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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

Online Foreign Policy Discourse in Contemporary China:  

Netizens, Nationalism, and the New Media 

 

What causes the Chinese online public to challenge their government’s handling of foreign policy 

events? How does the state respond to such challenges? Both public dissent and state repression 

of online discourse vary widely across events. This dissertation argues that two key factors 

explain this variation: the relative nationalist significance of a given issue, and the coherence of 

state propaganda addressing it. 

 

Previous explanations for public dissent over foreign policy issues in Western nations have 

focused on elite divisions. This study builds on such work to argue that the Chinese public is 

capable of offering meaningful, independent discourse about China’s foreign relations, but will 

do so only when the issue at hand is of high nationalist significance and state propaganda is 

unfocused. Since China lacks open divisions among elites, the absence of a clear official narrative 

is a necessary condition for widespread online dissent. State dominance of the public discourse is 

thus a common but not inevitable outcome, alongside independent discourse, limited discourse, 

and accord between the state and public. Meanwhile, recent work has argued that an event’s 

potential for collective action explains patterns of repression on the Chinese Internet. Although 

this may be true in the aggregate, foreign policy issues are different. When faced with an external 

actor and the threat of nationalist challenges to the Party, repression becomes more likely the 

more that public discourse deviates from favored official narratives. Censorship, news blackouts, 

and other repressive actions do not follow directly from the presence or absence of collective 

action around foreign policy events but from the relative severity of the public’s challenge to the 

state.  

 



viii 

 

Four key cases are used to test these arguments: the November 2013 East China Sea ADIZ 

announcement, the December 2013 visit to the Yasukuni Shrine by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, 

the Kiev protests and Russian invasion of Crimea during February and March of 2014, and the 

May 2014 Haiyang Shiyou 981 oil rig dispute which prompted anti-Chinese protests in Vietnam. 

This study utilizes millions of Sina Weibo messages collected from 2013 to 2015, hundreds of 

articles published in official media, and face-to-face interviews with Chinese experts on foreign 

policy and media. It employs quantitative analysis of textual data via sentiment analysis and topic 

modeling techniques, as well as qualitative examination of content and trends online and in 

official media. This research contributes to our understanding not only of online political 

discourse and state-society relations in China, but also to debates over the role of public opinion 

in authoritarian states and the nature of nationalism in the PRC. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction, Literature, and Theory 
 

 INTRODUCTION 

The presence of widespread political criticism on the Chinese Internet is puzzling. 

On one hand, citizens of the People’s Republic of China still live in a closed, single-Party 

dictatorship that controls all aspects of political life. Students attend political education 

classes in the schools and universities; Communist Party officials have offices within 

major companies and institutions to ensure the implementation of CCP directives; 

neighborhood cadres provide social services while keeping tabs on the number of 

children in each family under their purview; those who speak too freely on sensitive 

subjects are invited to “drink tea” with police, if they are lucky. On the other hand, 

citizens appear quite willing to critique the state online, and in many realms of policy the 

state appears willing to hear, or at least allow, such criticism. Nowhere is this more true 

than within Chinese social media. In addition, despite the predominate focus on domestic 

grievances within most research and commentary, this phenomenon extends even to 

discussion of China’s foreign relations. Why does such a powerful regime, and one with 

such a sophisticated information censorship apparatus, allow public criticism of its own 

policies, even in potentially sensitive areas like foreign affairs? Has the advent of the 

Internet and social media increased the potential for independent discourse? How do 

authoritarian states respond to dissent that does not meet the threshold for physical 

repression? 

Some might suggest that the Chinese government simply doesn’t care what 

ordinary people say on the Internet, but a host of indications contradicts such a claim. 
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Indeed, Party leaders have made clear that they view the Internet as an area of intense 

strategic competition over ideas and popular support, with a unique capacity to sway 

citizens’ views. The most basic statement of this official perspective can be found in the 

decision of the 6th Plenum of the 17th Party Congress in October 2011, which declared 

that as part of efforts supporting “spiritual nourishment” of the people, the Party must “… 

occupy the commanding heights of Internet information dissemination.”1 Although the 

formulation of Chinese Communist Party pronouncements may sound odd to Western 

ears, decisions of Party Congresses are not empty rhetoric.2 In August of 2013, Xinhua 

News quoted President Xi Jinping’s remarks at a work meeting on propaganda: “Xi 

Jinping indicated that ... [while] engaging in a great struggle with many new historical 

features, and facing challenges and difficulties never before seen, [we] must continue to 

consolidate and expand the mainstream of thought and public opinion, promote 

narratives, [and] spread positive energy …”3 Coverage in Hong Kong media of that same 

speech reported that Xi had privately told top Party officials that the CCP “… should 

wage a war to win over public opinion,” and that he had ordered the propaganda 

apparatus to “form a strong internet army to seize the ground of new media.”4 These 

statements presaged a crackdown on so-called “Big V” social media celebrities (the “V” 

indicating a verified real-name account) and “spreading rumors” that began only days 

                                                 
1 “占领网络信息传播制高点。” “Decision of the 6th Plenum of the Central Committee of the 

17th Party Congress,” October 26, 2011, http://theory.people.com.cn/GB/16018030.html.   
2 This type of language also reflects the paternalistic character of the Communist Party itself, and accords 

with long-standing ideological themes that warn against “spiritual pollution” and other forms of wrong 

thinking. 
3 “Xi Jinping: Yishi xingtai gongzuo shi dang de yixiang jiduan zhongyao de gongzuo [Xi Jinping: 

Ideological work is an extremely important task of the party],” Xinhua, August 20, 2013, 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2013-08/20/c_117021464_2.htm. 
4 Cary Huang and Keith Zhai, “Xi Jinping Rallies Party for Propaganda War on Internet,” South China 

Morning Post, September 4, 2013, http://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1302857/president-xi-jinping-

rallies-party-propaganda-war-internet. 
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later. More recently, an editorial in the official People’s Liberation Army Daily, which 

often telegraphs the military’s point of view, stated that, “At present, the Internet has 

become the main battlefield over ideology and the main front in the struggle for popular 

feeling.”5  

Words have been matched with actions. The afore-mentioned crackdown in the 

autumn of 2013 resulted in the arrest of prominent users like Charles Xue. In 2014, the 

Party created a new, unified bureaucratic structure to handle Internet management, 

combining the authorities of twelve separate units under the re-titled Cyberspace 

Administration of China and a single Central Leading Group, headed by President Xi 

Jinping himself. And in a worrying development, China has even begun to point its 

censorship apparatus outword, actively inhibiting access to content hosted outside its 

borders which it finds objectionable.6 None of these statements and actions, all of them 

by high-level government officials and institutions, make sense if the Party places little 

value on what the public says and reads online. 

This study examines China’s online discourse over foreign policy issues, perhaps 

the most important political topic discussed on the Chinese Internet today. It argues that 

the outcome we observe in the online public sphere – the presence or absence of widely 

discernible strands of public opinion that challenge state policies in foreign affairs – 

depends upon two key variables: the implementation of the state’s propaganda strategy 

and the salience of the issue at hand to nationalist narratives. Does the state speak with a 

                                                 
5 “现在，网络已成为意识形态斗争的主战场、成为人心争夺的主阵地。” “Mohei yingxiong shi 

huoguo luanjun lianjia shouduan [Smearing heroes is a cheap method that brings disaster to the country and 

disorder to the military],” Jiefangjun Bao [PLA Daily], June 18, 2015, 

http://appapi.81.cn/jfjbshare/?itemid=249_312&type=5. 
6 Bill Marczak et al., “China’s Great Cannon,” Citizen Lab Research Brief No. 52 (University of Toronto, 

April 2015), https://citizenlab.org/2015/04/chinas-great-cannon/. 
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single, clear voice? How much political weight does the issue carry domestically? In 

short, when government actors manage to present a clear, unified narrative of events to 

the public through traditional and online media, they will tend to either dominate the 

discourse outright, despite minor levels of dissent, or else find themselves in accord with 

the public, depending on the nationalist significance of the issue at hand. When state and 

Party actors are divided or do not respond at all, an opening is created for the public to 

offer their own opinions independently, but the public will typically only seize this 

opportunity if the issue has nationalist salience. From this perspective, the repression and 

government dominance that are usually seen to define the Chinese public sphere become 

common, but not inevitable, outcomes within the domain of foreign policy discourse.7  

Previous research has emphasized the importance of elite unity when predicting 

public opinion and public support.8 Virtually all of this research has been conducted in 

democratic societies in which open elite conflict is presumed to be a fundamental part of 

public life. This study shows that the core insight of that research can nonetheless travel 

to non-democratic contexts: though elite conflict remains firmly within the “black box” 

of the state except under the most exceptional circumstances, government messaging that 

is divided or absent for other reasons may still provide an opening for the public to debate 

amongst itself or to challenge state policies. The key distinction is that, absent clear 

groupings of elites with whom to align according to personal values, Chinese citizens will 

                                                 
7 Of course, the state does not sit still. In the longer term, an authoritarian government may develop a clear 

messaging or repression strategy to address independent discourse perceived as threatening. 
8 John Zaller, The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 

1992); James Druckman, “Political Preference Formation: Competition, Deliberation, and the (Ir)relevance 

of Framing Effects,” American Political Science Review 98, no. 4 (November 2004): 671–86. See also 

Tarrow on political opportunities arising from elite divisions: Sidney Tarrow, Power in Movement: Social 

Movements and Contentious Politics, Second Edition (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
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only tend to express views that challenge or oppose state policies when they widely 

perceive the issue to be of high importance. 

Other research has highlighted the importance of nationalist mobilization and 

protest to Chinese foreign affairs, as both a significant constraint on state action and as a 

tool of the government in its relations with adversaries.9 These studies focus on discrete 

episodes of mass protest, whereas this argument also applies to periods in which active 

street protests are absent. Nationalism, and especially the anti-foreign sentiment nurtured 

by the state which constitutes so much of modern Chinese nationalist belief, plays a 

vitally important role in the current ideology and politics of the PRC, even in periods in 

which citizens are neither organizing campaigns nor being organized by the state. It helps 

determine the circumstances under which the Party’s policies come under fire, creating a 

contentious online discourse that may influence China’s foreign relations directly or 

indirectly.  

The research presented here will ultimately help address that question as well as 

others in both comparative politics and international relations. First, it demonstrates a 

necessary condition for one causal sequence by which opinion might influence policy: the 

public can offer independent views at wide scale and are neither helpless victims nor 

simple parrots of Party propaganda. Second, this project addresses the extensive debate 

over the Internet’s potential to promote political change in closed societies. The Internet 

and social media are critical as sites of political discourse and activity, even within the 

bounds of the authoritarian state. Chinese “netizens” can engage with friends, opponents, 

                                                 
9 Peter Gries, China’s New Nationalism: Pride, Politics, and Diplomacy (Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press, 2004); Jessica Weiss, Powerful Patriots: Nationalist Protest in China’s Foreign Relations 

(New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2014).    
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peers, and hundreds of millions of others, and individuals formerly isolated in their 

skepticism about state policies now easily find a large audience of like-minded 

individuals. To the degree that independent interpretations of foreign affairs become 

prominent in Chinese cyberspace, PRC citizens are exposed to disagreement with the 

state on issues formerly well beyond the public’s reach. This is a new and important 

phenomenon in China’s state-society relations. Third, I argue that theories developed to 

explain public expression in democratic nations can travel, with some modification, to the 

Chinese context. Just like their Western peers, Chinese citizens who receive little or 

conflicting information on a political topic are likely to express independent opinions. 

The difference is that PRC citizens cannot easily align themselves with pre-established 

elite factions or policy programs. Instead, they utilize nationalist narratives promulgated 

by the state as the basis for criticism of policy. Rather than seeking to elevate an 

opposition party, they want to “hold the Party to its word.” On balance, these findings 

suggest that mechanisms linking public opinion to foreign policy are somewhat more 

plausible.  

This study proceeds by examining the previous relevant literature before 

elaborating on this theory and argument. Subsequent chapters test the theory against four 

cases of notable foreign policy events which drew attention on social media: the 

November 2013 Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) announcement in the East 

China Sea and subsequent American response, the visit by Japanese Prime Minister 

Shinzo Abe to the Yasukuni Shrine on December 26, 2013, the spring 2014 revolution in 

Ukraine and the annexation of Crimea by Russia, and the May 2014 anti-Chinese riots in 

Vietnam related to the two countries’ South China Sea territorial dispute. These cases 
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differ widely in both their relevance to Chinese nationalist narratives and in their 

handling by state propaganda authorities. Data from background interviews, qualitative 

content analysis, and computer-aided analysis of both a large corpus of Sina Weibo social 

media posts and of contemporary media articles demonstrates that independent discourse 

over foreign policy events is possible, even under the political conditions currently 

prevailing in China. However, the emergence of such discourse and the eventual state 

response – repression, guidance, or tolerance – depend on the nationalist significance of 

the event and the coherence of the initial state propaganda response. 

PREVIOUS LITERATURE 

The media, public discourse, nationalism, and these concepts’ relationships with 

policy have long been important subjects of study. Most recently, the rise of the Internet 

and social media have inspired new avenues of research. This study builds mainly upon 

research regarding the Internet itself and the idea of media framing, as well as work that 

has developed such concepts as they apply to the distinctive Chinese media environment. 

The following section reviews previous literature addressing these subjects before 

examining the connections between nationalism and public opinion in China. Finally, it 

includes a summary of the scholarship arguing that public opinion influences foreign 

policy in China. This study has important implications for that possibility, and these ideas 

are expanded upon in the concluding chapter. 

 

MEDIA FRAMES 

How do members of the public come to hold particular views on foreign policy 

topics? Clearly, the media play a major role. During the interwar and war years, a 

“hypodermic model” supposed that the media could directly “inject” ideas into the public 
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consciousness with great efficacy.10 By the 1950s and 1960s, however, the reverse was 

seen to be true, with an “obstinate” public’s beliefs contingent on both individual agency 

and the primary social group.11 Then, in the 1980s, this “minimal effects” literature itself 

gave way to an accumulation of evidence that demonstrated numerous media effects, 

including “agenda setting,” “priming,” and “framing” among others.12 This 

“constructivist” approach within political communications theory animated most studies 

of the media’s influence on public opinion over the past three decades, and it continues to 

do so to the present day.13 

The constructivist concept of most relevance to this study is framing. Scholars as 

diverse as Kevin O’Brien and Frank Schimmelfennig have argued that how a demand is 

presented can change its reception, and research supports this view.14 As Gamson defines 

                                                 
10 William Gamson, “The 1987 Distinguished Lecture: A Constructionist Approach to Mass Media and 

Public Opinion,” Symbolic Interaction 11, no. 2 (1988): 161-174. Though it appears oversimplified today, 

this conception of the media reflected the then-revolutionary influence of propaganda during the First 

World War and as observed in the totalitarian states. 
11 Ibid.  
12 Ibid.  
13 Daniel Riffe, Stephen Lacy, and Frederick Fico, Analyzing Media Messages: Using Quantitative Content 

Analysis in Research, Third edition, Routledge Communication Series (New York: Routledge/Taylor & 

Francis Group, 2014): pp. 4-8. The authors provide a useful, brief overview of this progression in 

communications research. For more on the constructivist approach, see Robert Entman, “Framing: Toward 

Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm,” Journal of Communication 43, no. 4 (1993): 51–58; Shanto Iyengar 

and Adam Simon, “News Coverage of the Gulf Crisis and Public Opinion: A Study of Agenda-Setting, 

Priming, and Framing,” Communication Research 20, no. 3 (June 1, 1993): 365–83; Dietram Scheufele, 

“Framing as a Theory of Media Effects,” Journal of Communication 49, no. 1 (1999): 103–22; Dietram 

Scheufele, “Agenda-Setting, Priming, and Framing Revisited: Another Look at Cognitive Effects of 

Political Communication,” Mass Communication and Society 3, no. 2–3 (August 2000): 297–316; David 

Weaver, “Thoughts on Agenda Setting, Framing, and Priming,” Journal of Communication 57, no. 1 

(March 2007): 142–47; Dietram Scheufele and David Tewksbury, “Framing, Agenda Setting, and Priming: 

The Evolution of Three Media Effects Models,” Journal of Communication 57, no. 1 (March 2007): 9–20. 

One recent example of applied research, among many others, can be found in Sei-Hill Kim et al., “Attribute 

Agenda Setting, Priming and the Media’s Influence on How to Think about a Controversial Issue,” 

International Communication Gazette 74, no. 1 (February 1, 2012): 43–59. Note that new approaches have 

also been proposed in the interim, such as the informational market model advocated by Baum and Potter. 

Matthew Baum and Philip Potter, “The Relationships Between Mass Media, Public Opinion, and Foreign 

Policy: Toward a Theoretical Synthesis,” Annual Review of Political Science 11 (2008): 39–65. 
14 Kevin O’Brien, “Rightful Resistance,” World Politics 49, no. 1 (1996): 31–55; Frank Schimmelfennig, 

“The Community Trap: Liberal Norms, Rhetorical Action, and the Eastern Enlargement of the European 

Union,” International Organization 55, no. 1 (2001): 47–80. 
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it, the frame is the central organizing concept for an issue: “The frame suggests what the 

issue is about. It answers the question, ‘what is the basic source of controversy or concern 

on this issue?’”15 Entman offers an influential conceptualization of frames that is used 

throughout this study.16 First, frames define problems. They determine what the causal 

agent is doing, with what costs and benefits, usually according to a set of common 

cultural values. Second, they diagnose causes, identifying the force behind a problem. 

Third, frames offer a moral judgment about the issue at hand. Finally, they suggest 

remedies and predict those remedies’ effects. In general, cognitive limitations mean that 

most individuals will transmit and receive only related summaries or symbols for most 

issues. Therefore, “…what passes between [actors such as elites, media, and the general 

public] is not comprehensive understanding but highlights packaged into selective, 

framed communications.”17 Importantly, frames can be divided into individual frames 

(“frames in thought”) and media frames (“frames in communication”).18 Individual 

frames are information-processing tools used mentally by individuals to understand 

issues, while media frames are attributes of the news presentation itself. The difference 

lies in their location; both types define an issue’s organizing concept in the way already 

                                                 
15 Gamson, “The 1987 Distinguished Lecture: A Constructionist Approach to Mass Media and Public 

Opinion,” 1988, p. 165. 
16 Entman, “Framing: Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm,” 1993, p. 52. 
17 Ibid., pp. 420-421. Note that frames may manifest themselves through either “valence effects” or “issue 

effects.” Valence effects occur when different modes of presenting logically equivalent information result 

in differing responses, e.g. many Americans prefer 90% employment to 10% unemployment. In contrast, 

issue effects refer to “…situations where, by emphasizing a subset of potentially relevant considerations, a 

speaker leads individuals to focus on these considerations when constructing their opinions.” I use the term 

“frame” to refer primarily to issue effects. See also Druckman, “Political Preference Formation: 

Competition, Deliberation, and the (Ir)relevance of Framing Effects,” 2004. 
18 Scheufele, “Framing as a Theory of Media Effects,” 1999, p. 106; Dennis Chong and James Druckman, 

“Framing Theory,” American Review of Political Science 10 (2007): 103–26. 
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described. When the public and elites differ in their chosen media frames, this may 

indicate a divergence of views. 

