as 

media censorship is conducted by the Chinese government in an attempt to maintain 

control over intensifying processes of globalization in China, in the second section I have 

introduced globalization and censorship as major concepts for my further analysis, and 

proceeded to review works related to these two concepts. This part also introduces 

Foucault’s interpretation of the “Panopticon” as a particularly helpful concept, grasping 

the omnipresent surveillance conducted by the Chinese government on SNS sites and 

users.   
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In Chapter Two, I have explored three major aspects of Chinese Internet censorship. 

Firstly, I described the vigorous and extensive attempts of the government to censor 

online media content through pervasive use of surveillance and censorship projects, such 

as the Golden Shield Project. Secondly, I have investigated the intensive regulatory 

operations of state censorship which exist through the establishment of a wide variety of 

invasive laws and regulations that restrict Internet users’ freedom of inquiry and freedom 

of speech, both nationally and internationally. Thirdly, I have introduced the “Fifty Cents 

Party,” whose members are hired by the Chinese government to manipulate public 

opinion on SNS sites. In this chapter, I have also demonstrated how Internet censorship is 

conducted as a means of fostering compliance and discouraging resistance in Chinese 

society.  

On the basis of the introduced and analyzed aspects of Internet censorship in Chapter 

Two, in Chapter Three, I have then proceeded towards discussion of the online behaviour 

of Chinese Internet companies, as well as the behaviour of regular users in response to 

censorship. In the first section, I have explored the impact of Internet censorship on 

Chinese Internet companies, which diligently comply with Internet rules and regulations, 

established by the government, and conduct self-regulating practices in order to achieve 

their business objectives. In the second section, I have demonstrated how the 

effectiveness of various Internet censorship practices, deployed by the Chinese 

government, depend to a great extent on the self-regulatory behaviours undertaken by 

Internet companies and citizens themselves. By analyzing interviews of fifteen active 

users of WeChat and/or Sina Weibo, I have found that most of them do not take online 

censorship seriously and this affects their usage of Internet services, while all of them 
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tend to avoid censorship by using online services in a safe way. Therefore, their online 

behaviour can be characterized as compliant and even supportive of the Internet 

censorship status quo in China. In addition, I have then put the finding of these fifteen 

interviews within the context of the research findings of King, Pan, and Roberts, and 

have come to the conclusion that, undoubtedly, Internet censorship has fostered 

compliance and has also discouraged resistance among Internet companies and regular 

Internet users.  

Chapter Four explores the responses of three different public figures to various kinds 

of media censorship. First, I have discussed Chen Kaige and Zhang Yimou as Chinese 

Fifth Generation Filmmakers, who have been outspoken critics of Chinese official 

politics by way of their world renowned films from the 1990s, in which they succeeded in 

getting around censorship by using various narrative and stylistic approaches. By placing 

their film stories in the past, they created metaphors of contemporary life and made their 

point unequivocally clear by choosing tragedy as a genre, in which their main character—

usually a dissident or a critic of an oppressive historical regime—meets with a tragic or 

ambiguous end. With their level of ethical and artistic integrity, the artistic approaches of 

Chen and Zhang created a balance between the freedom of artistic expression and the 

limits imposed by censorship. Their creative ways of getting around censorship at the 

time became a source of inspiration and creativity. However, throughout the 2000s and in 

more recent years, Chen and Zhang have been producing commercial films that have 

completely avoided any active engagement with contemporary Chinese issues, which in 

itself can be interpreted as a political move that suits the government quite well. Indeed, 

if film and the film industry can be taken as examples for media censorship issues, due to 
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the Chinese filmmakers’ compliance with film censorship, lately there has been a 

decrease in the number of high quality films, produced in China. South Korea, China’s 

neighbouring country with which it shares epistemic commonalities
11

, was once having 

similar difficulties. However, in 1998, the country established the Korea Media Rating 

Board and adopted Motion Picture Rating System.
12

 This system has brought positive 

changes and rapid improvements to the country’s film scene over the past few decades 

because it has given filmmakers the opportunities to create films which may not be 

suitable for all ages and audiences. Particularly, social realist films have enjoyed great 

popularity among the South Korean public as well as internationally. The Motion Picture 

Rating System in South Korea can be a helpful example for Chinese government officials 

to refer to and may be effective in the improvement and development not only of the 

Chinese film industry, but also of Chinese media in general.  

In the last part of Chapter Four, I have offered existing examples of successful 

attempts to fight media censorship (both in art and on Internet) by the courageous and 

outspoken Chinese artist and dissident Ai Weiwei, who has been challenging the 

impositions and ethics of censorship for over a decade. Regardless of the severe 

punishment by the Chinese government, through his art works and his usage of Chinese 

SNS sites, Ai has remained consistently and highly critical of the extant problems in 

                                                           
11

 South Korean’s epistemic commonalities with China can be seen “particularly from a traditional and 

cultural perspective, for example ethical values and social orders based on Confucianism” (Jin). 

