Talk:

China: Netizen Impact on Government Policy and Media Practice

In this talk, I present two examples where the activity of netizens has had an impact on Chinese society. I hope to illustrate that active participation by a critical mass of net users in online discussions can influence national public opinion, activate the mainstream media, check actions of the authorities and set some of the political agenda of China. I submit this as evidence that netizens are beginning to exercise some political power and contributing to developing Chinese society in the direction of greater citizen participation. 

I. Introduction

Internet adoption in China is still rapidly increasing. It was reported in July 2008 that there were more than 253 million online users in China,
 forty three million more than a year earlier. Over 100 million of current users read online forums.  A still smaller set of net users, less than 60 million are active contributors to forum and chat room discussions. It is among these users that I would locate net users who are “netizens”.
Netizen as a concept of scholarly interest was first analyzed in the research of Michael Hauben at Columbia University starting in 1992. Hauben had participated in the 1980s on local hobbyist run bulletin board systems (BBSs) and in global Usenet newsgroups. He wrote about “a new social institution, an electronic commons developing.”
 He undertook research to explore how and why these communications forums served as an electronic commons. He posted questions on newsgroups, mailing lists and portals and found a very high level “of mutual respect and sharing of research and ideas fostering a sense of community and participation.”
 Hauben found there were people online who actively use and take up to defend public communication, who oppose censorship and disruptive online behavior. Hauben recognized this as a form of network citizenship. He contracted “net.citizen” into “netizen” to express the new online non-geographically based social identity and net citizenship he attributed to these people.

The self-identity and practice of netizenship spread around the world. Especially in analyzing the net in China, it is necessary to distinguish between all net users (wang min) and those users who participate constructively concerning social and political issues in forums and chat rooms.
  This second category comes online for public rather than simply for personal and entertainment purposes. They act as citizens of the net (wang luo gong min) and are the netizens of this talk. The distinction must be emphasized because the Chinese characters for network people wang min are very often translated into English as “netizens”. In the examples I will now read, I strictly adopt the second usage. Netizens are net citizens, not all net users.
 
II. Examples

My first example is the case of The Death of Sun Zhigang
 (2003)

To help control migration of rural people to the cities, the Chinese government had in place for more than 20 years, “Measures for Internment and Deportation of Urban Vagrants.”
 On March 17, 2003, a college graduate from the city of Wuhan working away from home in the city of Guangzhou was stopped for an identity check. He was detained under these measures because he did not have the temporary residence card he was asked to show. In the police station he contacted two friends who came quickly to vouch for him and his employed status. The police would not release him. Three days later his friends tried to contact him and were notified that he died from a heart attack. After learning of Mr. Sun’s death, his relatives and friends contacted the local police for an explanation but received no definite answer as to what happened.

With financial help from Mr. Sun’s former classmates, his family was able to have an autopsy performed which indicated that Mr. Sun was brutally beaten before his death. One of the classmates who was studying media in Beijing posted an appeal for help concerning Mr. Sun’s death on a cyber forum for discussion among media professionals from all over China. A journalist working for the South Metropolitan Daily took the post as a lead and decided to initiate interviews of the family and authorities involved.
 About one month after the death, a detailed report about it appeared in the South Metropolitan Daily with the headline, “University graduate detained and cruelly beaten to death for not showing temporary residence card.”
 On the same day, the journalist also made the report available online on the Southern Net news site.

Following the reports, the news was picked up by editors of other online news portals. The net was quickly flooded with anger at the death and appeals for justice. Major national forums
 featured extensive discussions of the detention system, the death of Mr. Sun and its implications. Other netizens commented about the obvious injustice and denial of his constitutional rights. Portal sites made the case a Hot Topic where links to related stories were gathered. Chinese language forums outside of China were also used for discussions and analysis of the case.

A memorial page was launched by a software engineer. It eventually received over 200,000 visits, many visitors leaving comments, messages of sadness and some money donations to the family. Some comments gave examples of other cases of police brutality. Others went further, demanding an end to the official policy that treated migrants as lower class citizens. 

The intense online reaction influenced further reporting first by big non-governmental media and then by the mainstream national media, feeding more online ferment . A special committee was formed by the Guangzhou government to investigate Sun’s death. The subsequent blunt denial by the police of responsibility enraged many netizens. Their reaction was critical comments now focusing on the weakness of the investigation procedures. 