As intuition suggests, elites frequently attempt to use media frames to alter public 

perception of important issues by influencing (or even directly controlling) the content of 

media reports.19 Initial research into framing effects seemed to support their ability to do 

so, noting that individual views were often unstable and prone to suggestion.20 

Importantly, though, later research has shown that other factors can modify or even halt 

this process of frame transmission. Druckman and Nelson highlight the importance of 

deliberation with other citizens, finding that, “...the frames or considerations on which 

people base their political opinions need not come from elites, but can in fact come from 

conversations with others.”21 This finding extends especially to instances of explicit 

counter-framing or conversations with individuals holding divergent opinions, although 

individuals with weakly held beliefs may also be susceptible to groupthink dynamics if 

exposed to a homogenous group.22 Moreover, time horizons and personal characteristics 

like a tendency toward frequent evaluation of oneself and one’s environment can further 

limit the impact of elite frames transmitted through media.23 Whether or not the public 

                                                 
19 Robert Entman, “Cascading Activation: Contesting the White House’s Frame After 9/11,” Political 

Communication 20, no. 4 (2003): 415–32; Alex Mintz and Steven Redd, “Framing Effects in International 

Relations,” Synthese 135 (2003): 193–213; Baum & Potter, “The Relationships Between Mass Media, 

Public Opinion, and Foreign Policy,” 2008. 
20 Zaller, The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion, 1992.  
21 James Druckman and Kjersten Nelson, “Framing and Deliberation: How Citizens’ Conversations Limit 

Elite Influence,” American Journal of Political Science 47, no. 4 (2003): 729–45. 
22 Druckman, “Political Preference Formation: Competition, Deliberation, and the (Ir)relevance of Framing 

Effects,” 2004; Dennis Chong and James Druckman, “Theory of Framing and Opinion Formation in 

Competitive Elite Environments,” Journal of Communication 57 (2007): 99–118. 
23 Druckman & Nelson, “Framing and Deliberation: How Citizens' Conversations Limit Elite Influence,” 

2003. 
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accepts these frames has been a major point of interest in both democratic and 

authoritarian contexts.24 

 

THE INTERNET AND SOCIAL MEDIA 

Social media services like Facebook, Sina Weibo, Twitter, and others have not 

only become part and parcel of millions of everyday lives around the globe but have 

reshaped how citizens consume news and communicate about current events. 

Accordingly, the scholarly study of social media has taken off in recent years.25 

Especially in the wake of the suppressed Iranian protests of 2009 and later Arab Spring 

uprisings, such services have been hailed as important factors in modern “contentious 

politics.”26 Most prominent has been their ability to broadcast and magnify seemingly 

isolated events, sometimes turning localized grievances into regional movements.27 

Recent research, whether in democratic states, authoritarian states, or China 

specifically, has tended to focus on two main questions. First, can the Internet create a 

“new public sphere” for public interaction? This strand of research draws on Jürgen 

Habermas’s work, emphasizing the potential for the Internet to serve as a forum for civil 

                                                 
24 Barbara Geddes and John Zaller, “Sources of Popular Support for Authoritarian Regimes,” American 

Journal of Political Science 33, no. 2 (May 1989): 319–47; 1. Daniela Stockmann and Mary Gallagher, 

“Remote Control: How the Media Sustain Authoritarian Rule in China,” Comparative Political Studies 44, 

no. 4 (2011): 436–67; Elizabeth Stein, “The Unraveling of Support for Authoritarianism: The Dynamic 

Relationship of Media, Elites, and Public Opinion in Brazil, 1972-1982,” The International Journal of 

Press/Politics 18, no. 1 (2013): 85–107. 
25 Henry Farrell provides an excellent overview of the recent literature. Henry Farrell, “The Consequences 

of the Internet for Politics,” Annual Review of Political Science 15 (2012): 35–52. 
26 Marc Lynch, “After Egypt: The Limits and Promise of Online Challenge to the Authoritarian State,” 

Perspectives on Politics 9, no. 2 (2011): 301–10; Sidney Tarrow, Strangers at the Gates: Movements and 

States in Contentious Politics (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
27 Philip Howard and Muzammil Hussain, “The Upheavals in Egypt and Tunisia: The Role of Digital 

Media,” Journal of Democracy 22, no. 3 (July 2011): 35–48. 
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society and national discourse influencing politics.28 For instance, Lynch makes a 

compelling case that the Internet and social media have been part of a major 

reorganization of state-society relations in the Middle East. Second, does the Internet 

enable more effective mobilization in periods of contention between society and state? 

Work in this area has reached mixed conclusions, noting that while social network tools 

may facilitate group organization, encourage civil society, and spread knowledge of 

others’ anti-regime views, they may also allow the state to more easily track citizens and 

to trace networks of dissent.29 Furthermore, despite the positive effects noted above, 

drawing a direct link to events on the ground remains challenging.30 

Although it therefore seems clear that social media and the Internet have 

influenced politics, whether or not they fundamentally empower citizens vis-à-vis 

governments is a source of active debate. Diamond suggests that the struggles between 

citizens and governments over freedom on the Internet are basically a recapitulation of 

the broader struggle for political freedom: “In the end, technology is merely a tool ...” 31 

Farrell notes that the Internet is naturally becoming part of everyday political life and that 

                                                 
28 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of 

Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger and Frederick Lawrence, Studies in Contemporary German Social 

Thought (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989); Marc Lynch, Voices of the New Arab Public: Iraq, Al-

Jazeera, and Middle East Politics Today (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2006); Xu Wu, 

Chinese Cyber Nationalism: Evolution, Characteristics, and Implications (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 

2007); Brian Loader and Dan Mercea, eds., Social Media and Democracy: Innovations in Participatory 

Politics (London, UK: Routledge, 2012); Marc Lynch, The Arab Uprising: The Unfinished Revolutions of 

the New Middle East (New York, NY: PublicAffairs, 2012). 
29 David Faris, “Revolutions without Revolutionaries? Network Theory, Facebook, and the Egyptian 

Blogosphere,” Arab Media and Society, no. 6 (2008), http://www.arabmediasociety.com/?article=694; 

Evgeny Morozov, “Liberation Technology: Whither Internet Control?,” Journal of Democracy 22, no. 2 

(2010): 62–74; Gilad Lotan et al., “The Revolutions Were Tweeted: Information Flows during the 2011 

Tunisian and Egyptian Revolutions,” International Journal of Communication 5 (2011): 1375–1405; Clay 

Shirky, “The Political Power of Social Media: Technology, the Public Sphere, and Political Change,” 

Foreign Affairs 90, no. 1 (February 2011): 28–41; Sean Aday et al., “Blogs and Bullets II: New Media and 

Conflict after the Arab Spring,” Peaceworks (United States Institute of Peace, July 2012). 
30 Farrell, “The Consequences of the Internet for Politics,” 2012.  
31 Larry Diamond, “Liberation Technology,” Journal of Democracy 21, no. 3 (July 2010): 69–83. 
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studying it as a separate entity will hold less and less value in the future; he advocates 

studying specific causal mechanisms like the lowering of transaction costs, homophilous 

sorting (that is, easy self-selection into groups according to preferences), and preference 

falsification that might mediate between Internet usage and political outcomes.32 In this 

view, asking whether “the Internet” favors one side or the other is of little analytic value. 

This study builds on these points by treating the Internet as a location for strands of 

public discourse that are shaped by factors with little relationship to technology per se, 

but also as an enabler of preference revelation and sorting that might have long-term 

implications for politics. 

Finally, a smaller body of recent work championed largely by Martin Dimitrov 

has elaborated on the role of information about citizen satisfaction in the overall 

resilience of communist regimes.33 Dimitrov’s scholarship emphasizes the importance of 

public complaints and rumors as means for the central government to understand public 

perceptions of state performance, as well as the roles of media control and selective 

repression in the long-term stability of the regime. To the extent that the government 

appears to violate social expectations without being responsive to citizen criticism, it 

risks unrest.34 Analyzing pre-1989 Eastern European regimes, this work necessarily 

examines older analog forms instead of focusing on more modern digital technologies, 

                                                 
32 Farrell, “The Consequences of the Internet for Politics,” 2012. 
33 Martin Dimitrov, “Popular Autocrats,” Journal of Democracy 20, no. 1 (2009): 78–81; Vladimir 

Tismaneanu, “Ideological Erosion and the Breakdown of Communist Regimes,” in Why Communism Did 

Not Collapse: Understanding Authoritarian Regime Resilience in Asia and Europe, ed. Martin Dimitrov 

(New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 67–98; Martin Dimitrov, “Vertical Accountability in 

Communist Regimes: The Role of Citizen Complaints in Bulgaria and China,” in Why Communism Did 

Not Collapse: Understanding Authoritarian Regime Resilience in Asia and Europe, ed. Martin Dimitrov 

(New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 276–302. 
34 Martin Dimitrov, “What the Party Wanted to Know: Citizen Complaints as a ‘Barometer of Public 

Opinion’ in Communist Bulgaria,” East European Politics & Societies 28, no. 2 (May 1, 2014): 271–95. 
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but the potential of the Internet to alter these dynamics is clear. For example, it may 

enhance the government’s information about the true state of public opinion, allowing it 

to reduce the level of repression in society at large and to respond more nimbly to head 

off unrest.35  

Overall, political scientists have demonstrated three main points relevant to the 

present study in the above literature. First, elites are able to use framing to influence 

public views. Government messaging matters. Second, even in an authoritarian state, 

both individual characteristics like personal values and social behaviors like participation 

in group discussions may moderate framing effects: state actors are powerful but not 

omnipotent. Third, whether the Internet “favors” citizens or the state online remains 

contentious, and better questions will tend to interrogate specific mechanisms. One such 

mechanism in authoritarian countries is leaders’ desire to appear responsive to public 

demands and to identify public dissatisfaction requiring their attention, which may in turn 

attenuate state dominance over public discourse. 

 

THE MEDIA AND THE INTERNET IN CHINA 

Each of the above literatures have prompted research in China, and work in the 

Chinese context has often challenged the claims developed in studies of Western nations. 

Research on there has addressed familiar topics like the relative empowerment of 

ordinary citizens, but also China-specific topics like the censorship system. Scholarship 

                                                 
35 Martin Dimitrov and Joseph Sassoon, “State Security, Information, and Repression: A Comparison of 

Communist Bulgaria and Ba’thist Iraq,” Journal of Cold War Studies 16, no. 2 (April 2014): 3–31. The 

authors base this line of argument on the degree of information provided by informants to communist 

governments. Given the obvious ways in which social media can act as an “informant” on local conditions 

for the state, I believe the argument can be extended uncontroversially. 
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on public opinion has highlighted the potential for the Chinese populace to influence the 

policy process despite their country’s authoritarian regime, but such influence primarily 

occurs through the expression of legitimate grievances, not voting or organized social 

movements. Finally, unlike democratic nations, the Chinese media landscape is 

distinguished by a strong propaganda apparatus. These forces interact in novel ways with 

the global trend toward social media and user-generated content. 

 

Chinese Media and Propaganda  

Although propaganda and censorship dominate foreign views of China, the CCP’s 

ability to shape public perception has changed significantly since the era of the Maoist 

propaganda state. Writing in 1999, Lynch emphasized the loss of state control over 

“thought work.”36 In a fundamentally unintentional process driven by deeper structural 

changes, he argued that China had transitioned from a propaganda state to a “praetorian” 

public sphere characterized by its lack of structure. Although the state retained a residual 

ability to shape discourse on sensitive issues, the processes that eroded CCP dominance 

of information threatened to generate legitimacy crises as citizens’ worldviews escaped 

Party control.37 Brady, however, disputes the notion of Central Propaganda Department 

decline. In her view, propaganda work is now “the very life blood of the party, the main 

means for guaranteeing the party’s ongoing legitimacy and hold on power.”38 She further 

argues in Marketing Dictatorship that the regime remains more than capable of 

                                                 
36 Daniel Lynch, After the Propaganda State: Media, Politics, and “Thought Work” in Reformed China 

(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999). 
37 Lynch, After the Propaganda State, 1999, p. 16. 
38 Anne-Marie Brady, “Guiding Hand: The Role of the CCP Central Propaganda Department in the Current 

Era,” Westminster Papers in Communication and Culture 3, no. 1 (2006): 58–77. 
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effectively guiding the Chinese media and suppressing public opinion as necessary by 

utilizing censorship, explicit reporting directives, and newer “image management” 

techniques.39 For his part, Shambaugh acknowledges that each side of this debate has 

merit: “…though the efficacy of China's propaganda system has eroded considerably 

from its Orwellian past … the system remains effective in controlling most of the 

information that reaches the Chinese public and officialdom.”40 In this view, the Chinese 

propaganda apparatus clearly lacks its former dominance, but remains capable of 

selectively controlling content when needed.  

In addition to developments within the state and Party propaganda structures, the 

major trend influencing Chinese media since reform has been commercialization. This 

commercialization and the availability of competing foreign sources have created a new 

environment of entertainment, appeals to populist sensibilities, and even occasional 

muckraking.41 Although the state retains at least 51% ownership in all traditional media 

outlets, Stockmann finds that commercialization has stratified Chinese newspapers in the 

popular mind and that more commercial publications are more effective at influencing 

public opinion.42 Some, like Qian and Bandurski, observe these trends and conclude that 

                                                 
39 Anne-Marie Brady, Marketing Dictatorship (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2009). 
40 David Shambaugh, “China’s Propaganda System: Institutions, Processes, and Efficacy,” The China 

Journal 57 (2007): 25–58. 
41 Gary Rawnsley, “The Media, Internet, and Governance in China,” in China’s Opening Society: The Non-

State Sector and Governance, ed. Yongnian Zheng and Joseph Fewsmith (New York, NY: Routledge, 

2008), 118–35; Daniela Stockmann, “Who Believes Propaganda? Media Effects during the Anti-Japanese 

Protests in Beijing,” China Quarterly 202 (2010): 269–89; Tai Ming Cheung, “Engineering Human Souls: 

The Development of Chinese Military Journalism and the Emerging Defense Media Market,” in Changing 

Media, Changing China, ed. Susan Shirk (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2011), 128–49; 

Stockmann & Gallagher, “Remote Control: How the Media Sustain Authoritarian Rule in China,” 2011; 

Daniela Stockmann, Media Commercialization and Authoritarian Rule in China (New York, NY: 

Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
42 Stockman, Media Commercialization and Authoritarian Rule in China, 2013. 
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ordinary people are being empowered: “...China's leaders are beginning to treat the media 

and Internet as the voice of the public and to respond to it accordingly.”43  

Framing has also been an important area of study in China. Zhou and Moy 

investigate the public’s contributions to framing and agenda-setting over a famous 

domestic legal case, finding that the public can resist media frames but also that the 

public’s frames were in turn resisted by the government.44 Mertha uses the framing 

concept to study policy entrepreneurs in China, arguing that they can influence policy if 

their frames gain currency and generate support.45 Kennedy applies an exposure-

acceptance model to the question of support for the regime, finding evidence that 

traditional media exposure increases satisfaction with the Chinese state via increased 

contact with government framings.46 Whether or not this finding also applies to social 

media remains unclear. For instance, Simon Shen notes that Internet users are capable of 

offering alternative frames and understandings for issues like China-DPRK relations, but 

his data does not include social networks.47 Although popular resistance to state frames 

will likely be rarer in a constrained authoritarian media environment, developments in 

China are producing precisely the type of deliberative space that theorists expect to 

modify frame acceptance. While the state remains powerful, both online postings and 

offline protests which implicitly criticize Chinese foreign policy demonstrate that it has 

                                                 
43 Gang Qian and David Bandurski, “China’s Emerging Public Sphere: The Impact of Media 

Commercialization, Professionalism, and the Internet in an Era of Transition,” in Changing Media, 

Changing China, ed. Susan Shirk (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2011), 38–76. 
44 Yuqiong Zhou and Patricia Moy, “Parsing Framing Processes: The Interplay Between Online Public 

Opinion and Media Coverage,” Journal of Communication 57, no. 1 (March 2007): 79–98. 
45 Andrew Mertha, “‘Fragmented Authoritarianism 2.0’: Political Pluralization in the Chinese Policy 

Process,” China Quarterly 200 (December 2009): 995–1012. 
46 John Kennedy, “Maintaining Popular Support for the Chinese Communist Party: The Influence of 

Education and the State-Controlled Media,” Political Studies 57 (2009): 517–36. 
47 Simon Shen, “The Hidden Face of Comradeship: Popular Chinese Consensus on the DPRK and Its 

Implications for Beijing’s Policy,” Journal of Contemporary China 21, no. 75 (May 2012): 427–43. 
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been possible for the public discourse to diverge meaningfully from official frames in 

other venues.48   

 

The Chinese Internet and Social Media 

There has been no shortage of scholarly writing about new Internet technologies’ 

impact in China, with authors examining its influence on the one-party state, civil society, 

foreign policy, and many other areas of politics.49 Work in this area has been by turns 

optimistic and pessimistic. Considering early case studies on the Internet in authoritarian 

states, Kalathil and Boas wrote in 2001 that, “Contrary to the conventional wisdom, many 

of these [studies] suggest authoritarian regimes are finding ways to control and counter 

the political impact of Internet use,” and that, “…the Chinese state has shown that it can 

use the Internet to enhance the implementation of its own agenda.”50 Yang Guobin, on 

the other hand, generally favors a more optimistic view that sees the Internet as a new site 

for contention in society, sustained by the interactivity of social media.51 Even a 

constrained Internet might have important implications for society if it serves as an 

                                                 
48 James Reilly, Strong Society, Smart State (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2012). Reilly 

argues convincingly that during the 2005 anti-Japanese protests, the public was able to shift the dominant 

rhetorical framings in an assertively nationalist direction, marginalizing moderate policymakers.  
49 Johan Lagerkvist, “The Rise of Online Public Opinion in the People’s Republic of China,” China: An 

International Journal 3, no. 1 (March 2005): 119–30; Simon Shen and Shaun Breslin, “When China 

Plugged In,” in Online Chinese Nationalism and China’s Bilateral Relations (Lanham, MD: Lexington 

Books, 2010); Susan Shirk, “Changing Media, Changing Foreign Policy,” in Changing Media, Changing 

China, ed. Susan Shirk (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2011), 225–52. Qiang Xiao, “The Rise 

of Online Public Opinion and Its Political Impact,” in Changing Media, Changing China, ed. Susan Shirk 

(New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2011), 202–24; Yufan Hao, “Domestic Chinese Influences on 

U.S.-China Relations,” in Tangled Titans: The United States and China, ed. David Shambaugh (Lanham, 

MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2013), 125–50. 
50 Shanthi Kalathil and Taylor Boas, “The Internet and State Control in Authoritarian Regimes: China, 

Cuba, and the Counterrevolution,” First Monday 6, no. 8 (2001), 

http://firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/876/785. 
51 Guobin Yang, “Contention in Cyberspace,” in Popular Protest in China, ed. Kevin O’Brien (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), 126–43. 
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alternative forum for agenda setting by which formerly marginal topics might be 

introduced into the traditional media and mainstream thought.52 Such developments 

presage the state’s need for “opinion guidance” as consumers increasingly turn to the 

Internet for news.53 Finally, authors including Zheng Yongnian have argued that the fact 

that popular mobilization has occurred after issues erupted on the Internet represents a 

major change in Chinese society, and that the Internet may empower both citizens and the 

state in different ways simultaneously.54 

Earlier research involving the Chinese Internet focused especially on China’s 

“blogosphere” – the network of individual websites and personalities that has been at the 

heart of national causes célèbres like the Chongqing “nail house” and Xiamen 

petrochemical plant protest. Based on such blogs, Esarey and Qiang argued that, “...the 

Internet has weakened information control, with the effect of breaking the party-state’s 

monopoly on political mobilization.”55 Sophisticated bloggers use satire and “hidden 

transcripts” to “speak truth to power,” while the blogosphere itself has become a 

“relatively independent” platform for deliberation within the authoritarian state.56 In 

contrast, MacKinnon finds that while their long-term influence may be positive, blogs act 

                                                 
52 Lagerkvist, “The Rise of Online Public Opinion in the People's Republic of China,” 2005. 
53 Susan Shirk, “Changing Media, Changing China (Introduction),” in Changing Media, Changing China, 

ed. Susan Shirk (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2011), 1–37; Qian & Bandurski, “China's 

Emerging Public Sphere: The Impact of Media Commercialization, Professionalism, and the Internet in an 

Era of Transition,” 2011. 
54 Xiao, “The Rise of Online Public Opinion and Its Political Impact,” 2011; Yongnian Zheng, 

Technological Empowerment: The Internet, State, and Society in China (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 

Press, 2008). 
55 Ashley Esarey and Xiao Qiang, “Digital Communication and Political Change in China,” International 

Journal of Communication 5 (2011): 298–319. 
56 Ashley Esarey and Xiao Qiang, “Political Expression in the Chinese Blogosphere: Below the Radar,” 

Asian Survey 48, no. 5 (2008): 752–72; Xiang Zhou, “The Political Blogosphere in China: A Content 

Analysis of the Blogs Regarding the Dismissal of Shanghai Leader Chen Liangyu,” New Media Society 11 

(2009): 1003–22; Min Jiang, “Spaces of Authoritarian Deliberation: Online Public Deliberation in China,” 

in The Search for Deliberative Democracy in China, Second Edition (New York, NY: Palgrave, 2010), 

261–87. 
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mainly as a safety valve to defuse more dangerous protests.57 Addressing the “safety 

valve” versus “pressure cooker” question, Hassid concludes that it depends on the topic at 

hand: “On issues where the CCP feels it retains the upper hand, Chinese blogs can act as 

a safety valve in reducing and channeling social tensions. When they get ahead of the 

official agenda or push into areas where the CCP is wary, however, bloggers create a 

pressure cooker effect that increases social tensions.”58 Hassid’s work emphasizes the 

important role that the agility of state messaging plays. 