12
 Film ratings regulated by Korea Media Rating Board include 1) Film suitable for all ages; 2) Film 

intended for audiences 12 and over; 3) Film intended for audiences 15 and over (Underage audiences 

accompanied with a parent or guardian is allowed.); 4) No one under 18 is allowed to watch this film; 5) 

Film needs a certain restriction in screening or advertisement as it is considered a highly bad influence to 

universal human dignity, social value, good customs or national emotion due to excessive expression of 

nudity, violence, social behavior, etc. (based on Article 29, the Act of Promotion of Film and Video). 
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Chinese society, such as government corruption and human rights violations. As a result, 

his statements and online behaviour has been followed closely by the Chinese 

government. And lastly, I have examined the responses of the so-called “Public 

Intellectuals” group to Internet censorship, more specifically, the ways they handle 

conflictual situations with the “Fifty Cents Party.”  

       In conclusion, my research findings are based essentially and equally on both 

observation and examination of responses to media censorship, as well as to censorship in 

the arts as a form of communication. All in all, on the one hand these observations are 

based on the examination of various aspects of the government-imposed censorship and, 

on the other, on the scrutiny of the reaction to it by various representatives of Chinese 

social strata. Thus, I have reached the conclusion that, in response to media censorship, 

self-regulating practices are conducted by both Internet companies and regular Internet 

users alike. I have also paid special attention to the reaction of public figures to the 

tradition of China’s limitations of artistic freedom, as well as to media censorship, by 

pointing to the cinematic careers of Chen Kaige and Zhang Yimou from the 2000s 

through the 2010s. Their complex interaction with SNS and Internet censorship 

restrictions has also been looked at, where–in stark contrast to their dissident stance from 

the 1990s–they both demonstrate acceptance and compliance.  

       Unlike Chen and Zhang, Ai’s continued activism and resistance activities, although 

punishable and punished by the government, have led to the fomenting of anxieties in 

Chinese society. These anxieties are also reflected in my discussion of the role of “Public 

Intellectuals”–a loosely lumped together internet group, consisting by recognized public 
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figures–who keep questioning government policies on SNS sites, although their posts are 

usually subjected to direct government censorship or diluted by the “Fifty Cents Party.” 

        And finally, I have put my research findings within the context of major studies by 

King, Pan, and Roberts, whose research has demonstrated how the Chinese government 

silences collective expression, and thus, have corroborated my own findings that the 

Chinese government intentionally keeps a tight hold on influential public figures (such as 

Chen and Zhang, Ai, and the “Public Intellectuals” group) due to fears that their critique 

may affect the regular Chinese people and result in collective dissident activities.  

        Moreover, on basis of King, Pan, and Roberts’ findings and my interviews, I have 

reached the conclusion that, in spite of moments of political activism and resistance by 

public figures against the Chinese government’s censorship policies and actions, the 

general population mainly chooses to censor itself through self-regulating practices in 

order to maintain the status quo and to avoid potential persecution. I believe my research 

makes it quite obvious that severe media censorship and the suppression of criticism and 

activism in Chinese society have resulted in limitations to the Chinese people’s freedom 

of speech and artistic expression, and in ubiquitous self-regulatory practices. My findings 

therefore, might hopefully be seen as highly suggestive that–instead of encouraging 

Internet usage for entertainment purposes only (and for that matter, commercial 

filmmaking only)–the Chinese government institutions would seek ways of creating a 

balance between, on the one hand, their control over the Internet, other media and the 

arts, and, on the other hand, their concern with the benefit and creativity of its people. 
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Interview Questions  
 
General Questions on Social Networking Sites: 
1. Do you use any social networking sites? If not, why not? 
 
2. How often do you use SNS? 
 
3. How long time do you spend on SNS everyday? 
 
4. Which SNS have you used in the past or which ones are you currently using? 
 
5. What functions or features do you use and like the most on SNS? 
 
6. For what purposes do you use SNS? (e.g., receiving the up-to-minute news, expressing 
your own ideas and thoughts, communication with friends and families, or interacting 
with other users, etc.) 
 
7. Did you use Facebook before it was blocked in China in 2009? Could you get access to 
it after it was blocked? 
 
8. Have you heard about the artist Ai Weiwei and his artist works? What do you know 
about him and his works? 
 
Questions on Sina Weibo (participants who indicate their use of Sina Weibo) 
1. Why do you use Sina Weibo? 
 
2. How often do you use Sina Weibo compared to other SNS? 
 
3. What do you usually do on Sina Weibo? 
 
4. Have you noticed any censorship conducted by the government on Sina Weibo?  
 
5. If you have, can you explain what you know about the Internet censorship, especially 
in relation to Sina Weibo? 
 
6. Does this censorship impact/affect how you use the site? 
 
7. How do you respond to censorship? 
 
Questions on WeChat (participants who indicate their use of WeChat) 
1. Why do you use WeChat? 
 
2. When did you start to use WeChat? 
 
3. How often do you use WeChat compared to other SNS? 



 

 

4. What do you usually do on WeChat? 
 
5. Have you realized any censorship conducted by the government on WeChat?  
 
6. If you have, can you explain what you know about the Internet censorship, especially 
in relation to WeChat? 
 
7. Does this censorship impact/affect how you use the site? 
 
8. How do you respond to censorship? 
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