Contributions of articles, responses, comments and calls for action appeared online from activists, lawyers, and academics all of whom had no other option where to publish their critical analysis. Online news articles typically received tens of thousands of responses. Live chat discussions formulated demands for a thorough investigation, punishment for those involved, change or abolition of vagrancy measures, and an immediate end to deportations. The combination of online outrage and mainstream media coverage made the case a topic of household conversation everywhere in China. People’s Daily began to publish selected netizen comments in its online news site. Pressure from online communities, social groups and the central government gave the local officials no choice but to initiate a more serious investigation. The investigators acknowledged that netizen pressure added to their determination, resulting in thirteen arrests reported. An open trial from June 5 to 9 ended with 12 convictions of guards at the detention center and some of the detainees. There was one death sentence. Twenty-three governmental officials and police officers were disciplined for their roles in the death and lack of action after it.

Even after the arrest, online petitions were circulated and online protest letters were addressed to the National People’s Congress calling for abolition of the current custody and repatriation system. Such letters virtually never appear in Chinese off line media. On May 15, a netizen posted an article, “On the Violation of ‘Legislation Law’ by the Holding System: The Case of Sun Zhigang” on a site maintained by the government which was followed by an online examination of the existing anti-vagrancy laws. On June 18, after over 20 years of enforcement, the State Council decide to abolished the 1982 Measures under which Mr. Sun had been detained. New measures were initiated which did not allow for detention but required a system of help for homeless people be available on a voluntary basis. 

The collaboration of netizen and traditional media set the news agenda and helped public opinion to form so that the death of Sun Zhigang, an ordinary person, was given extensive national coverage. This led to the relatively quick end of a long standing oppressive and discriminatory law. One scholar described this as “one of the first cases of popular opinion overriding and resetting official agendas and the first demonstration of the sociopolitical power of Chinese netizenship.”
   

Another event in 2003 was the BMW Incident (2003)

On Oct 16, 2003, two farmers, Liu Zhongxia and her husband, rode their tractor loaded with onions through a narrow street in Harbin, capital city of Heilongjiang Province in Northeast China. The tractor accidentally scrapped the rearview mirror of a car parked on the side of the street. The car was a BMW owned by Su Xiuwen’s businessman husband. Ms Su caused a commotion haranguing the two farmers because of the damage to her husband’s expensive car. Then she got back into the car and drove it into the crowd which had gathered because of the commotion. Ms Liu was killed and 12 bystanders were injured.

Ms Su was tried in a Harbin court on Dec. 20. None of the bystanders testified. They had each received money from Ms Su’s husband. After two hours, the court ruled Ms. Su had not been properly handling her car. The death of Ms Liu was judged accidental. Ms Su was given a two year sentence which was suspended. There was brief local media coverage of the trial and it seemed it would pass as a fatal traffic accident, one of many every day in every country.

But two days after the trial, a post about the case appeared on the Strong Nation Forum, “Attention: The BMW killed a farmer.” The person posting made three main points: 1. Ms Su was related to a high ranking official. 2. Ms Su had killed Ms Liu deliberately. 3. The trial did not follow legal procedures. The post unleashed a wide spread questioning and discussion of the case throughout Chinese language cyberspace. Soon there were over 70,000 comments and opinions relating to the case on one portal alone. Many netizens saw in the incident a posing of the questions of rich versus poor in China, and justice versus corruption.

Within two weeks the BMW incident became the online hottest topic in the China. Journalists from out side the province who followed the online commotion went to Harbin to investigate and report for their newspapers. After January 8, China’s mainstream national media began intensive coverage. After all this attention, local authorities and legal organs began a reinvestigation.

The online uproar over the case put it on the national news agenda and offered an alternative framing to that of the court and the local media. Almost half of the early posts looked for “behind the scenes” reasons for Ms Su’s light sentence. Less than ten percent accepted the court’s decision. Other netizens sought to understand the underlying causes. Some suggested remedies like greater government accountability to public opinion. 

There was a growing call for the authorities to open a new investigation and hold a new trial. When it was reported in the press that province officials promised “a satisfactory solution to the ‘BMW case’ will be offered to the public,” a post on the Strong Nation Forum titled “Why should we trust you?” precipitated a cynical thread casting doubt on the credibility of the officials.
 More and more the question raised was what kind of China do we want? A netizen with the alias stellyshi commented that history shows that “… justice originates with the truth. But now in the world, or in China, the truth means nothing. In modern China, with power and money, you can say anything as you like. Even you can kill one person as you want. So, what is this? Is this fare (sic)? Is this so-called socialist country? I don’t think so. Never!!! . . .”
 