As the sites of online expression have expanded to encompass social media 

services like Sina Weibo, scholarly attention has followed. Exploring online reactions to 

the 2011 death of a Chinese toddler, Wang Yue, who was run over and subsequently 

ignored by numerous passersby, Wilfred Wang finds that weibo services can play host to 

a “deliberative dialogue” between competing ways of understanding an issue.59 Zhang 

Juyan studies the interaction between US public diplomacy and Chinese social media in 

the 2010-2011 Gary Locke press coverage and Beijing air quality cases, arguing that 

social media can be seen as a local public sphere and that it has blurred the boundaries 

between domestic and foreign.60 Others have studied the nature of the social networks 

themselves. For instance, Fu & Chau emphasize the network structure of online social 

                                                 
57 Rebecca MacKinnon, “Flatter World and Thicker Walls? Blogs, Censorship, and Civic Discourse in 

China,” Public Choice, no. 134 (2008): 31–46. 
58 Jonathan Hassid, “Safety Valve or Pressure Cooker? Blogs in Chinese Political Life,” Journal of 

Communication 62 (2012): 212–30. 
59 Wilfred Yang Wang, “Weibo, Framing, and Media Practices in China,” Journal of Chinese Political 

Science 18 (2013): 375–88. 
60 Juyan Zhang, “A Strategic Issue Management (SIM) Approach to Social Media Use in Public 

Diplomacy,” American Behavioral Scientist 57, no. 9 (2013): 1312–31. 
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networks like weibo, with relatively few high-value users generating much of the 

discussion and content.61  

Last, any research into Chinese media must contend with the censorship regime. 

In addition to outright blocks of user posts and accounts, practices like “opinion 

management” in the form of official posters and the so-called “50-cent party” of paid 

Internet commentators (wumaodang) also play a role, presumably ensuring that the 

conversation is skewed in the government’s favor.62 However, the system is sophisticated 

and allows a degree of freedom. For example, King, Pan and Roberts discovered that 

even criticism of high level leaders or posts related to large, online-only protests 

generally remain standing after a process combining automated review with human 

censors.63 Earlier work by the same team of researchers has also shown that the 

censorship apparatus focuses on calls to offline collective action or specific banned 

content like pornography, not attempts to censor every statement at odd with government 

preferences.64 Despite the presence of media controls, citizens in China have therefore 

frequently utilized the Internet and social media for political discourse.65 Moreover, 

censorship in China is the result of an interplay between multiple bureaucratic actors as 

                                                 
61 Guangzhi Zhang and Rongfang Bie, “Discovering Massive High-Value Users from Sina Weibo Based on 

Quality and Activity,” in 2013 International Conference on Cyber-Enabled Distributed Computing and 

Knowledge Discovery, 2013, 214–20; King-wa Fu and Michael Chau, “Reality Check for the Chinese 

Microblog Space: A Random Sampling Approach,” PLoS ONE 8, no. 3 (2013). 
62 Note that recent research has challenged this view, arguing that paid comments from government 

employees are primarily designed to distract with anodyne positivity, not to argue directly with regime 

critics. Gary King, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret Roberts, “How the Chinese Government Fabricates Social 

Media Posts for Strategic Distraction, Not Engaged Argument,” Working Paper, 2016, 

http://gking.harvard.edu/files/gking/files/50c.pdf. 
63 Gary King, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret Roberts, “Reverse Engineering Chinese Censorship through 

Randomized Experimentation and Participant Observation,” Science 345, no. 6199 (2014). 
64 Gary King, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret Roberts, “How Censorship in China Allows Government 

Criticism but Silences Collective Expression,” American Political Science Review 107, no. 2 (2013): 326–

43. 
65 Guobin Yang, The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism Online (New York: Columbia 
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well as state and private-sector technology companies: rules are neither universally 

applied nor necessarily consistent. As noted earlier, Simon Shen finds that despite these 

controls, users are perfectly capable of offering coherent alternative issue frames for 

controversial foreign affairs topics.66 In part for this reason, censorship is an important 

factor but not an insurmountable obstacle. The potential influence of censorship on this 

particular study is described in more detail later in this chapter. 

 

CHINESE PUBLIC OPINION: NATIONALISM AND NATIONAL IDENTITY 

In China, perhaps the most important type of public opinion is popular 

nationalism.67 This is so for reasons tightly linked to the country’s government, including 

nationalism’s connection to the Communist Party’s legitimacy, the importance of 

nationalist narratives to China’s foreign relations, and the fact that nationalism is often a 

legitimate form of expression in an otherwise tightly constrained environment.68 While 

the public can certainly use non-nationalist framings when interpreting foreign policy 

                                                 
66 Shen, “The Hidden Face of Comradeship: Popular Chinese Consensus on the DPRK and Its Implications 

for Beijing's Policy,” 2012. See also Simon Shen, “Exploring the Neglected Constraints on Chindia: 

Analyzing the Online Chinese Perception of India and Its Interaction with China’s Indian Policy,” China 
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Nationalism since 1856: Ideology and the Making of Foreign Policy (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 
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issues, the characteristics just mentioned mean that evaluating the role of popular opinion 

requires attention to such beliefs.  

Nationalism has been defined by Gellner as “… a political principle, which holds 

that the political and the national unit should be congruent.”69 While territorial issues like 

Taiwan and the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands are certainly central to nationalism in the PRC, 

its meaning runs deeper than simply aligning borders and national groups. In particular, 

Chinese nationalism has often been located in a set of beliefs about China’s history and 

its interactions with foreign powers, especially a long-standing narrative surrounding the 

“century of humiliation” and China’s subsequent struggle to return to great power 

status.70 This narrative highlights the numerous foreign violations of Chinese sovereignty 

via force of arms, unequal treaties, and territorial concessions, along with the 

embarrassingly ineffectual responses of Chinese leaders, during the period between the 

Opium War of 1839-1842 and the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. 

Concerns about political boundaries therefore do not capture the full range of nationalist 

principles. Those beliefs flow from a national campaign that refers to China’s interactions 

with others and their emotional content, not merely to the borders of the state.71  

Virtually all China scholars agree that this nationalism lies at the heart of the 

modern Chinese Communist Party’s success and legitimacy. Chalmers Johnson first 

elaborated the nationalist basis of the CCP’s civil war victory and subsequent rule, 
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putting anti-Japanese nationalism at the center of state power.72 In the wake of reform 

and the crisis of 1989, Chinese leaders have turned back to nationalism as a legitimating 

ideology.73 To escape relying solely on economic performance for public support, the 

CCP substituted nationalist content for Marxist content in a variety of media. As Wang 

Zheng and others describe, in China’s case this has taken the form of “patriotic education 

campaigns” designed to instill nationalist values in the nation’s youth.74 School exams 

were modified, movies and television shows with nationalist messages were produced for 

children, and nationalist memorials became mandatory field trip sites.75 According to 

Wang, nationalism and the complex of ideas surrounding historical trauma are the 

dominant concepts in China’s public rhetoric.76 Nor has the PRC been alone in taking this 

course: Dimitrov notes that all of the remaining communist regimes “…are making 

sustained efforts to promote nationalism, which serves as the main ideological 

justification for their rule …”77  

Looking to its expression in the international arena, scholars have developed a 

range of typologies to categorize Chinese nationalists and nationalism. In the Deng 

Xiaoping era, Michel Oksenberg’s study of China’s “confident nationalism” contrasted it 
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with emotional, xenophobic, and assertive varieties, arguing for the dominance under 

Deng of long-term faith in the patient growth of national power.78 Transitioning from 

Deng to Jiang Zemin, Allen Whiting saw China’s particular brand of nationalism abroad 

– affirmative, assertive, or aggressive – as a reflection of factional differences at home.79 

At the beginning of the Hu-Wen era, Fewsmith and Rosen divided nationalism both by 

content (nativist, self-strengthening, or cosmopolitan) and by actor (elites, sub-elites, and 

mass public).80 They argued that the emphasis at that time was shifting from primarily 

elite self-strengthening and cosmopolitan nationalism to more populist anti-foreign 

sentiments and submerged criticism of the CCP itself. Surveys and psychological 

research have corroborated the existence of multiple strands of nationalist belief in 

China.81 Examining individual values, Peter Gries and his co-authors divide “nationalist” 

sentiments into empirically measurable belief patterns which they term patriotism, blind 

patriotism, nationalism, and internationalism. Most recently, David Shambaugh outlines 

five forms of nationalism in the modern PRC: affirmative nationalism, populist 

nationalism, assertive nationalism, defensive nationalism, and retributive nationalism.82 

These forms of nationalism reflect different styles of interaction between China and 

others, including status-affirming pushes for soft power, popular rage at countries like 

Japan, a defensive crouch in the face of foreign criticism, and so on.  
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PUBLIC OPINION AND FOREIGN POLICY 

While not the main focus of this study, a major motivation is the potential link 

between public opinion and foreign policy. A long line of scholarly work, primarily 

focused on the United States and Western Europe, has studied this relationship. For 

democratic states, such links are a foundational issue: democratic governance ought to 

reflect popular will to at least some degree. The earliest modern scholarship to address 

this topic, however, tended to view the public skeptically. The “Almond-Lippmann 

Consensus” in post-war scholarship indicated that public opinion is volatile and thus 

provides inadequate foundations for foreign policy, that public opinion lacks coherence 

or structure, and that in the final analysis it has little if any impact on foreign policy.83 

Later work, however, challenged the Almond-Lippmann consensus. As the protests of the 

Vietnam War era gained strength and influence, scholars began to emphasize the 

potential for structured public influence in the foreign policy process. Building on new 

survey research, scholars began to view public opinion as possessing a degree of stability 

over time, with shifts driven not merely by responses to random shocks.84 In 1998 

Powlick and Katz offered an influential “activation model” partly reconciling the earlier 

and later views of the public.85 The foundation of this model is latent public opinion, 
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which “…has the potential for expression, provided it is activated by some message or 

event.”86 Such activation occurs when two conditions are met: elite debate exists on the 

issue, and that debate is transmitted to the public via effective media frames.87 Recent 

developments in this area have tended to further increase estimates of the public’s 

capacity for political knowledge and influence. Elite perceptions still matter, but scholars 

now tend to see the public as a potentially powerful force in foreign policy, especially on 

highly salient issues or during times of crisis.88 

Scholars addressing the potential for a link between public opinion and foreign 

policy in China have focused especially on the possibility of a “foreign policy trap,” 

which takes the link between nationalism and Party legitimacy to its logical conclusion: if 

the government fails to maintain its nationalist credentials in foreign affairs, then the 

people may turn against it.89 For example, nationalism may influence the Chinese 

government by spurring mobilization outside the state which creates pressure to mollify 

the public. According to James Reilly, this mobilization can succeed in forcing 

government policies to more closely align with public opinion under certain conditions, 

though Beijing is by no means helpless against such pressure. Waves of anti-Japanese 

mobilization come and go as activists take advantage of openings to push issues onto the 

national agenda, with the government meanwhile reacting to, exploiting, and finally 
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shutting down demonstrations when needed.90 In this view, elite divisions are the key to 

explaining these waves’ origins, which demonstrate not only the power of nationalist 

activists to alter state policy but also the flexibility of the CCP regime. On the other hand, 

scholars like Cristopher Hughes and Simon Shen have argued that the use of nationalism 

as a legitimating force changes China’s behavior not because of public pressure but by 

giving it new and specific interests. To defend its legitimacy, the Party must combat the 

foreign influence of democracy at home or stand up for strict sovereignty norms abroad. 

This nationalism is not an ideology of convenience but rather foundational to the entire 

process of national reform, a process in which the leadership has turned nationalism 

inward to fend off domestic foes.91 Finally, Jie Dalei offers another useful clarification, 

noting that mechanisms for public opinion’s influence on foreign policy can be divided 

between those which operate after opinion is mobilized – e.g. a government response to 

protests or coverage – and those which operate before opinion becomes evident, as 

officials act in anticipation of the public response to their policy choices.92 

Recent work has expressed concern that popular nationalism’s influence on 

foreign policy may be growing.93 For example, Robert Sutter writes that, “[Recent 

episodes of assertiveness and truculence] raised questions regarding whether or not the 

Chinese leader had the will and the way to control … influential elements outside the 

formal process, including public opinion fanned by sometimes sensational media 
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coverage of sensitive foreign policy issues.”94 Often, this possibility is linked to the 

influence of the Internet and social media discussed earlier. Within China, nationalism 

can serve as a channel for individuals and groups to promote their own interests while 

offering a politically “safe” position from which to critique central government policies.95 

Lagerkvist has written extensively on the confluence of public opinion, nationalism, and 

the Internet, and argues that the CCP sees the Internet as a battle ground in which to 

deploy nationalist propaganda against Western attempts to influence the Chinese public.96 

Wu investigates the growth of “cyber nationalism” as a grass-roots, public sphere 

phenomenon in China, concluding that, “…Chinese cyber nationalism [is] a new and 

powerful factor in China's overall decision-making process.”97 More darkly, this 

interaction of commercializing media, Internet growth, and CCP control may whip up 

nationalist sentiments, feeding them back in an “echo chamber” process. As Susan Shirk 

writes, “When government decision makers read the media, they come away with an 

impression that nationalist ardor is sweeping the country.”98  

Importantly, however, some authors also contend that public opinion and popular 

nationalism in China have little independent impact. Nathan and Scobell, for example, 

argue that public attitudes act as “frames” to “…set limits not so much on the substance 

of decisions as on how they must be presented,” though they also see nationalist 
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sentiment as the only public dissent allowed by the CCP.99 Johnston argues that the 

increase in Chinese “assertiveness” so often linked to popular nationalism is a mirage, 

and that the primary hypotheses linking opinion to policy remain totally untested.100 

Bonnie Glaser has argued that although the CCP may be wary of appearing “soft” on 

issues of concern to nationalists, it remains capable of generally ignoring such sentiments 

when it suits Party interests.101 And in Jessica Weiss’s account, nationalism is used 

instrumentally to achieve better outcomes in foreign affairs but does not alter policies in 

any meaningful way.102 In all of these perspectives, public opinion does not significantly 

constrain the Chinese government, though it may at times prove useful to the leadership. 

 

THEORY, METHODS, AND CASES 

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES 

While questions of the public’s broader influence help motivate this study, the 

main objective is to examine two basic outcomes: the specific form and content of the 

online public discourse over foreign affairs issues, and the nature of the ultimate state 

response to that discourse. The theory presented here suggests that the types of discourse 

observed online can be reduced to four basic types, and that which type emerges can in 

large part be predicted using two key independent variables: nationalist salience and 

propaganda handling. Each type has a more or less significant role for public dissent. 
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These ideal discourse types are accord, limited, state dominated, and independent. 

Furthermore, each type of discourse is in turn associated with a likely outcome in terms 

of the ultimate state response to a given event: repression, guidance, or tolerance. 

However, issues’ characteristics – their level of nationalist salience and the state’s 

propaganda handling of them – may change as events on the ground take place and media 

cycles occur in response. The form of discourse when an event begins is not necessarily 

the same when it ends. Below, the dependent and independent variables are described in 

more detail. Then, three hypotheses are presented that relate the independent variables to 

the dependent variables, offering potential explanations for which type of public 

discourse emerges and subsequently the likely nature of the state response. 

 

Dependent Variables 

The primary dependent variable under study is the character of online discourse, 

conceptualized primarily in terms of the distance between public and official opinion on a 

given topic. This variable maps to four broad discourse types, each related to a 

combination of the independent variables already mentioned: nationalist salience and 

propaganda handling. At its simplest, this variable describes whether or not the public 

discourse and state discourse are in alignment: does public sentiment match official 

sentiment, and do the public and the state use the same frames to address the issue? 

Measurement of the dependent variable is not strictly quantitative, but instead consists of 

describing the overall type of discourse around a foreign affairs topic at any given 

moment by combining quantitative and qualitative evidence. These ideal types form an 
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ordinal scale closely related to the overall level of online dissent from official 

narratives.103 

Limited discourse indicates that neither state nor public are particularly engaged 

on this issue. The volume of overall discussion in both social media and official media is 

lower than that in any other condition. Significant dissent is absent, but this may be due 

more to lack of interest than to overt agreement with official narratives. Accord is 

common in online discourse in China and often a baseline expectation for discussion of 

political topics. In this condition, the vast majority of opinions expressed on that topic 

will agree with state narratives, and expressed public sentiment towards the issue aligns 

with that in media coverage. The public and state actors are both actively discussing the 

issue, and they are in broad agreement. State Domination occurs when dissenting 

opinions among the public are outweighed by official narratives. Note that this condition 

is distinct from the subsequent possibility of blanket state repression. Under repression, 

no discourse at all is allowed to exist: posts are widely deleted, search results are blocked 

and so on. “State dominance” refers to state dominance of existing discourse, with the 

majority of netizens accepting the government line despite the presence of non-trivial 

lines of dissent among the public. Finally, Independent discourse consists of significant 

levels of expression among netizens that differs from any narratives favored by state 
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actors. In essence, netizens discuss an issue from multiple perspectives, some of them 

unsanctioned by officials, even if only for a short while. Frames present in the public 

discourse will not reflect those used in official media (if any) and citizen sentiment may 

differ widely from that expressed in news outlets.104 

The four categories outlined above describe discourse in terms of relations 

between the public and the state. A secondary dependent variable of interest is the state 

response to a given issue, which may only become evident after a number of iterative 

media cycles (see below). In practice, this variable covers a continuous range of policies, 

ranging from an entirely laissez-faire attitude toward an issue to absolute repression. For 

theory’s sake, however, I focus on three primary categorizations. The first is tolerance, 

which occurs when the state basically ignores citizen discourse without suppressing it. 

This should not be construed as approval for public dissent; tolerance need only signal a 

willingness to allow the current style of discourse to continue. Moreover, censorship is a 

constant in China. A tolerant state response does not mean that censorship has lifted, but 

merely that it remains limited to the standard controls permanently in place. The second 

categorization is guidance. Guidance might also be thought of as active manipulation or 

boundary-setting: the authorities take an active role in shaping the current discourse. 

Specific means could include partial censorship of the issue (e.g. blocking some sensitive 

search terms but not all search terms related to the issue), efforts to guide or distract the 

discussion, or warnings to users to behave “rationally” without completely shutting down 

discussion of the issue. The final value for the state response variable is repression. For 

online discourse, repression means that the state has implemented blanket censorship of a 
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topic. Searches return no relevant results, human censors work overtime to delete posts, 

and the media publish only centrally approved material, if they continue to cover the 

topic at all. Certain issues, like Taiwanese independence, Falun Gong, or the 1989 

Tiananmen Square massacre face permanent repression online. However, most foreign 

policy issues are not this sensitive and will not face full repression unless discourse 

appears to threaten major interests like Party legitimacy. Notably, repression is different 

from the “state propaganda handling” described below. Where that variable describes 

state attempts to influence public perception as more or less coherent, the presence of 

repression signals that discussion of any kind is out of bounds. 

 

Independent Variables  

Two key variables are likely to determine the type of public discourse observed 

online. They are the nationalist salience of the event in question and the nature of the 

state’s propaganda handling. 

Nationalist salience describes the strength of the relationship between the issue at 

hand and narratives of nationalist legitimacy in China. As much previous literature in 

political science has elaborated, the Chinese Communist Party uses specific narratives of 

victimization, anti-foreign resistance, and national rejuvenation to cement public 

allegiance and justify the Party’s continued unitary rule. For example, the Communist 

Party puts great weight on its role in fighting the Japanese during the twentieth century 

and emphasizes the damage which Chinese citizens suffered at Japanese hands in school 

textbooks and television dramas. Issues involving Japan are therefore more salient than 

issues involving countries like Canada or France. Similarly, events which seem to 
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directly attack the symbols of China’s return to prominence, like protestors’ interference 

with the Olympic torch run in 2008, are typically more relevant to nationalist narratives 

than an economic or trade-related dispute like criticism of China’s currency policies. In 

short, this variable asks to what degree the issue activates the nationalist beliefs promoted 

among the public by the CCP. Most cases are quite easy to categorize in relative terms: 

territorial disputes with Japan in the East China Sea are highly salient, while something 

like American military intervention in the Middle East is much less so. Although 

nationalist salience might seem to be an immutable prior characteristic, it is better 

conceived of as a filter through which the public makes judgments on the events 

presented to it in the media. Salience may itself vary over time depending on the specific 

framing used to describe an event by either the state or the public.105  

Propaganda handling refers to the efforts of various elites and government 

agencies who contribute to the propaganda apparatus. In the simplist terms, it measures 

whether or not the public receives a single, clear, officially sanctioned interpretation of 

the event at hand. When efforts are well-coordinated and consistent, conditions 

approximate elite unity in democracies: the vast majority of citizens will take their cues 

from the coherent messaging they receive and do not challenge elites’ handling of foreign 

policy. Alternatively, when an official propaganda narrative is confused or absent, 

netizens are likely to consider and express a wider range of opinions. Note that this 

variable is distinct from the implementation of censorship. Full repression of a topic that 

exceeds the scope of everyday controls already in place is captured in the state response 
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variable described above. Whether or not the state chooses to repress public expression is 

conceptually unrelated to whether or not the propaganda apparatus formulates and 

broadcasts a coherent message for public consumption. 

Different parts of the Chinese government have different responsibilities related 

to propaganda work, and their coordination naturally fluctuates. For example, the Central 

Propaganda (Publicity) Department handles the distribution of tifa, official slogans or 

formulations for describing events, to Xinhua and other traditional outlets. They may also 

order the removal of certain stories or content. On the other hand, the Cyberspace 

Administration of China has responsibility for the management and oversight of online 

content, implemented via national-scale content blocking (the “Great Firewall”), official 

postings, and operational directives which private companies must follow.106 Numerous 

other bodies have roles in propaganda work, ranging from approving domestic film 

releases to the technical implementation of China’s various means of web censorship. 

Meanwhile, all propaganda efforts are overseen by the Central Leading Group for 

Propaganda and Ideology, chaired by current Politburo Standing Committee member Liu 

Yunshan. Though highly capable, such a complex state apparatus may also find itself 

confused or surprised by new events, leading to situations in which propaganda is 

inconsistent or absent while leaders formulate and implement a response. For instance, 

the propaganda apparatus may be mixed in its narrative, may simply fail to address the 

issue, or may not address those aspects of the issue which the public currently finds most 
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salient. All of these are categorized as “incoherent,” because in each case the public is 

left without a clear “right way” to discuss the topic. 

 

Theoretical Model and Hypotheses 

Different scholars offer different explanations for the fact that we sometimes 

observe public dissatisfaction despite Party propaganda, censorship, and “opinion 

guidance” efforts. As the literature review described, previous explanations for dissent 

can be divided into two basic categories: state-permitted and public-initiated. These two 

explanations have been debated extensively by scholars in the context of public 

mobilization, but less so with regard to online expression. The “safety valve” theory 

which Hassid examines, for example, posits that the CCP intentionally allows public 

dissent on some topics in order to allow citizens to “vent” and lower the overall level of 

pressure on the government. Weiss, who combines the two ideas to some extent, also 

ultimately argues for the importance of a “green light” from the Party. While the public 

has genuine, deep feelings about these issues, it can only express itself in the form of 

anti-foreign protests when the state permits. In contrast, the “nationalist wave” theory 

offered by Reilly suggests that public mobilization is key: the state is by no means 

helpless in its response, but the key mechanism explaining protest and criticism is prior 

activation of the public on nationalist issues. Gries also argues that, overall, the public 

takes the initiative in creating dissent, protest, and debate on nationalist issues. This study 

argues for a combination of public initiation and state permission. Independent public 

dissent is possible online, but only when conditions are favorable.  
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As noted, the theory presented here combines two key independent variables: the 

nationalist salience of a given issue, and the state’s propaganda handling of the situation.  

Nationalism plays a special role in Chinese politics, and it provides the primary grounds 

for legitimate criticism of the state. Meanwhile, any openings within China’s strictly 

controlled media environment would present opportunities for independent expression 

that are usually absent. Both nationalist salience and propaganda efforts are in play 

simultaneously. When nationalist salience is high, propaganda may be either relatively 

incoherent or coherent, and the same is true when nationalist salience is low. These 

combinations generate the range of predicted discourse types described in the Dependent 

Variables section above and shown below in Table 1-1. Each categorization may group 

together a range of different specific situations, but the differences between categories 

should outweigh those within them. They are a useful shorthand for describing the state 

of discussion on the Chinese Internet at any specific moment. The combination of factors 

predicted to lead to independent public discourse, the outcome of most interest for this 

work, is described in Hypothesis 1: 

H1: In the absence of general repression, the type of online discourse observed 

will depend on the combination of nationalist salience and state propaganda 

handling. An issue will generate discourse online that is independent of state 

narratives if and only if it combines high nationalist salience with incoherent 

propaganda handling. 
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Table 1-1: Predicted Discourse Types 

 Incoherent 

Propaganda 

Coherent 

Propaganda 

Low 

Nationalist 

Salience 

Limited Accord 

High 

Nationalist 

Salience 

Independent 
State 

Domination 

 

In addition, the nature of the state’s response to this discourse must be considered. 

State response is therefore the second key dependent variable in this study. The three 

possible values for state response are continued tolerance, active guidance, or complete 

repression of the public discussion. Note that this variable is distinct from the quality of 

day-to-day propaganda. Propaganda handling refers specifically to the volume and 

content of messaging on an issue published by official outlets. In contrast, the state’s 

response is its overall treatment of online discourse over the issue: does it permit the 

discourse to continue, seek to actively shape its specific content with measures beyond 

the daily controls already in place, or attempt to eliminate it from the Internet? The 

argument tested here is that the state’s willingness to repress online foreign policy 

discourse will increase to the degree that such discourse challenges state actions on 

nationalist grounds.107  

The reasoning behind this argument is relatively simple. It combines the costs of 

repression with the regime’s fear of political challenges from society. First, a range of 

                                                 
107 This is different from the assertion that the state censors any political criticism, which has been 

powerfully challenged by King, Pan, and Roberts in their recent papers on the Chinese censorship regime. 

However, it also differs from the contention that the state only censors calls to collective action. 
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factors make total repression of all online dissent undesirable for the Chinese regime. For 

example, criticism can be useful to the regime for identifying and addressing problems in 

a way that will build long-term support.108 Furthermore, identifying troublesome posts 

automatically is possible but still imperfect, so some innocent users will always be 

censored and some opponents’ posts will get through.109 Conversely, manual censorship 

requires vast amounts of manpower to sift through even a small fraction of the hundreds 

of millions of social media messages, forum posts, news story comments and so on 

posted each day. The Party has created a small army of Internet censors and delegated 

enforcement to private companies in order to spread the burden, but it still makes sense to 

use these capabilities efficiently by focusing only on the most critical events.110 

Additionally, censorship can carry political costs. In recent national survey data, few 

respondents reported experiencing censorship firsthand, but of those who did, 40% 

reported feeling anger and expressed less support for the regime.111 Limiting citizens’ 

direct exposure to censorship is in the regime’s interest. 

Second, authoritarian states fear popular challenges. Such challenges typically 

emerge when a widely shared grievance or set of grievances begins to motivate 

demonstrations against the regime. Widespread online dissent is therefore threatening for 

two reasons, even if we assume that the Internet itself does not change political opinions: 

it may reveal the extent of dissatisfaction among citizens, and online discussions may 

                                                 
108 Martin Dimitrov, “Vertical Accountability in Communist Regimes: The Role of Citizen Complaints in 

Bulgaria and China,” 2013. 
109 King, Pan, and Roberts, “Reverse Engineering Chinese Censorship through Randomized 

Experimentation and Participant Observation,” 2014. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Bruce Dickson, The Dictator’s Dilemma: The Chinese Communist Party’s Strategy for Survival (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2016), pp. 257-258. 
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facilitate the organization of real-world protest by enhancing coordination.112 As Kuran 

showed, challenging the regime require a degree of mutual knowledge of other citizens’ 

true opinions. As long as the state can enforce political non-participation and silence, 

would-be challengers face uncertainty about the degree of support their position enjoys 

and thus the possible payoff of putting themselves at risk.113 The latter mechanism, 

coordination, undergirds the contention by King, Pan, and Roberts that China’s censors 

focus on calls to collective action rather than general criticism.114  

However, in the context of foreign policy issues, widespread nationalist dissent is 

likely to be especially undesirable to the Party, even if it falls short of advocating offline 

collective action. Foreign policy problems like diplomatic or territorial disputes are 

fundamentally distinct from domestic issues precisely because they involve a second 

sovereign actor. For one, this intrinsically limits the amount of control the CCP can 

maintain over the situation. Discontent over a pollution spill or unjust land expropriation 

can be managed through existing mechanisms of government: all actors involved, from 

corrupt local officials to activists, can ultimately be controlled or removed if the Party 

finds it necessary. No such guarantee is available when facing a foreign power. Second, 

                                                 
112 This is similar to the idea that the “transaction costs” of organizing will be lower and that users can more 

easily group with others who share their views. Farrell, “The Consequences of the Internet for Politics,” 

2012.  
113 Timur Kuran, “Now Out of Never: The Element of Surprise in the East European Revolution of 1989,” 

World Politics 44, no. 1 (October 1991): 7–48. 
114 King, Pan, and Roberts, “How Censorship in China Allows Government Criticism but Silences 

Collective Expression,” 2013. Philosophically, their argument follows in the footsteps of earlier discussions 

of authoritarian regimes and access to “coordination goods.” See Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and George 

Downs, “Development and Democracy,” Foreign Affairs 84, no. 5 (2005): 77-86. Note that the King et al. 

argument has been prone to oversimplification. Empirically, censorship in China is not limited to specific 

calls for collective action. Their argument speaks to the types of issues for which posts are statistically most 

likely to be censored, but state actions online in response to specific events remain something to be 

explained. This study accepts that Chinese authorities generally censor collective action-related content at 

higher rates than other content, but contends that the collective action argument alone cannot explain the 

overall pattern of state response to dissenting discourse in the domain of foreign policy. 
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the presence of the second party introduces a relational dynamic in which China as a 

nation can be “victimized” or “humiliated.”115 Given the Party’s own rhetoric and 

educational campaigns highlighting China’s past unjust treatment, this creates the 

potential for explosive national protests like those in 2005, 2010, and 2012. Issues like a 

territorial dispute implicate the Party’s fitness to continue leading the Chinese nation, and 

perceived failure to defend the national interest can draw criticism legitimated by 

patriotism. Third, no other level of government can be blamed for foreign policy makes; 

criticism must by its nature impugn the central government.116 These three factors make 

such criticism especially dangerous, and for that reason challenges on nationalist grounds 

will tend to draw the harshest response online.117  

To summarize, repression is employed selectively online, while nationalist 

criticism that falls short of directly advocating real-world collective action is still of 

concern to the state. It can activate two mechanisms that may lead to larger problems 

down the road: revealing the depth of popular dissatisfaction, and facilitating low-cost 

coordination among dissatisfied users. As described above, this study uses a three-level 

ordinal variable to describe the state response to online discourse on a given issue: 

tolerance, guidance, and repression. Repression is likeliest when the state faces a loss of 

                                                 
115 As a foreign policy specialist at Peking University pointed out, this relational dynamic also drives the 

CCP to seek legitimacy and recognition from other states. This theme comes through strongly in the 

Yasukuni Shrine case described in Chapter 2. Interview 31-88, conducted June 2015. 
116 Various authors have pointed out that the Party can usefully blame provincial or local leaders for 

problems, casting itself as a benevolent force, and that Chinese citizens have quite distinct views of central 

leaders and local leaders. Yongshun Cai, “Power Structure and Regime Resilience: Contentious Politics in 

China,” British Journal of Political Science 38, no. 3 (2008): 411–32. Dickson, The Dictator’s Dilemma: 

The Chinese Communist Party’s Strategy for Survival, 2016. 
117 This is why “true” contention, in which officials are actively repressing dissent and promoting a 

coherent propaganda message at the same time that the wider public continues to resist, is unlikely to be 

sustained with regard to foreign policy issues outside of the most exceptional circumstances. The majority 

of citizens accept elite messaging when that messaging is unified, and the state has the greatest incentive to 

employ blanket repression on foreign policy issues. 
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control over nationalist narratives. Otherwise, guidance will probably suffice to keep 

public sentiments within bounds. Specific empirical indicators used to distinguish these 

responses are discussed further in the Measurement section below. The predicted 

relationship between the three state response outcomes and the observed discourse type 

(and thus, combinations of first-stage independent variables) is summarized in 

Hypothesis 2, Hypothesis 3, and Table 1-2 below: 

H2: If the public discourse type is accord or limited, then the state response will 

be tolerance.  

  

H3: If dissenting online discourse emerges outside official narratives, then the 

state response will be repression. Otherwise, the response will be guidance. 

 

 

Table 1-2: Summary of Anticipated Relationships between Variables118 

 

Expected Correlates (IVs) Type of Discourse 

(DV 1) 

Anticipated State 

Response (DV 2) 

Low nationalist salience, coherent 

propaganda 
Accord Tolerance 

Low nationalist salience, incoherent 

propaganda 
Limited Tolerance 

High nationalist salience, coherent 

propaganda 
State domination Guidance 

High nationalist salience, 

incoherent propaganda 
Independent Repression  

 

Finally, it may be useful to conceptualize the independent variables not as static 

inputs but as repeated decision nodes encountered over the course of a given event 

(Figure 1-1). Suppose some foreign policy crisis or other event of note in China’s foreign 

                                                 
118 Recall that “tolerance” is defined as neither government approval for dissent nor as free speech, but 

simply as allowing whatever current discourse exists (whether limited or accord) to continue. 
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affairs occurs. Public reaction online is theorized to precede official propaganda on the 

topic and usually does so empirically. This reaction can be described in many terms, but 

the most important for this study is whether or not nationalist narratives are a salient part 

of the public discourse. At the second node, officials will then consider how the topic at 

hand is already being discussed within society and whether such narratives are in play.119 

The state then makes its propaganda response. That response may be coherent or not, 

with “incoherence” encompassing multiple empirical conditions as noted above. The 

combination of state propaganda and nationalist salience among the public results in one 

of the various overall types of online discourse. Last, this discourse itself elicits one of 

the three state responses. 

Figure 1-1: “Decision Nodes” During News Events120 

 

 

Critically, the decision points described above may recur throughout the ongoing 

cycle of media coverage during an event. As events on the ground change the nationalist 

nature of the issue or stimulate new propaganda approaches by authorities, overall public 

support for state policies online will also fluctuate. A good propaganda response may 

reduce public dissent to insignificance, or new developments may suddenly increase the 

nationalist salience of an issue. Naturally, the state’s response may also change over time 

just as the discourse might. One can imagine a variety of scenarios in which China’s 

                                                 
119 I do not suggest that this is the only consideration for propaganda officials, merely that it is a 

consideration. 
120 The nodes are shown without individual branching paths due to the complexity of such a tree. With two 

outcomes at the first and second decision nodes, four discourse types, and three state responses, the total 

number of paths would be forty-eight. Theory and experience suggest, however, that many of these paths 

are unlikely to be observed in reality. 

Event 

Occurs 

Nationalist 

Salience 

Official 

Propaganda 
Resulting 

Discourse 

State 

Response 
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censors might favor repression before switching to tolerance, or vice versa. The cyclic 

nature of these decision nodes is illustrated in Figure 1-2. The case studies that follow 

draw out episodes of change over time that occur within each larger event. 

Figure 1-2: Iterative Event Cycle 

 

 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Data Collection 

Data come predominately from two main sources: public social media posts 

collected from the Sina Weibo service, and state media articles collected via newspaper 

databases and online archives. In addition, nearly thirty supplementary interviews have 

been conducted in mainland China with topic experts and individuals with working 

experience in the media industry. 