The hundreds of thousands of online posts took many forms including analysis, argumentation, poems, novels, dramas, letters, animations, and jokes. Most posts were sympathetic to Ms. Liu and hostile to Ms Su. For many netizens, Ms Su and Ms Liu, the BMW and the onion cart became symbols of the growing gap and the character differences between the rich and the poor in China. While much coverage in the mainstream media called for government transparency and social improvement, a major direction taken in netizen posts was to raise the question of the direction in which China should be going. The mainstream media called for step-by-step social improvement, the online discussion raised deeper systemic questions.
The off line media and the government in response to the massive netizen activity took more action then they would have. A new investigation was promised and a retrial of Ms Su. But by mid January the government forbad the mainstream media from any further coverage. It also required the deletion of some and finally all old posts and any new netizen contributions on the major forums and portals. At the new trial there was no greater penalty for Ms Su and the monitoring and deleting of BMW related posts caused online attention to shift to other incidents and issues including net censorship.
In this incident all the netizen activity did not lead to a different legal outcome. But it was another example that ferment around a not very uncommon event can lead to examination of contradictions buried in society. It is arguable that this netizen uprising had an effect on Chinese society regardless of the legal outcome or the deletion of hundreds of thousands of netizen comments. And in September 2004, the Fourth Session of the Sixteenth CCP Central Committee rejected the long standing policy orientation “efficiency first” which had been criticized by some netizens who in the course of their uprisings traced the specific problem to this systemic root.

Discussion
Every year since 2003, there has been dozens of such national netizen uprisings and commotions around social and political issues, sometimes exposing fraud or corruption or questioning government actions or explanations, sometimes discussing foreign events like disruption of the Olympic touch relay. They have become a normal aspect of Chinese society. 
The Chinese government has signaled its support for active posting on forums.
 Government officials at all levels are encouraged to take part in forums or on blogs. Government related news sites tolerate very active and often highly critical forum discussions. President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen Jaibao both said publicly that netizen activity at the time of SARS was helpful. Summaries of each day’s hottest netizen activity are made for the State Council. The dominant stress of censorship reported by media outside of China misses this level of support and the rapidly expanding new use for social and political discussion and debate.
Often ahead of the mainstream media, netizen up risings set the news agenda. Local events are given by netizen activity national or international attention. In alliance with more independent journalists and editors, online issues can spread to the main stream national media and to the whole Chinese people. Netizen critical framing of issues differs from government and mainstream media framing. When popular opinion is formed about these issues it often follows the netizen rather than the government or media framing. The fight around censorship is creative and spirited. A possible result is that the percent of net users who view forums is increasing.

Some journalists come online for their leads and to find contacts to interview. Some are emboldened by netizen exposures and numbers to dig deeper and take on more controversial topics. The result is the media environment in China is livelier than in societies with less netizen activity even if those societies have less media supervision and guidance.

Setting the agenda, framing issues and arousing public opinion are all aspects of political power in modern society. That the netizens in China are able occasionally to play these roles suggests a political dynamism in Chinese society that is often denied by critics of China. Netizen activity in China is relatively recent. It has many obstacles including a trend toward nationalism and a contest over supervision and control. But it is fertile soil for scholarly attention. My intention with my examples was to attract such attention. One precaution is the need for collaborations that include Chinese speaking colleagues. I look forward to the results.
Thank you.
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� Forum software hosted on internet accessible servers allows for sequential and threaded online text discussions which can be monitored and moderated. Similarly hosted chat room software allows for simultaneous multiple participant real time text conversations. In China, most forums allow alias registration and are often archived. Chat room sessions are ephemeral and are not easily monitored.
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 I add, however, that netizens are not only ‘citizens on the net’ but also ‘citizens of the net’ signifying those who actively contribute to the development and defense of the net as a global communications platform.
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� Information and communication technology (ICT) has been officially promoted for the last 15 or 20 years as one of the most important driving forces of China’s economic development. The government and party publicly support the spread of the Internet and its use by people within China. The result is the rapid spread of the Internet and its active use, averaging for net users in China almost three hours per day. A foreign journalist working in Beijing commented that users in China "are usually too busy enjoying the Internet they have to lament the Internet they do not have." (Quoted in OhmyNews International, � HYPERLINK "http://english.ohmynews.com/articleview/article_view.asp?menu=c10400&no=381087&rel_no=1" ��http://english.ohmynews.com/articleview/article_view.asp?menu=c10400&no=381087&rel_no=1�). But also, enthusiastic netizens have found ways to minimize the effect of the censorship. And many of them are using it with the purpose of rational public debates on social and political issues.
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