Weibo (literally “micro-blog”) services in China are most readily compared to 

Twitter, although the 140-character limit allows a significantly greater volume of 

information to be expressed using Chinese characters than is possible when writing in an 

New Events

Nationalist 
Salience

Official 
Propaganda

Discourse 
Type

State 
Response
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alphabetic script.121 Sina Corporation runs the largest and most important of these 

services, and other companies like Tencent offer competing versions of essentially 

similar platforms. While Sina Weibo cannot represent the entirety of the Chinese Internet, 

it is an accessible data source and one of the most widely used social networks in the 

PRC.122 Since August 25th of 2013, an automated client has downloaded on average about 

550,000 individual postings per day from the Sina Weibo public stream. According to 

estimates of total Weibo traffic, this represents an unrestricted sample of about 0.6% of 

the total number of posts.123 This collection occurs via repeated calls to the Sina Weibo 

public API, which is openly developed and supported by Sina Corporation.124 This 

collection method is relatively simple to implement technically and has been used in 

previous scholarly work.125 

The propaganda line on a given issue is reflected most directly in “official” 

outlets like People’s Daily, Xinhua Daily Telegraph, PLA Daily, and others. As noted 

previously, all print media in China are majority state-owned. However, the outlets 

included in this study are either official party papers (dangbao) or else other outlets of 

                                                 
121 Sina has also introduced a “long post” feature that now allows users to post much longer comments to 

their feeds. 
122 As of December 2013, Sina Weibo claimed over 129 million monthly active users and over 61 million 

daily active users. See Weibo Corporation 2014. While Tencent Corporation’s WeChat (Weixin) messaging 

network has usurped Weibo services in terms of day-to-day usage and “mindshare” within China over the 

past two to three years, the two function quite differently and are not precise substitutes (e.g. the rise of 

WhatsApp in Western countries has not necessitated the death of Twitter). From a more practical 

standpoint, it is also important to note that WeChat data is not easily accessible and that its structure 

encourages posting within known social groups rather than publicly visible messages.  
123 Juanjuan Zhao et al., “A Short-Term Trend Prediction Model of Topic over Sina Weibo Dataset,” 

Journal of Combinatorial Optimization 28, no. 3 (2014): 613–25. 
124 The API documentation is available at <http://open.weibo.com/wiki/API 文档_V2/en>. 
125 David Bamman, Brendan O’Connor, and Noah Smith, “Censorship and Deletion Practices in Chinese 

Social Media,” First Monday 17, no. 3 (2012), 

http://www.uic.edu/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/3943/3169; Fu & Chau, “Reality 

Check for the Chinese Microblog Space: A Random Sampling Approach,” 2013; Tao Zhu et al., “The 

Velocity of Censorship: High-Fidelity Detection of Microblog Post Deletions,” Physics arXiv, 2013, 

http://arxiv.org/ftp/arxiv/papers/1303/1303.0597.pdf; King-wa Fu, Chung-hong Chan, and Michael Chau, 

“Assessing Censorship on Microblogs in China,” IEEE Internet Computing 17, no. 3 (2013): 42–50. 
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national significance with major institutional affiliations in the government. A list of 

party papers is provided by the CCP on its web page concerning news organs; if an outlet 

does not appear on that list, it is not classified as a party paper.126 In addition, the thirteen 

outlets included here can be divided into four broad categories according to their content: 

comprehensive papers covering all major news, papers specializing in military affairs, 

papers which focus on business or economics, and finally “other” papers like Study 

Times, the official publication of the CCP Party School. As will be seen in subsequent 

chapters, a strong majority of articles related to any given case come from the 

“comprehensive” and “military” categories. This cross-section of outlets provides a good 

gauge of the official propaganda coverage of a given issue at any moment (Table 1-3). In 

all, 383 different articles have been coded and retained for inclusion in the corpuses used 

for each case. In terms of individual outlets, Xinhua Daily Telegraph and People’s Daily 

account for the largest shares of those collected with 25.1% and 16.2% of all collected 

news articles, respectively. The percentage of collected articles drawn from each category 

of publication is shown in Figure 1-3.  

  

                                                 
126 “Zhongguo gongchandang xinwen [News of the Communist Party of China],” 2006. 

http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64162/116900/index.html. 
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Table 1-3: Official News Outlets 

Publication Chinese Title 
Party Paper 
(dangbao) 

Institutional 
Affiliation 

Category 

People’s Daily 人民日报 Yes 
CCP Central 

Committee 

Comprehensive 

People’s Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

人民日报海外

版 
Yes 

CCP Central 

Committee 

Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
新华每日电讯 No 

Xinhua News 

Agency (State 

Council) 

Guangming 

Daily 
光明日报 Yes 

Propaganda 

Department 

PLA Daily 解放军报 Yes 

PLA General 

Political 

Department 

Military Jiefang Daily 解放日报 Yes 
Shanghai Party 

Committee 

Military 

Weekly 
中国国防报 No 

PLA General 

Political 

Department 

Economic 

Daily 
经济日报 Yes 

Propaganda 

Department 

Economic & 

Business 

Economic 

Information 

Daily 

经济参考报 No 

Xinhua News 

Agency (State 

Council) 

China 

Securities 

Journal 

中国证券报 No 

Xinhua News 

Agency (State 

Council) 

Workers’ Daily 工人日报 No 

All-China 

Federation of Trade 

Unions 

Other 
Legal Daily 法制日报 No 

CCP Central 

Political and Legal 

Affairs 

Commission 

Study Times 学习时报 Yes CCP Party School 
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Figure 1-3: Official Media Articles by Publication Category 

 

 

Print media articles are collected from the CNKI Core Newspapers Full-Text 

Database using keyword searches for terms central to an event. All articles from the listed 

outlets containing that term in the relevant date range are downloaded, their text 

extracted, and then aggregated into single plain-text files according to day. These text 

files are the basis for the quantitative measures described below: KWIC analysis and 

topic model analysis. Online stories from these outlets are also examined using Baidu 

News searches or specific outlets’ individual web archives in order to ensure that their 

web coverage did not significantly outpace or otherwise differ from the print articles 

Comprehensive
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Military
20%
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contained in CNKI.127 Finally, for especially critical periods, some outlets were checked 

by hand against print records in order to ensure that the CNKI database does not 

misrepresent media coverage during that time period by selectively including some 

articles but not others. Where this was done, it will be noted in the text.  

Though these sources are used to infer the party-state’s preferred narrative on a 

given issue, they are not the exclusive focus of this study. Other media outlets, including 

more commercialized or tabloid-style sources like Global Times, online outlets such as 

Sina News, and non-mainland sources in Hong Kong, Taiwan, or the West are considered 

as relevant for each case. Such outlets are often the sources of news articles shared 

among social media users, and they occasionally play an important role by publishing 

breaking news on their websites before official outlets have commented. They therefore 

tend to be sources of information and opinion for netizens as events unfold, but should 

not be taken as representative of official priorities.128 Although they are not included in 

the article corpuses which are analyzed to determine the official propaganda line (e.g. not 

included in the sentiment or topic model analyses described immediately below), 

                                                 
127 Baidu News is similar to Google News. Both tools allow the user to search for news stories related to 

keywords, while filtering the results to include stories from specific outlets or during a particular timespan. 
128 Indeed, Global Times has been directly criticized by other state agencies, including the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and the Cyberspace Administration of China, for fomenting anger among the public on 

sensitive political issues. The editor-in-chief of Global Times, Hu Xijin, has also called for “a certain 

amount of tolerance for unconstructive criticism” on the part of the state and has said that Global Times is 

primarily a market-based publication, despite its institutional affiliation with People’s Daily. Sophie Beach, 

“Global Times Criticized for Taiwan, Trump Reporting,” China Digital Times, May 13, 2016, 

http://chinadigitaltimes.net/2016/05/global-times-criticized-reporting-taiwan-poll-trump/; Felicia Sonmez, 

“Free Speech in China Gets an Unlikely State-Media Backer,” The Wall Street Journal China Real Time 

Report, February 17, 2016, http://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/2016/02/17/free-speech-in-china-gets-an-

unlikely-state-media-backer/; “Dove vs. Hawk: Standoff between Chinese Diplomat and Global Times’ 

Chief Editor,” People’s Daily Online, April 8, 2016, http://en.people.cn/n3/2016/0408/c90000-

9041485.html; “Chinese Newspaper Global Times Blasted Over Editorial on Donald Trump and Poll on 

Unifying Taiwan by Force,” South China Morning Post, May 13, 2016, 

http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/1944459/chinese-newspaper-global-times-

blasted-over-editorial. 
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coverage from these non-official outlets was examined qualitatively when referred to by 

users or other media sources, and their role in each case is considered. As recent research 

has noted, non-official domestic outlets may be more commercialized in nature and even 

perceived as more independent, but the actual news content which they publish tends not 

to differ substantially from that in official media. 

 

Measurement 

As David Wertime put it for Foreign Policy, “Weibo has hundreds of millions of 

users, and one looking for a particular strain of sentiment is likely to find it.”129 Indeed, 

opinions that challenge the state’s views are constantly present, if presence is defined as 

at least one person expressing an opinion. More interesting than the trivial presence of a 

variety of perspectives is to assess the larger trends in content and tone being expressed 

online.  

The most basic measure used in this study is the amount of discussion occurring 

in both traditional media and on Sina Weibo. This can be measured directly be counting 

the relevant media articles released on any given date, observing the proportion of 

collected social media posts containing a key term, or through third party analytics tools 

like Baidu Index. Although sheer volume does not reveal the content being discussed, it 

does give a basic sense of whether the public and state are engaged in an issue and which 

real-world events coincide with spikes in interest. For example, the graph below (Figure 

1-4) illustrates attention to the Air Defense Identification Zone announcement in 2013, 

                                                 
129 “China’s Great Firewall Is Rising,” Foreign Policy Magazine ChinaFile, February 3, 2015, 

http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/02/03/china-great-firewall-is-rising-censorship-internet/. 
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described in Chapter 2, by charting posts in the sample containing the term “ADIZ” over 

time as a percentage of all collected messages: 

Figure 1-4: Percentage of Collected Messages Containing “ADIZ” 

 

Divergence between the official narrative and public views on a given topic is a 

key dependent variable for this study. Three primary methods are used to measure it. The 

first is computer-aided keyword-in-context (KWIC) analysis using the Yoshikoder 

software. The second is unsupervised topic modeling. This form of topic modeling, one 

of a group of statistical content analysis techniques, is implemented in R with the 

quanteda and topicmodels packages. Finally, qualitative examination of media 

articles, government statements, and Weibo posts is used to check and contextualize the 

results of the first two methods. Directly reading the texts under study is the best way to 

ensure that inferences are justified and to gain first-hand knowledge of how participants 

discussed the issues at hand. At the same time, a researcher may not be able to perceive 
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changes in aggregate trends only by reading individual Weibo posts or media articles, and 

in any case no individual can usefully read and analyze in the aggregate the thousands of 

posts relevant to even a single event. All of these methods therefore reinforce the others.  

Since the two quantitative text analysis methods may be unfamiliar to many 

readers, I briefly describe them below. In a nutshell, keyword-in-context analysis can 

reveal how the writer of the text discusses a particular topic. In contrast, topic model 

analysis can reveal which topics the texts discuss. Both of these methods allow aggregate 

comparison of the frames being employed at any given moment by the state and the 

public. When the two differ, either in interpreting the same issue or in choosing the issues 

on which to focus, we can meaningfully say that official and public frames have 

diverged. 

 

Keyword-in-Context (KWIC) Analysis 

In keyword-in-context analysis, dictionaries of terms are used to classify the 

language which netizens use in combination with terms of interest. For instance, terms 

like “wicked,” “unstable,” or “to regret …” might be classified as “negative,” while terms 

like “not bad,” “abundant,” and “outstanding” could be classified as “positive.”130 In this 

case, comparing the relative frequency of positive and negative terms in proximity to a 

key phrase of interest would give a measure of the general sentiment associated with that 

term. Alternatively, these dictionaries can be applied to the entire document, giving a 

                                                 
130 The positive/negative dictionaries used in this study were developed by researchers at National Taiwan 

University and have been kindly provided with the help of Lun-wei Ku and Danielle Stockmann. In 

Chinese, the negative terms are “缺德” / “不稳定” / “为…遗憾” and the positive terms are “不错” / “丰

富” / “了不起”.  
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proportion of positive and negative language for all posts, or for all posts meeting some 

prior selection criteria. 

To illustrate, a simple instance of KWIC analysis using the open-source 

Yoshikoder content analysis software is shown below (Figure 1-5).131 This software 

measures the frequency of certain words (e.g. terms from dictionaries) in proximity to the 

keyword of interest by looking at the counting how often they appear immediately 

preceding and following the keyword. By default, and unless otherwise noted, the 

program searches within a five-word “space” on either side of each keyword occurrence. 

The size of this space can be customized as needed. In this example, the Chinese sentence 

is “说一百遍保卫钓鱼岛，不如公布东海防空识别区。赞。”The sentence 

translates into English as “Establishing one ADIZ is better than a hundred statements 

about ‘Protect the Diaoyu Islands.’ I support it.” This statement would qualitatively be 

coded as a positive statement in support of establishing the air defense identification 

zone.  

KWIC analysis relies on two preprocessing steps: segmentation and stop word 

removal. Segmentation is required for languages like Chinese which do not natively use 

white space or other markers to separate individual words. I use the Stanford Word 

Segmenter, which implements the Peking University standard for a Chinese statistical 

                                                 
131 Developed at Harvard’s Weatherhead Center for International Affairs, Yoshikoder is a multiplatform, 

open-source tool for computer-aided content analysis capable of handling text in any language for which a 

tokenizer or segmenter (software plugin capable of breaking extended texts without whitespace into 

constituent words) is available. Will Lowe, “Yoshikoder: An Open Source Multilingual Content Analysis 

Tool for Social Scientists,” 2006, http://www.yoshikoder.org/courses/apsa2006/apsa-yk.pdf. See also 

Daniela Stockmann, “Information Overload? Collecting, Managing, and Analyzing Chinese Media 

Content,” in Contemporary Chinese Politics: New Sources, Methods, and Field Strategies, ed. Allen 

Carlson et al. (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
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modeling segmentation method.132 Looking at the results produced shows that this 

routine easily separates Chinese sentences into logical words, though occasionally 

specialized vocabulary means that small data cleaning operations must be performed to 

enable analysis.133 Stop word removal involves the elimination of common words which 

carry no semantic information, such as prepositions, demonstratives, pronouns, and 

grammatical particles. In Mandarin Chinese, these include words like 是 [“is”], 的 

[possessive particle], 他 [“he”], 也 [“also”], 这 [“this”], and so on. A simple script looks 

for these words in the segmented data and deletes them. More technically advanced 

implementations can identify a unique set of stop words according to the corpus being 

analyzed, but this study favors a more conservative implementation which removes only 

pre-defined, widely-acknowledge stop words. 

After segmentation and stopword removal, the data are loaded into Yoshikoder 

and a concordance is created for the keyword in question. At this stage, Yoshikoder 

determines all locations of the keyword of interest and identifies the words on either side 

of each instance which fall into the relevant space (five words by default). Finally, a 

dictionary is applied to the concordance. Yoshikoder looks within those words occurring 

in tandem with each keyword and determines the proportion of language belonging to the 

categories of interest: positive, negative, militaristic, or any other type of language 

defined by the user. The keyword in this example is 东海防空识别区 [“East China Sea 

ADIZ”], which is shown underlined below. For this illustration, suppose that the 

                                                 
132

 “Stanford Word Segmenter.” The Stanford Natural Language Processing Group, December 9, 2015. 

http://nlp.stanford.edu/software/segmenter.shtml. 
133 For example, when analyzing the East China Sea ADIZ case, the segmenter splits the Chinese phrase for 

“ADIZ” (防空识别区) into “air defense” and “identification zone” (“防空” and “识别区”). Finding all 

such cases and recombining the component terms to create a single-word “ADIZ” term is trivial. 
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language categories of interest are positive and negative terms for general sentiment 

analysis.  

Figure 1-5: KWIC Analysis Example 

Original sentence:  

“说一百遍保卫钓鱼岛，不如公布东海防空识别区。赞。” 

Segmented:  

[说]   [一百]   [遍]   [保卫]   [钓鱼岛]   [不如]   [公布]   [东海防空识别区]   [赞] 

Concordance (without stopwords):  

说 一百 保护 钓鱼岛 不如 公布 东海防空识别区 赞 

(ignored) 5 4 3 2 1 keyword 1 

 

Of the terms within five words on either side of the keyword (“防控识别区”) in 

the final step, both the word four steps before the key term and the first term following it 

(bolded) belong to a dictionary category: “保护” / “Protect” and “赞” / “I support” are 

each categorized as positive. None of the other words belong to any category of interest. 

Thus, in this specific instance, 2 out of 6 terms (33.3%) indicate positive sentiment and 0 

out of 6 (0%) indicate negative sentiment. The final statistic examines all instances of the 

keyword on a given day, reporting the total proportion of language in proximity that 

belongs to the dictionaries being utilized. The results for multiple days can then be 

aggregated and presented as changes in sentiment across time. By applying this process 

to both Weibo and official press descriptions of the term of interest can detect differences 

in sentiment between public discourse and propaganda. 
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In addition to positive/negative analysis, KWIC analysis can be used for other 

purposes. First, the presence of media frames can also be assessed to determine whether 

divergence exists. In this process, a qualitative or topic model examination of media and 

user posts determines which major frames are present and which terms provide the 

clearest indicators of those frames. For example, a “military” framing might be 

operationalized with terms referring to military hardware, attacks, and battles. These 

terms are checked with native speakers and then combined into custom dictionaries that 

can be applied in the same way as the positive/negative sentiment dictionaries illustrated 

above. Second, KWIC analysis can be utilized to observe how often any two items are 

discussed together. If one wished to know how often the United States was mentioned in 

connection with the East China Sea, for instance, KWIC analysis could report mentions 

of “United States” as a proportion of language in all posts containing the phrase “East 

China Sea.” This measurement would say nothing about sentiment, but it would allow 

observation of changes over time or across sources in the degree of attention paid to 

American involvement in that particular issue. 

 

Topic Modeling 

Topic model analysis can take many specific forms, but its general aim is to 

automatically classify texts into specific categories according to their content. It allows a 

researcher to observe which words and phrases authors (i.e. netizens, article writers) use 

in conjunction, which in turn reveals the different angles from which they discuss an 

issue. Although finding that the public and state agents discuss a topic from different 

perspectives is not sufficient to show that widespread public dissent exists, locating these 
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discrepancies is often a good place to start. Furthermore, topic models can reveal 

aggregate frames which may not be evident at the individual post level. 

In this study, I utilize the quanteda and topicmodels packages for the R 

programming language in combination. The functions contained in these packages enable 

“unsupervised” topic model analysis of both Weibo messages and media articles. This 

means that the algorithm itself discovers co-occurrences of words in the text and reports 

these as “topics,” rather than being trained with pre-sorted data that has been categorized 

by hand. This is a type of fully automated clustering via latent Dirichlet allocation 

(LDA), a very common algorithm for this application.134 Like KWIC analysis, it also 

makes use of data that has been preprocessed with segmentation and stopword removal 

routines. Results are given in two basic forms: a list of specific terms which define each 

topic, and a measurement of topic prevalence for every text. Unsupervised machine 

learning techniques require validation by hand to make certain that the results are 

meaningful; as will be seen in the case study chapters that follow, the topics produced 

using this process and their relative prevalence over time are generally intuitive and easy 

to understand in terms of real-world events. Indeed, they often provide validation for the 

data, showing that the content of collected posts and articles shifts over time in response 

to events as we would expect.  

 Topic modeling requires the researcher to set two basic parameters: the range of 

texts to include and the number of topic clusters to create (the “k-value”). For each result 

presented in the case studies, date ranges usually cover the period of high-volume online 

traffic regarding the issue. The process for determining the “correct” number of topics k 

                                                 
134 Justin Grimmer and Brandon Stewart, “Text as Data: The Promise and Pitfalls of Automatic Content 

Analysis Methods for Political Texts,” Political Analysis 21, no. 3 (July 1, 2013): 267–97. 
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is more nuanced. The LDA method utilized here requires pre-specification of the number 

of topics, but unlike some other methods for automated content analysis, it does not make 

use of hand-coded “training” texts in order to pre-define the topics for the computer. This 

is the distinction between supervised and unsupervised algorithms.135 The advantage of 

an unsupervised method is speed and cost: supervised methods often employ teams of 

undergraduate students to classify the hundreds or thousands of texts required to produce 

reliable results. In comparison, unsupervised methods avoid this expense and any 

associated inter-coder reliability problems, but they are not guaranteed to classify the 

texts into meaningful categories for the researcher since the distinctions are determined 

entirely by the software.  

To be meaningful, topics should be both distinguishable from one another and 

also internally consistent, clearly identifying some particular idea or framing. If the 

number of topics is set too high, results will tend to be duplicative. The “true” underlying 

topics will be subdivided into multiple, similar topics. But, if k is set too low, the topics 

are liable to be too general to be useful. Multiple “true” topics will have been combined 

into a single topic. Using the word lists generated by the software for each topic, a simple 

inductive approach can be highly effective for determining k. The modeling is repeated 

for a range of topic counts, and then the results of each categorization are compared 

qualitatively.136 If the lists of words are easily labeled as belonging to distinct concepts, 

                                                 
135 One well-known example of a supervised machine learning method as applied to Chinese politics is the 

ReadMe software developed by Gary King and his collaborators. Among other things, they have used the 

software to observe which categories of content are most likely to be censored on the Chinese Internet. 

King, Pan, and Roberts, “How Censorship in China Allows Government Criticism but Silences Collective 

Expression,” 2013. Gary King et al., “ReadMe: Software for Automated Content Analysis,” March 8, 2012, 

http://gking.harvard.edu/readme. 
136 In the cases presented in Chapters 3, 4, and 5, the range examined is from k = 2 to k = 10. In practice, 

most bodies of texts seemed to divide into at most four or five topics. 
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the results for that k-value are retained and compared to any other candidate topic 

mappings. This approach does not provide a mathematical “answer” as to which mapping 

is best, but works well in the context of mixed-method case studies. Detailed knowledge 

of events on the ground and familiarity with the texts themselves (i.e. articles and social 

media posts) allows nonsensical topic groupings to be eliminated. The lists of terms 

associated with each topic can then be presented, along with graphs of each topic’s 

prevalence across time. The topics generated from Weibo posts during the East China Sea 

ADIZ dispute, described in Chapter 2, are shown below as an example (Table 1-4): 

Table 1-4: ADIZ Episode Weibo Topic Model Results 

Topic Associated Terms 

Announcement 

“Diaoyu Islands”, “Announce”, “Sina”, “Our country [i.e., 

China]”, “Ministry of Defense”, “Government”, “Phoenix [Media 

Group]” 

Bomber137 

“United States”, “Enters”, “Bomber(s)”, “Fly [i.e., to fly an 

airplane]”, “Airplane(s)”, “b [i.e. B-52]”, “Identification Zone”, 

“Phoenix [Media Group]” 

Diplomacy 
“United States”, “Identification Zone”, “Biden”, “Say(s)”, 

“Require(s)”, “Chinese side” 

 

State Response 

 Measuring the state’s response requires combining a range of direct and indirect 

indicators. The most obvious indicator of the state response is the level of censorship 

imposed on discussion of a topic. Unfortunately, however, measuring censorship is not 

trivial from a technical perspective. Teams of researchers with computer science 

expertise at Carnegie Mellon, Harvard, and Hong Kong University have managed to do 

so, but the speed with which the censorship mechanism operates requires rapid 

                                                 
137 The letter “b” appears as a consequence of the term “B-52” being split and converted to lowercase 

during the data cleaning process (segmentation and stopword removal). 
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observation of posts followed by repeated checks for deletion closely following the initial 

moment of posting.138 These technical requirements prevented the collection of direct 

data on the rate of censorship of Weibo data presented in this study. On the other hand, 

censorship can also be measured indirectly. Users are not shy about commenting when 

they perceive that their posts are being deleted or trending topics are being scrubbed, and 

as outlined below, data collection for this study precedes ex post censorship. The absence 

or presence of user acknowledgement of censorship is therefore a simple binary indicator 

of whether the state has chosen to implement deletion measures beyond the everyday 

controls already in place. Besides user comments, two other characteristics of the online 

discourse may also reveal state censorship indirectly. The first is the sheer volume of user 

posting on a topic. If events continue but the count of new messages drops precipitously, 

this may indicate that state intervention has discouraged users from attempting to 

participate. Similarly, sudden changes in the content of users’ messages, as revealed by 

topic modeling or qualitative examination, may show that the state has effectively 

redirected discussion away from more sensitive aspects of a case.  

 Finally, censorship is only one part of the state response. Propaganda intended to 

shift debate, and the reception of that propaganda among the public, can be observed 

directly. When articles in official media highlight specific aspects of an issue, avoid 

mentioning another, or emphasize a distinct political interpretation, we can infer that 

these changes reflect Party directives. Other signs which have been highlighted in the 

literature on protests may also apply online. For example, statements by officials that 

                                                 
138 Bamman, O’Connor, and Smith, “Censorship and Deletion Practices in Chinese Social Media,” 2012; 

Fu et al., “Assessing Censorship on Microblogs in China,” 2013; King, Pan, and Roberts, “How Censorship 

in China Allows Government Criticism but Silences Collective Expression,” 2013.  
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encourage “rational” expressions of patriotism usually indicate a desire by the 

government to tamp down aggressive nationalism sentiments; similar statements may be 

made online by government posters or the social media accounts of state organs. Looking 

at these various measures in combination allows an estimate, however imperfect, of the 

state’s comprehensive response to an issue. 

 

Censorship 

Censorship is a constant concern when dealing with data drawn from the Chinese 

Internet, but it is unlikely to present a major obstacle to this specific research. With 

regard to Weibo posts, the Chinese censorship regime can be conceptualized as operating 

in three phases. First, algorithms are used to scan posts for objectionable content after the 

user has clicked “post” but before they are publicly visible. Posts are then blocked, 

flagged for review, or posted normally. Second, those posts flagged for review may again 

be blocked or posted. Third, human or automated censors may remove posts after they 

have been posted. I collectively refer to the first two types of censorship as “pre-

censorship” and the final type as “post-censorship”. Besides these technical methods, 

some users in China are likely to self-censor views opposing those of the state for reasons 

of political fear. Self-censorship therefore precedes all other censorship conceptually and 

practically, but almost certainly has the effect of reducing any measured divergence from 

the official line. This makes tests for divergence in tone and content “harder” and thus 

makes any positive findings more meaningful, as the available data underestimate the 

true gap between public sentiment online and the government.  
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This point holds for the paid pro-government messages presumed to exist in 

Chinese social media as well.139 Note, however, King et al.’s recent findings regarding 

paid postings. They suggest that most government posters are not directly engaging in 

political debates but rather post generic positive messages intended to distract public 

attention, which would make their posts generally irrelevant to the specific discourse 

concerning issues that I am interested in here. Indeed, such posts would be unlikely even 

to be included in the subsets of posts that specifically refer to events of interest like the 

ADIZ announcement, riots in Vietnam, etc. Even more importantly, King et al. calculate 

that government posts across all observed outlets (news portal comment threads, Sina 

Weibo, Tencent Weibo, Baidu Tieba etc.) total only about 450 million each year. While 

this is a large number in absolute terms, it is equivalent to fewer than 2% of annual posts 

to Sina Weibo alone.140  

Previous research also suggests that the censorship problem is likely less severe 

for this specific inquiry than for others. First, the Weibo data is collected almost 

immediately after users’ posts are published. The Sina Weibo public timeline API call 

provides a constant stream of all messages published on the service, from which the user 

can extract the 200 most recently published at any given instant.141 While post-censorship 

may still have taken place, these messages were collected before that could occur. 

Additionally, research indicates that the Great Firewall is predominately targeted at issues 

                                                 
139 Paid postings and self-censorship do raise the possibility of committing type II errors (false negatives). 

This is addressed further in the relevant case studies.  
140 King, Gary, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret Roberts. “How the Chinese Government Fabricates Social 

Media Posts for Strategic Distraction, Not Engaged Argument,” Working Paper, 2016. 

http://gking.harvard.edu/files/gking/files/50c.pdf. 
141 This is basically an inference since we do not have detailed information on the technical workings of 

Sina’s Weibo API and the public_timeline function specifically (personal communication with Chung-hong 

Chan, Hong Kong University). Nonetheless, it seems the most plausible guess given the routine observation 

of posts which are later censored and Sina’s own documentation.  
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other than foreign affairs topics.142 This is not to claim that the GFW is irrelevant but 

merely to point out that there is no a priori reason to believe that these topics are among 

those automatically blocked at stage one of the censorship regime described above. As 

mentioned above, King et al. find that Chinese censors have a much narrower purview 

than often assumed.143 Fu et al. investigate which words predict post-censorship and user 

blocks on Weibo, and find that the state’s eye typically falls on discussion of internal 

Party politics or social issues like pensions and housing. Indeed, the only foreign affairs 

issue which they highlight concerned former US Ambassador Gary Locke’s personal 

finance disclosures, sensitive precisely because of its implication-by-comparison for 

domestic Chinese officials.144 Other research indicates that the words triggering 

automated censorship are almost entirely composed of terms related to specific domestic 

political figures or highly sensitive topics like the Tiananmen Square massacre, Falun 

Gong, or the overthrow of the Communist Party.145  

For all of these reasons it is unlikely that discussion of foreign policy topics has 

been subject to significant pre-censorship, and the posts have been collected before post-

censorship could have occurred. More importantly, this study is ultimately interested in 

public expression and the state response to that expression. From the perspective of a 

                                                 
142 For example, Nathan and Scobell argue that nationalist discourse is the only type of legitimate dissent 

allowed in Chinese media. Nathan & Scobell, “China’s Search for Security,” 2012. 
143 King, Pan, and Roberts, “How Censorship in China Allows Government Criticism but Silences 

Collective Expression,” 2013. 
144 The authors write that, “…[sensitive] keywords were mostly related to the Bo Xilai scandal, the 

Chen Guangcheng diplomatic incident, the US Ambassador to China Gary Locke’s finance disclosure, the 

one-child policy, housing policy, and the pension system. Other major keywords included political terms: 

“two meetings” (两会, the two annual meetings that make national-level political decisions), National 

People’s Congress (人大代表), leaders in the Communist Party (书记), officials (官), refuting rumors (辟

谣), content deletion (删), and profanity.” Fu et al., “Assessing Censorship on Microblogs in China,” 2013, 

p. 45. 
145 Jason Ng maintains a number of useful lists and explanations regarding Weibo censorship at  

<http://blockedonweibo.tumblr.com/tagged/list>. 
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central government official trying to determine public mood or influence the public 

debate, the question of censorship is less relevant: only the uncensored data would be 

meaningful as a valid indicator of public opinion. In sum, while the sample collected 

from Sina Weibo has undoubtedly been influenced by censorship to some degree, as all 

Chinese Internet data are, there is little reason to assume that such censorship constitutes 

an omitted variable altering observed outcomes as measured here.  

 

Case Selection 

Individual cases are defined as single foreign policy events and the spikes in 

coverage which surround them, defined by search traffic on Baidu Index or as observed 

in the Weibo data directly. Major bilateral relationships covered here include Sino-

Japanese relations, Sino-American relations, Sino-Russian relations, and Sino-

Vietnamese relations. The specific events studied in the following chapters are China’s 

November 2013 announcement of the Air Defense Identification Zone in the East China 

Sea and the December 2013 Yasukuni Shrine visit by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, the 

Ukrainian Revolution and Russian invasion of Crimea in February and March 2014, and 

the Vietnam-China dispute near the Paracel Islands during May 2014 which resulted in 

significant anti-Chinese riots. 

Cases are selected primarily for variation on the nationalist salience variable, 

which is not immutable but typically somewhat stable for a given event. The inclusion of 

both highly sensitive cases in China’s bilateral relations as well as less sensitive cases of 

external events covered in the Chinese media ensures that relevance to nationalism varies 

widely. The Yasukuni Shrine visit and the ADIZ announcement’s aftermath, which 
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involved the ongoing territorial dispute in the East China Sea, score highly on this 

variable, while the events in Vietnam are somewhat less salient and those in Ukraine 

much less so. The second criterion in case selection is variation in the quality of state 

propaganda efforts. Such efforts certainly change across the timespan of individual cases, 

but they can be broadly classified according to whether or not there were significant, 

influential periods of incoherent propaganda handling. The inclusion of both “surprising” 

cases, such as the Russian invasion of Crimea, and of “predictable” cases with obvious 

precedents, like Prime Minister Abe’s visit to the Yasukuni Shrine in December 2013, 

further ensures that propaganda agents likely had clear narratives prepared to handle 

some cases but not others. In practice, the measured coherence of state propaganda does 

vary fairly widely. For example, the graph below compares the daily count for published 

news articles referring to either Abe’s Yasukuni Shrine visit or the Vietnamese anti-

China protests in the first two weeks after each issue began.146 Official propaganda had 

much more to say, much earlier, in the Yasukuni Shrine case. One hundred and nine 

articles referring to Abe’s visit were collected from the two weeks after its occurrence, 

while only twenty articles were available for a similar time period during the Vietnam 

case (Figure 1-6). 

 

 

                                                 
146 The counts are drawn from the CNKI newspaper database mentioned above. This database is not 

universal, but includes major outlets like People’s Daily, PLA Daily, Xinhua Daily Telegraph and so on, 

making it a good source to for the national-level official media under study here. In addition, spot checking 

by hand against print copies has been used for periods especially critical to the argument, ensuring that the 

database itself does not misrepresent media coverage at the time. 
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Figure 1-6: News Articles Mentioning “Yasukuni Shrine” vs. “Vietnam”/“Anti-China” 147 

 

Cases, however, may themselves involve multiple phases or events. The 

theoretical model presented here assumes a constant cycling of public expression and 

state propaganda related to developments on the ground. The shift in focus from the 

November 23rd, 2013 announcement of the East China Sea ADIZ to the November 26th 

American B-52 flights through the ADIZ, for instance, is likely to entail new values for 

one or both of the independent variables. Thus, two cases are subdivided into episodes 

which are delineated by important changes in the values of one or more independent 

variables.148 Table 1-5 below shows a preliminary categorization of individual events 

during the cases according to the two independent variables. Specific reasons for 

                                                 
147 Articles in both cases were hand-coded for relevance to the topic. Print versions of two major Chinese 

outlets (People’s Daily and PLA Daily) were compared to the electronic database results in the Vietnam 

case and revealed no significant differences. 
148 The Yasukuni Shrine visit, which has the shortest duration of any case and no significant subsequent 

developments, and the Vietnam case, which emerged as a nationalist issue even before the riots began, are 

not subdivided. 

0

5

10

15

20

25

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

A
rt

ic
le

s 
p

er
 D

ay

Days after Event

Yasukuni Vietnam/Anti-China



68 

 

classifying these cases in this way are presented in detail in the case study chapters that 

follow. 

Table 1-5: Case Event Categorization 

 Incoherent 

Propaganda 

Coherent 

Propaganda 

Low Nationalist 

Salience 

Ukraine: Invasion of 

Crimea 

ADIZ: 

Announcement 

 

Ukraine: Kiev 

Protests 

High Nationalist 

Salience 

ADIZ: B-52 Flyover  

 

Vietnam: Anti-

Chinese Riots (after 

May 8th) 

Yasukuni Shrine 

Visit 

 

SUMMARY, CONTRIBUTION, AND PLAN 

This study tests two general models of the Chinese public against one another. 

Each is a major simplification of reality, but each also reflects important aspects of the 

online public and its interactions with the party-state. One model presumes that whether 

or not widespread dissent occurs online depends primarily upon the public itself: is the 

issue important to citizens, and does it resonate with the nationalist values widespread in 

China today? In this view, each foreign affairs crisis is a potential landmine for the CCP. 

The party-state can only do its best to contain the nationalist sentiments which it has 

fostered among Chinese citizens and which often drive public expression in a variety of 

forms. The other model sees the public as basically quiescent. In this view, dissent occurs 

when the Party allows it, or perhaps because officials in charge of the propaganda and 

censorship apparatuses are temporarily distracted or unengaged. Either way, Chinese 

netizens generally toe the propaganda line unless that line is unclear. Nationalism may 
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heighten the level of interest in certain issues, but absent a propaganda opening public 

sentiment will flow in the intended channels. 

While testing these two models against one another, one must recognize that both 

factors are at work simultaneously. Even as nationalist sentiments among netizens may 

vary, the state’s propaganda handling can also change from more coherent to less 

coherent. In combination, these models suggest that observing the interactions between 

nationalist salience and propaganda coherence can help us predict what type of public 

discourse is likely to emerge on Chinese social media. Considering the logical 

combinations salience and propaganda handling generates four potential categories of 

public discourse, each an ideal type: accord with the state’s views, limited, state 

dominated, or independent. This process is dynamic, too. As new developments unfold 

and media cycles advance to keep pace, the type of discourse observed can shift as the 

underlying factors change. Finally, the state must choose a political response. Whether 

that response is continued toleration, active guidance, or blanket repression of public 

speech will depend on the rhetorical position in which the government finds itself.   

Expanding our knowledge of public-state interactions in Chinese cyberspace has 

important implications for both domestically-focused comparative research and for 

international relations scholarship. In the comparative domain, scholars and policy-

makers have engaged in a rich debate over whether the Internet is ultimately a stimulus to 

political change. Although social media and the Internet per se are not independent 

factors in the theoretical argument presented here, they are important as the only practical 

locus for mass public discourse in a closed Leninist system. The emergence of Chinese 

“netizens,” connected to their peers and capable of communicating with hundreds of 
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millions of others, means that skepticism formerly kept private or discussed only with 

friends may now be made obvious to large swaths of society.149 In that sense, this study 

argues that social media may indeed change politics in China, even if those changes 

occur within the context of a stable authoritarian regime. Insofar as independent 

interpretations of foreign affairs emerge and spread in Chinese cyberspace, PRC citizens 

will be widely exposed to public disagreement with the state. Such independent accounts 

may not necessarily oppose the party-state’s legitimacy directly and often take official 

nationalist narratives as their foundation, but their very existence indicates a new and 

important phenomenon in an authoritarian country’s state-society relations.  

In international relations, meanwhile, the argument presented here suggests that 

public opinion may matter for authoritarian states’ foreign policies, so long as citizens’ 

access to information and online media is no more restricted than in the PRC. First, 

theories developed to explain the expression of public opinion in democratic countries 

can travel, with modification, to the Chinese context. When the public receives little or 

conflicting information on a subject of importance, they are likely to express independent 

opinions. Unlike their democratic counterparts, however, Chinese citizens do not have 

established elite factions and policy programs with which to align themselves. They 

therefore tend to utilize pre-existing nationalist narratives promulgated by the state as a 

foundation for expressing critical opinions about policy, “holding the Party to its word.” 

Second, though this study does not investigate whether public opinion influences foreign 

policy in China, it demonstrates an important prior step in the logical chain: the mass 

public is capable of offering independent opinions at a large scale in China on foreign 

                                                 
149 Kuran, “Now Out of Never: The Element of Surprise in the East European Revolution of 1989,” 1991. 
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policy issues despite government controls over the media and information. Moreover, 

despite theoretical expectations, the CCP’s propaganda apparatus appears reluctant to 

engage in widespread repression on most foreign policy topics. As elaborated in the 

concluding chapter, this suggests on balance that official debates are influenced by 

society’s views.  

The study proceeds across four subsequent chapters. Chapter 2 presents a case 

study of China’s relations with Japan during the fall of 2013, covering two individual 

sub-cases: the November ADIZ announcement and the December Yasukuni Shrine visit 

by Prime Minister Abe. These are prototypical cases of high nationalist salience, but also 

received consistent, relatively high-volume coverage in official media. Chapter 3 focuses 

on the Ukrainian Revolution of February 2014 and the subsequent invasion of Crimea by 

Russia, analyzing how netizens and the party-state responded to a very important and 

controversial event that did not directly involve China. The issue is of low nationalist 

salience to most PRC citizens, and it received a good deal of attention from state outlets. 

However, the issue also highlighted certain contradictions in China’s foreign and 

domestic policies that could not be directly addressed in official propaganda. Chapter 4 

studies coverage of the Vietnam-China dispute in May 2014 over maritime rights in the 

South China Sea. What began as a relatively low-level issue regarding China’s placement 

of an oil drilling platform escalated when Vietnamese workers rioted against firms and 

factories perceived to be Chinese, killing several individuals, wounding many more, and 

necessitating the evacuation of thousands of Chinese nationals. In this case, events of 

high nationalist salience were combined with a near-total lack of state propaganda and 

attempts to block related news in the days immediately after the riots. Finally, Chapter 5 
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concludes by summarizing the findings, reviewing their implications for scholarly 

debates, considering the potential role of the public in China’s foreign policy, and then 

offering thoughts on current limitations and future extensions of the work. 
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Chapter 2 

ADIZ and Abe: Sino-Japanese Relations on Weibo  
 

INTRODUCTION 

Just how “independent” can public opinion be in China? This study argues that 

the degree of divergence between public perceptions and state framings – between what 

the public thinks and what the state wants them to think – depends on two variables. 

These are the degree to which the events touch on nationalist narratives and the specific 

handling of those events by propaganda agents. When nationalist salience is high or the 

state fails to offer a coherent propaganda narrative, netizens are more likely to express 

views online that challenge those favored by authorities. However, it is the interaction of 

these two factors during periods of reduced public satisfaction that best predict the type 

of online discourse and the state’s style of response. The two cases presented in this 

chapter, China’s East China Sea ADIZ announcement and Japanese Prime Minster 

Shinzo Abe’s visit to the Yasukuni Shrine, illustrate especially that nationalism alone is 

insufficient to explain when online public opinion will challenge state frames. 

China’s relationship with one country is especially critical to Chinese nationalists 

and Chinese nationalism: Japan. The crisis that occurred in November 2013 when China 

announced a new Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) in the East China Sea was 

swiftly followed by Prime Minister Abe’s provocative December visit to the Yasukuni 

Shrine. These issues directly involved China’s ongoing territorial and historical disputes 

with Japan, and they are important cases from both a substantive and a theoretical 

perspective. Nationalist salience was very high in both instances. The two events differ, 

though, in significant respects. In the ADIZ case, the state response was also marked by a 
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need to shift quickly in response to events that official media were unable to meet. While 

nationalist salience was high and the issue was very important to the Chinese public, the 

propaganda apparatus was at times unable to effectively present a unified, relevant 

message. The combination of these two factors, along with skepticism about the 

government’s handling of events “on the ground,” resulted in the emergence of a public 

discourse that diverged from the official discourse presented in state media by 

challenging the value of the East China Sea ADIZ. Abe’s Yasukuni Shrine visit, by 

contrast, was less challenging for the CCP. A multi-week fusillade of consistent 

propaganda narratives found a ready audience among most social media users, 

overwhelming any nascent strands of dissent. Chinese netizens certainly expressed 

nationalist fury, but little of it was directed at domestic authorities. 

This chapter lays out empirical evidence for the argument thatnationalism and the 

government’s propaganda response are key to understanding events online. It proceeds by 

introducing the factual background surrounding the ADIZ announcement in November 

and Prime Minister Abe’s visit to the Yasukuni Shrine in December. Then, the research 

methodology and data sources are briefly described. Finally, computer-aided techniques 

and more traditional qualitative methods are used to compare a sample of data collected 

from the Sina Weibo social media service to relevant traditional media articles, judging 

the degree of convergence or divergence between public and state during these two 

events. The analysis of the ADIZ case finds that the Chinese online public expressed 

itself independently of state narratives at a significant scale, offering views not only 

different from those in official media but in opposition to them, both individually and in 

the aggregate. These views were primarily grounded in nationalist criticism of their 
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government’s handling of the issue, and they coincided with a short lapse in state 

propaganda coverage. In contrast, the Yasukuni Shrine case received more attention from 

social media users. Netizen sentiment was also significantly more negative overall than it 

had been during the ADIZ announcement. Nonetheless, this case posed less of a 

challenge for authorities, who were well-prepared with a torrent of propaganda reminding 

citizens that they and their leaders were on the same side. 

 

BACKGROUND 

Prior commentary has highlighted the importance of social media for China’s 

foreign relations, including those with Japan. A report posted by People.cn, the online 

presence of the People’s Daily, has identified weibo as the “engine of public opinion 

[shehui yulun de fadongji]” and noted that, “The [online] public has an unyielding stance 

toward the Diaoyu Islands and South China Sea issues.”1 In a recent article, Alastair Iain 

Johnston speculated that online discourse may be largely responsible for exacerbating the 

security dilemma between China and the United States since 2009, and he suggested 

various potential links between popular nationalism and Chinese foreign policy.2 Jessica 

Weiss wrote in a blog post during the afore-mentioned September 2012 anti-Japan 

demonstrations that, “The increasingly viral mobilization of protests via social media 

makes it harder, though not impossible, for the government to prevent large-scale 

protests.”3 Most recently, Allen Carlson and Christopher Cairns examined nationalist 

                                                 
1 Huaxin Zhu, Pengfei Liu, and Xuegang Shan, “2012 Nian Hulianwang Yuqing Fenxi Baogao [Report and 

Analysis of Internet Public Sentiment in 2012]” (People.cn, December 21, 2012), 

http://yuqing.people.com.cn/n/2012/1221/c210123-19974822-2.html. 
2 Alastair Iain Johnston, “How New and Assertive Is China’s New Assertiveness?,” International Security 

37, no. 4 (Spring 2013): 7–48. 
3 Jessica Weiss, “Nationalism and Anti-Japan Demonstrations in China,” The Monkey Cage, September 19, 

2012, http://themonkeycage.org/2012/09/19/nationalism-and-anti-japan-demonstrations-in-china/. 
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sentiments on Sina Weibo during the same 2012 dispute. They found a significant strain 

of anti-CCP criticism from netizens, along with intriguing fluctuations in the degree of 

censorship over time.4 However, they did not perform a large-scale comparison of netizen 

sentiment to the content of official propaganda. The cases presented below add this 

element, investigating not only the specific content and nature of online discourse but 

also state efforts to communicate its own narratives to the public.  

 

THE EAST CHINA SEA DISPUTES AND CHINA’S ADIZ ANNOUNCEMENT 

The modern Sino-Japanese relationship is imbued with deep significance by 

history and popular sentiments in both countries. Recent developments in Sino-Japanese 

relations, and especially concerning the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands dispute in the East 

China Sea, have added further nationalist strain to this important bilateral relationship. 

Moreover, the two country’s relations are inextricably influenced by the military alliance 

between Japan and the United States, which is itself a representation of the great power 

dynamics and perceived “victimization” so important to CCP narratives. The strong 

relevance of the events described here to traditional nationalist understandings of Chinese 

history and Chinese foreign relations might lead one to believe that the public should 

generally agree with state interpretations on these issues. The fraught history of modern 

Sino-Japanese relations, and American “interference” in China’s affairs, are after all 

central issues in state “patriotic education” efforts. Nonetheless, the issue often presents a 

tightrope for Chinese officials to walk. It has repeatedly given rise to vocal public 

                                                 
4 Christopher Cairns and Allen Carlson, “Real-World Islands in a Social Media Sea: Nationalism and 

Censorship on Weibo during the 2012 Diaoyu/Senkaku Crisis,” The China Quarterly 225 (2016): 23–49. 
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dissatisfaction with CCP policies in the past when those policies were perceived as too 

conciliatory towards China’s rivals.  

  The East China Sea dispute prompted major anti-Japanese demonstrations in 1996 

and 2005, with thousands of citizens in scores of cities participating in large scale 

marches and occasional violence against Japanese businesses.5 The issue then cooled to 

the point that a joint development accord for the Shirakaba/Chunxiao oil and gas field 

was made public in 2008. Unfortunately, a succession of incidents since then have raised 

tensions and refocused public attention. In September 2010, a Chinese fishing boat 

collided with a Japanese Coast Guard cutter near the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, and Japan 

detained the captain and crew.6 This action set off a new wave of anti-Japanese protests 

in China and led to a major diplomatic dispute between the two countries before its 

resolution nearly two months later. A second crisis emerged in August 2012 when the 

Japanese government announced its intent to purchase the islands from private holders. 

This step was seen in Tokyo as stabilizing the legal framework of the dispute, but it soon 

touched off even larger nationalist demonstrations in China. After Japan formally 

purchased the islands on September 11th, protests, looting, and violence engulfed Chinese 

cities on September 15 and 16.7 Numerous Japanese businesses were burned, Japanese 

cars were smashed with sledgehammers, and automakers like Honda and Nissan 

temporarily closed assembly plants on the mainland.8 The events of 2010 and 2012 

                                                 
5 Jessica Weiss, Powerful Patriots: Nationalist Protest in China’s Foreign Relations (New York, NY: 

Oxford University Press, 2014). 
6 Mike Mochizuki, “China Over-Reached,” Oriental Economist 78, no. 10 (October 2010): 5–7. 
7 Ian Johnson and Thom Shanker, “Beijing Mixes Messages Over Anti-Japan Protests,” The New York 

Times, September 16, 2012, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/17/world/asia/anti-japanese-protests-over-

disputed-islands-continue-in-china.html. 
8 “Major Japanese Companies Temporarily Shut Down Across China,” International Business Times, 

September 18, 2012, http://www.ibtimes.com/major-japanese-companies-temporarily-shut-down-across-

china-792752. 
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profoundly shaped perceptions of the Diaoyu/Senkaku dispute’s importance and danger 

for both sides. As Sheila Smith put it, an issue that had formerly “…largely been 

perceived as a manageable difference between Tokyo and Beijing, of interest only to 

small groups of nationalist activists in both countries,” had escalated into a major 

confrontation.9 

The trend of strains over the East China Sea continued in following years.10 The 

establishment of the PRC’s East China Sea Air Defense and Identification Zone (ADIZ) 

on November 23rd, 2013, which included the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands within its scope, 

was one major event that further contributed to these tensions between the two Asian 

powers and received major coverage across the Chinese media (see Figure 2-1). China’s 

announcement of the ADIZ resulted in a strong diplomatic response and public refusal by 

the Japanese government to recognize the zone.11 US Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel 

stated that, “We view this development as a destabilizing attempt to alter the status quo in 

the region. … This announcement by the People's Republic of China will not in any way 

change how the United States conducts military operations in the region.”12 While it is 

standard practice for nations to establish and maintain such zones around their sovereign 

territory, which typically require aircraft to announce themselves and their intended paths 

of travel to national authorities, the Chinese announcement had two characteristics that 

                                                 
9 Sheila Smith, Intimate Rivals: Japanese Domestic Politics and a Rising China (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2015), p. 190. 
10 Note that other aspects of Sino-Japanese relations may indicate a more optimistic view than the one 

presented here. Unfortunately, positive low-key developments rarely generate coverage spikes suitable for 

the type of analysis undertaken here. Robert Sutter, Chinese Foreign Relations: Power and Policy since the 

Cold War (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2012), p. 177. 
11 “Criticism of China’s ADIZ Increases; Japanese Airlines Do a Policy U-Turn,” The Japan Times, 

November 27, 2013, http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2013/11/27/national/criticism-of-chinas-adiz-

increases-japanese-airlines-do-a-policy-u-turn/. 
12 “Hagel Issues Statement on East China Sea Air Defense Identification Zone,” American Forces Press 

Service, November 23, 2013, http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=121223. 
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Japanese and American officials cited as particularly provocative. First, China required 

that aircraft observe the zone’s requirements even if their intended path of travel did not 

intersect Chinese national airspace. For instance, an aircraft flying from Seoul to 

Singapore would be required to report its flight path and status to Chinese authorities 

even if it never entered Chinese airspace but merely traversed the East China Sea ADIZ. 

This requirement differed from standard international practice, which typically allows 

such traversals without notification, and appeared to assert a “territorial” claim to the 

waters within the ADIZ. Second, as noted above, the zone includes the airspace above the 

disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. As one analyst put it, “Maintaining an ADIZ is a 

relatively common practice, but Beijing’s justification for the new zone rested explicitly 

on its disputed claim…”13  

On November 26th, the United States Air Force flew two B-52 bombers into the 

ADIZ without registering a flight plan or identifying itself via radio contact with Chinese 

authorities as ostensibly required in the initial announcement.14 China responded with 

statements emphasizing its ability to effectively monitor exercise control over the 

airspace as needed, while domestic opinion swung between approval for China’s 

establishing the zone and dismay at its apparent weakness in enforcing it (discussed at 

length below).15 The B-52 incident thus escalated the crisis, but tensions were defused 

                                                 
13 Peter Mattis, “China’s East China Sea ADIZ: Framing Japan to Help Washington Understand,” 

Jamestown Foundation China Brief 13, no. 24 (December 5, 2013), 

http://www.jamestown.org/programs/chinabrief/. 
14 Luis Martinez, “U.S. B-52s Fly into China’s New Air Defense Zone,” ABC News, November 26, 2013, 

http://abcnews.go.com/blogs/politics/2013/11/u-s-b-52s-fly-into-chinas-new-air-defense-zone/. 
15 Yansheng Geng, “Defense Ministry Spokesman on China’s Air Defense Identification Zone,” Xinhuanet, 

December 3, 2013, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2013-12/03/c_132938762.htm. Michelle 

Florcruz, “Netizens Unhappy Over China’s Muted Response to US B-52 Air Defense Zone (ADIZ) Flyover 

in Disputed Islands,” International Business Times, November 27, 2013, http://www.ibtimes.com/netizens-

unhappy-over-chinas-muted-response-us-b-52-air-defense-zone-adiz-flyover-disputed-islands. 
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over the following days. On the 27th, a State Department spokesperson indicated that 

although the US government did not accept the ADIZ, the State Department would advise 

American air carriers to follow its requirements which appeared to offer a degree of de 

facto recognition of the zone.16 Later, attention turned to preparing the ground for Vice 

President Biden’s visits to Tokyo on December 3rd and to Beijing on December 4th and 

5th. That visit helped to smooth relations, at least temporarily, and moved all sides past 

the immediate dispute over the ADIZ announcement. 

Figure 2-1: East China Sea Air Defense Identification Zones 

 

 

PRIME MINISTER SHINZO ABE’S VISIT TO THE YASUKUNI SHRINE 

 Just one month later, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s decision to visit the Yasukuni 

Shrine reignited China-Japan tensions. The shrine commemorates over two million 

                                                 
16 “China’s Declared ADIZ - Guidance for U.S. Air Carriers” (U.S. Department of State, November 27, 

2013), http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2013/11/218139.htm. 
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Japanese who died in military service, including fourteen Class-A war criminals who 

were enshrined in 1978, and is a focal point for debates not only about Japan’s war 

crimes but also about Japanese society’s larger attitudes on history, war, and the 

military.17 The inclusion of figures like Hideki Tojo and other architects of Japan’s 

military expansion has been highly controversial, both within Japan and in neighboring 

countries, and the appearance of Japanese officials “paying respects” to the dead 

enshrined at Yasukuni has occasionally set off nationalist protests in China and South 

Korea. Although Japanese prime ministers routinely visited Yasukuni in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s, such visits took an eleven-year hiatus after Prime Minister Nakasone’s 

decision to stop in 1985. The statement announcing that decision cited in part the fact 

that, “… for such reasons as the enshrinement of the so-called ‘class-A war criminals’ at 

Yasukuni Shrine, criticism of the official visit last year [i.e. 1984] has been raised by the 

peoples of neighboring countries who experienced tremendous suffering and damage as a 

result of Japan’s acts in the past …”18 Conservatives in Japan, however, chafed at the 

idea that foreign criticism could place restrictions on domestic commemorations of war 

dead. In 2001, Junichiro Koizumi made the first of six visits that would help drive Sino-

Japanese relations to their lowest point since the reestablishment of diplomatic relations. 

Significantly, his visit to the shrine in 2006 took place on August 15th, the anniversary of 

the Second World War’s end. Koizumi’s final visit to Yasukuni marked the first August 

15th commemoration in over two decades.19 Somewhat ironically given later 

                                                 
17 Smith, Intimate Rivals, pp. 58-61. 
18 Smith, Intimate Rivals, p. 79. 
19 “Koizumi Shrine Visit Stokes Anger,” BBC News, August 15, 2006, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-

pacific/4789905.stm. 
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developments, Koizumi’s replacement the next month by Shinzo Abe finally allowed 

Japan to draw back from the issue for the time being.20 

 Prime Minister Abe’s unannounced visit on December 26th, 2013 instantly 

inflamed relations with China and the two Koreas. China’s Foreign Ministry labeled 

Abe’s action “… an attempt to whitewash the history of aggression and colonialism by 

militarist Japan, overturn the just trial of Japanese militarism by the international 

community and challenge the outcome of WWII and the post-war international order.”21 

This time, the United States also joined in criticizing Abe’s actions, with the Tokyo 

embassy issuing a statement that described the US as “disappointed” with a decision that 

would “exacerbate tensions with Japan’s neighbors.”22 Coming in the wake of the serious 

disputes over the East China Sea already mentioned, the visit was a direct signal of a 

more provocative approach to Japan’s relations with its neighbors and of his desire to 

assuage right-wing opinion domestically. In China, public opinion was vociferous in its 

condemnations, and the story dominated media coverage of foreign affairs. The Yasukuni 

Shrine issue, and especially the issue of visits by Japanese prime ministers, has taken on a 

symbolic significance that makes it a flashpoint for relations in northeast Asia. 

 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

The primary proposition to be tested in the two cases below is whether and how 

the content of online public discourse differs from government interpretations during 

                                                 
20 Smith, Intimate Rivals, p. 96. 
21 “The Statement by Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Qin Gang on Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s 

Visit to the Yasukuni Shrine” (Foreign Ministry of the People’s Republic of China, December 26, 2013), 

http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/ce/cedk/eng/fyrth/t1112096.htm. 
22 “Statement on Prime Minister Abe’s December 26 Visit to Yasukuni Shrine” (Embassy of the United 

States, Tokyo, December 26, 2013), http://japan.usembassy.gov/e/p/tp-20131226-01.html. 
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these foreign policy events. More precisely, this research investigates whether or not the 

aggregate tone and focus of Chinese social media – in other words, the frames with which 

users discuss these issues – differs from that of official print media. As outlined in 

Chapter 1, the type of online discourse, and its degree of difference from state narratives, 

is expected to follow from two independent variables: the salience of the issue to 

nationalist narratives and the quality of authorities’ propaganda handling of events. To 

briefly summarize, both cases show a very high degree of nationalist salience and but 

differ in the coherence of their propaganda response. Weak propaganda coverage during 

the ADIZ case immediately following the B-52 flight compared unfavorably to the very 

strong and consistent state narratives promoted by the CCP following Abe’s Yasukuni 

Shrine visit. These distinctions give rise to two different discourse types: independent in 

the ADIZ case and state dominated in the Yasukuni case. However, contrary to 

expectations that independent discourse will face repression, the state response in each 

case is best classified as guidance. In both cases, the analysis combines automated, 

quantitative measures with qualitative examination of messages and press articles. The 

ADIZ case covers the first two weeks of press and Weibo coverage after the 2013 East 

China Sea Air Defense Identification Zone announcement outlined above, running from 

November 23, 2013 (the date of the announcement) to December 7, 2013.23 Meanwhile, 

the Yasukuni Shrine case covers the period from Abe’s visit on December 26th through 

January 9th, two weeks later.24  

                                                 
23 I am indebted to Prof. Danielle Stockmann for her personal advice and published work on the subject of 

Chinese-language textual analysis. See especially the Content Analysis section of her website at 

<http://daniestockmann.net/research/content-analysis-of-chinese-texts/>. 
24 The stop points for both cases fall about one week after the highest period of public attention has ceased. 

Reasonable changes to these end dates makes little difference for the analysis. 
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This study utilizes social media data collected from the Sina Weibo social 

network and print media articles collected from the CNKI database as described in 

Chapter 1. The Weibo data consist of individual posts occurring during the coverage 

spikes for each issue. From this large body of data, all messages containing specific 

keywords are extracted from the sample.25 The text of these relevant messages is then 

combined into single plain-text files according to day. As explained in Chapter 1, it is 

unlikely that censorship has substantively biased the selection of messages included in 

these aggregate files. This is primarily because they are collected before post-hoc 

censorship has taken place and because foreign policy topics are not the primary targets 

of the censorship apparatus, which generally focuses on criticisms targeting specific CCP 

leaders and calls to collective action.26 Additionally, occurrences of self-censorship will 

tend to make the existence of a distinct public discourse harder to detect and therefore 

increase the significance of any such findings.27 

Print media articles were collected from the CNKI Core Newspapers Full-Text 

Database via keyword searches for the date ranges in question. All articles from the 

publications of interest for this study containing that term were downloaded and hand-

coded for relevance to the topic at hand. Relevance was defined as discussion of the issue 

itself, even if that discussion constituted only a minority of the article. Articles 

                                                 
25 The specific keywords in the ADIZ case were 识别区 [“identification zone”], 防识区 [“ADIZ”], and 

“ADIZ.” The keyword used in the Yasukuni Shrine case was simply 靖国神社 [“Yasukuni Shrine”].   
26 For more on the specific operation of the Chinese censorship apparatus, see the following: King-wa Fu 

and Michael Chau, “Reality Check for the Chinese Microblog Space: A Random Sampling Approach,” 

PLoS ONE 8, no. 3 (2013), doi:doi:10.1371/ journal.pone.0058356. Gary King, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret 

Roberts, “How Censorship in China Allows Government Criticism but Silences Collective Expression,” 

American Political Science Review 107, no. 2 (May 2013): 326–43. Gary King, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret 

Roberts, “Reverse Engineering Chinese Censorship through Randomized Experimentation and Participant 

Observation,” Science 345, no. 6199 (2014). 
27 The same dynamic makes type II errors (false negatives) more likely as well. 
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mentioning the keywords in separate contexts (e.g., an informative article on the history 

of the Yasukuni Shrine that does not mention Abe’s December 2013 visit) or mentioning 

them in context but without further specific discussion (e.g., an article on Sino-US 

relations that cites the ADIZ issue in a list of recent disagreements) were discarded. This 

resulted in a final count of 47 articles related to the ADIZ announcement and 109 articles 

relevant to Abe’s Yasukuni visit. The text of these articles was then extracted, aggregated 

into single plain-text files according to day, and analyzed using the KWIC and topic 

modeling techniques. As explained in Chapter 1 (“Data Collection”), the corpus for each 

case includes articles from a range of outlets intended to represent the state’s main 

propaganda line on an issue. Examples of represented publications include sources like 

People’s Daily, Xinhua Daily Telegraph, and PLA Daily. Although some articles from 

other media sources, such as Global Times or 21st Century Business Herald, are also used 

as sources in this case study, they are referenced individually where appropriate, are not 

taken to represent official interpretations, and are not part of the corpus used in computer-

aided analysis. A full listing of all articles included in the official media corpus can be 

found in Appendix A. 

The distributions of topic-relevant Weibo messages differ somewhat between the 

two cases. Figure 2-2 displays the total number of ADIZ-relevant posts, which increase 

from zero before the announcement to a few hundred per day for a period of 

approximately one week. At the Weibo client’s sampling rate of approximately 0.6%, this 

represents tens of thousands of real-world posts per day with a maximum around 80,000 

posts on the 25th of November.28 By contrast, the distribution of Yasukuni-related posts 

                                                 
28 This estimate is very crude, but should give the reader a general idea of the scale involved in these cases.  
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shown in Figure 2-3 is much more heavily weighted toward the initial spike on December 

26th. In both cases, a “long tail” of posts continues at a slightly elevated level for weeks 

after the initial event has occurred. Total estimated real-world posts in the two-week 

intervals after the initial events are about 600,000 in the ADIZ case and 450,000 in the 

Yasukuni Shrine case. Note that in order to give a better sense of the overall trend, each 

graph covers about one week more than the time periods used in the analysis below.   
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Figure 2-2: Collected Weibos Containing “ADIZ”  

 

 

Figure 2-3: Collected Weibos Containing “Yasukuni Shrine”  

 

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

900

1000

1
1

/2
0

/2
0

1
3

1
1

/2
1

/2
0

1
3

1
1

/2
2

/2
0

1
3

1
1

/2
3

/2
0

1
3

1
1

/2
4

/2
0

1
3

1
1

/2
5

/2
0

1
3

1
1

/2
6

/2
0

1
3

1
1

/2
7

/2
0

1
3

1
1

/2
8

/2
0

1
3

1
1

/2
9

/2
0

1
3

1
1

/3
0

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/0
1

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/0
2

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/0
3

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/0
4

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/0
5

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/0
6

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/0
7

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/0
8

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/0
9

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/1
0

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/1
1

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/1
2

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/1
3

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/1
4

/2
0

1
3

P
o

st
s

Total Posts Unique Posts

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

900

1000

1
2

/2
0

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/2
1

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/2
2

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/2
3

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/2
4

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/2
5

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/2
6

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/2
7

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/2
8

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/2
9

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/3
0

/2
0

1
3

1
2

/3
1

/2
0

1
3

1
/1

/2
0

1
4

1
/2

/2
0

1
4

1
/3

/2
0

1
4

1
/4

/2
0

1
4

1
/5

/2
0

1
4

1
/6

/2
0

1
4

1
/7

/2
0

1
4

1
/8

/2
0

1
4

1
/9

/2
0

1
4

1
/1

0
/2

0
1

4

1
/1

1
/2

0
1

4

1
/1

2
/2

0
1

4

1
/1

3
/2

0
1

4

1
/1

4
/2

0
1

4

P
o

st
s

Total Posts Unique Posts



88 

 

In Figures 2-2 and 2-3 above, the solid line shows the total number of relevant 

posts collected, including duplicate posts, while the dashed line shows the number of 

unique posts collected. Duplicate posts are significant because they may indicate 

widespread sharing of similar messages (reposting) or repeated advertisements (spam). 

The relatively small differences between the two lines in each graph indicate that such 

factors do not dominate the sample. Only the ADIZ data shows a notable gap, with 

duplicates comprising about 27% of posts on November 23rd and 22% of posts on 

November 25th. However, the most common reason for duplicate postings are relevant 

reposts of links to news stories within the Sina network. This is reassuring, both because 

spam is not obstructing the analysis and because the posts collected are highly relevant to 

the topic at hand.29 Table 2-1 shows the most common duplicate posts in the sample, 

which in each case are Sina News article links. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
29 Omitted dates universally had very few duplicates, with fewer than ten identical messages. Also, some 

recurring but non-identical spam messages were removed after identifying them in the raw Weibo data for 

each case. 



89 

 

Table 2-1: Most Common Duplicate Posts in ADIZ Sample 

Date Chinese English % of Day’s 

Total ADIZ 

Weibos 

11/23 @新浪新闻 的文章 ：【我国设东海

防空识别区含钓鱼岛】  我分享了
http://t.cn/8kwPqF9 

Sina News: “China sets up 

East China Sea ADIZ” [link] 

11.3% 

11/24 @新浪新闻 的文章 ：【独家解析：

日美军机进入我防空识别区能否击

落】  我分享了 http://t.cn/8kwMiCW 

Sina News: “Exclusive 

Analysis: Could a US or 

Japanese fighter in ADIZ be 

shot down?” [link] 

3.6% 

11/25 @新浪新闻 的文章 ：【安倍要求中

国撤销防空识别区】  我分享了
http://t.cn/8k2inaG 

Sina News: “Abe demands 

that China cancel ADIZ” 

[link] 

5.9% 

12/5 @新浪新闻 的文章 ：【习近平见拜

登重申识别区立场】  我分享了
http://t.cn/8kteKga 

Sina News: “Xi meets Biden, 

reaffirms ADIZ position” 

[link] 

7.8% 

12/6 @新浪新闻 的文章 ：【外媒称拜登

提反对中国识别区理由遭习近平反

驳】  我分享了 http://t.cn/8kce8lJ 

Sina News: “Foreign media 

reports Biden raised reason 

for opposing ADIZ, Xi gave 

response” [link] 

5.6% 

 

Both the ADIZ and Yasukuni Shrine cases saw a significant propaganda response 

from official outlets. In Figures 2-4 and 2-5 below, the bars indicate a numeric count of 

the number of articles collected from official outlets through December 7th and January 

9th, respectively. Overall coverage was significantly greater for Abe’s visit to the shrine 

than for the ADIZ announcement. In fact, the amount of press ink devoted to the shrine 

visit was the most of any of the cases examined in this study. Generally speaking, though, 

both show a relatively consistent trend of official coverage. Figures 2-6 and 2-7 then 

show the relative proportion of those articles which come from the different categories of 

outlets included in the quantitative analysis corpuses. The ADIZ case is notable for the 

large proportion of coverage from military outlets, especially PLA Daily, while the 
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Yasukuni Shrine corpus contains the highest fraction from comprehensive outlets like 

People’s Daily and Xinhua Daily Telegraph of any case. 

Figure 2-4: “ADIZ”-related Articles from Official Outlets  

 

 

Figure 2-5: “Yasukuni”-related Articles from Official Outlets  

 

0

5

10

15

20

25

A
rt

ic
le

 C
o

u
n

t

0

5

10

15

20

25

A
rt

ic
le

 C
o

u
n

t



91 

 

Figure 2-6: Articles in ADIZ Official Media Corpus by Publication Category 

 

 

Figure 2-7: Articles in Yasukuni Shrine Official Media Corpus by Publication Category 
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Positive/negative sentiment analysis, topic model analysis, and qualitative 

examination of the texts are the primary methods used to test the hypotheses against the 

collected data (see Chapter 1, “Measurement” for additional details). Sentiment analysis 

examines the data in a straightforward way: by counting the frequency of words of 

interest, either in the posts in general or in proximity to key terms (keyword-in-context, 

or KWIC analysis).30 For example, a positive/negative dictionary of Chinese terms can be 

applied to the corpus of collected posts or articles during the dates of interest in order to 

determine the general sentiment within the data. One can also measure the proportion of 

words in proximity to keywords of interest that belong to a specific category. This allows 

an analyst to determine, for example, whether language used in conjunction with a phrase 

like “ADIZ” is predominately positive, negative, or belongs to any other category which 

has been defined with a dictionary of terms. The above tools are used to measure the 

overall sentiment of the print article and Weibo corpuses as well as the content of those 

words in proximity to the main keywords of interest, “识别区 / 防识区” [ADIZ] and “靖

国神社” [Yasukuni Shrine].  

Topic model analysis can take many specific forms, but its general aim is to 

automatically classify texts into specific categories according to their content. In this 

case, I utilize the quanteda and topicmodels packages for the R programming 

language to perform an unsupervised topic model analysis. “Unsupervised” analysis 

means that the algorithm itself discovers co-occurrences of words in the text and reports 

these as “topics,” rather than being trained with pre-sorted data that has been categorized 

                                                 
30 For a good overview of automated content analysis methods, see Justin Grimmer and Brandon Stewart, 

“Text as Data: The Promise and Pitfalls of Automatic Content Analysis Methods for Political Texts,” 

Political Analysis 21, no. 3 (July 1, 2013): 267–97. 
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manually by a person.31 Unsupervised machine learning techniques require hands-on 

validation to make certain that the results are substantive; as will be seen, the topics 

produced using this process and their relative prevalence over time are easy to understand 

in terms of real-world events.  

Finally, qualitative analysis consists primarily of reading many of the collected 

posts and articles and noting their content, tone, and so forth. In addition, subsets of 

Weibo posts were sometimes coded by hand for a specific type of content (e.g. criticism 

of the Chinese government on a particular day). Most posts also contain links to news 

articles, blogs, online polls, and so forth. Following these links to trace out the 

connections between the media and the online public discourse is an important part of 

this study.  

 

ANALYSIS: CHINA’S EAST CHINA SEA ADIZ ANNOUNCEMENT 

 The Air Defense Identification Zone announcement case occurred in two distinct 

phases. The first encompasses the period immediately after the initial announcement, 

from November 23rd to November 25th. The second entails the period after the American 

B-52 flight through the zone, which took place on November 26th. During both phases, 

the nationalist salience of the issue remained high. Netizens immediately connected the 

issue to China’s territorial dispute with Japan over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands. 

However, during the second phase, public support for the state’s handling of events 

dropped notably, and the authorities’ initially consistent propaganda efforts suffered a 

temporary lapse when the US unexpectedly challenged the ADIZ. This led to a distinct 

                                                 
31 See especially Grimmer and Stewart, “Text as Data,” pp. 14-19. 
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shift in the public discourse on social media, from accord to independence, and resulted 

in increased official efforts to guide the debate back to safer ground. In the section that 

follows, I present a variety of evidence showing that netizens discussed the ADIZ dispute 

in ways quite distinct from propaganda coverage, and often at odds with it, before the 

issue was ultimately pushed off of netizens’ agenda. 

COMPUTER-AIDED ANALYSIS: ADIZ ANNOUNCEMENT 

A useful first step in comparing the social media discourse to state propaganda 

content is examining what users discussed. Did official sources and the public focus on 

the same aspects of the issue at hand? Unsupervised topic model analysis allows a 

researcher to observe which terms users post in conjunction with one another: that is, the 

topics which define their discussion of events. The method utilized here requires pre-

specification of the number of topics into which to categorize the texts, a number known 

as the k-value. However, it does not make use of pre-categorized training texts that define 

the content of each topic for the computer. Instead, after setting the k-value, the computer 

performs the division automatically by “learning” which words occur in conjunction. 

This necessitates an inductive approach, in which the modeling is repeated with various 

values for the topic count and then the results examined for qualitative significance. In 

practice, “qualitative significance” means that the topics should be both distinguishable 

from one another and also internally consistent, clearly identifying some particular idea 

or framing. Results are reported by the software in terms of the specific word content of 

the topics and the relative amount of each day’s text which can be categorized as 

belonging to each topic. 

 For analysis of the Weibo data in the ADIZ case, the clearest results were 

obtained with a division of the corpus among only three topics. Higher numbers of topics 
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immediately produced unclear, duplicative results, indicating that most users approached 

these issues from only a few broad perspectives.32 The three topics, which are labeled 

“Announcement,” “Bomber,” and “Diplomacy” for convenience, align with three 

different phases of the ADIZ dispute. The table below (Table 2-2) lists unique words 

associated with these topics, chosen from the top twenty terms in each and after removal 

of words duplicated across all three (e.g. “China,” “Japan,” “ADIZ” etc.). Words which 

occur higher in each list are more strongly associated with the topic. 

Table 2-2: ADIZ Weibo Topic Model Results  

Topic Associated Terms 

Announcement 

“Diaoyu Islands”, “Announce”, “Sina”, “Our country [i.e., 

China]”, “Ministry of Defense”, “Government”, “Phoenix [Media 

Group]” 

Bomber33 

“United States”, “Enters”, “Bomber”, “Fly [an airplane]”, 

“Airplane(s)”, “b”, “Identification Zone”, “Phoenix [Media 

Group]” 

Diplomacy 
“United States”, “Identification Zone”, “Biden”, “Say(s)” 

“Require(s)”, “Chinese side” 

 

For each day of Weibo messages, the three topics can be scored according to their 

relative association with that day’s posts. Two is the maximum value, zero is the 

minimum, and scores are again averaged across three-day intervals.34 Figure 2-8 

illustrates this breakdown, clearly dividing the crisis into three periods. In the first, users 

focused primarily on sharing news items related to the announcement itself. Terms 

related to media outlets like Sina and Phoenix Media Group, a popular source of news 

                                                 
32 Results for topic counts ranging from 3 to 15 were evaluated against one another to make this 

determination. 
33 The letter “b” appears as a consequence of the term “B-52” being split in the process of segmentation and 

stopword removal. 
34 This scoring system is a simplification of the raw topic proportions calculated in R, but is easier to work 

with when producing graphical interpretations. The substantive trends are unchanged regardless of scoring 

system. 
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based in Hong Kong, reflect the prevalence of shared, informative links during this 

period, while the other terms highlight the Chinese government’s announcement. In the 

second, attention clearly focused on the American decision to send two B-52 bombers 

through the declared ADIZ without notification. The final, longest phase centered on the 

diplomatic back and forth between China and the United States over the issue, with a 

strong emphasis on Vice President Joseph Biden’s visit to China in December. Terms like 

“say(s)” and “require(s)” emphasize the back-and-forth of statements and rebuttals during 

this period.  

Figure 2-8: ADIZ Weibo Topic Prevalence by Day (3-Day Averages)35 

 

The results of a combined topic model analysis across November and December 

for all press articles related to either the ADIZ dispute or the Yasukuni Shrine visit are 

                                                 
35 The “topic prevalence score” used here is determined by assigning points to each topic based on its daily 

rank, as reported by the software for each day’s text. For illustrative purposes, I assign two points to the 

top-ranked topic for each day, one point to the second-ranked topic, and no points topics ranked third or 

lower. Using three-day averages allows for non-integer scores. The maximum score is therefore 2.0.  
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shown below in Table 2-3. Given the close proximity of these two events and the lack of 

diversity among articles discussing Abe’s visit, combining the two gives a better sense of 

how coverage changed over time.36 Again, terms common to all three topics, like “China” 

or “country,” have been removed and words earlier in each list are more closely related to 

their respective topics. The topics divide into three: one related to the ADIZ 

announcement, one related to Abe’s Yasukuni Shrine visit, and a third topic discussing 

politics between China, Japan, and the United States more generally which I again label 

“diplomacy.” Some overlap exists between the “ADIZ” and “diplomacy” topics, but 

testing a two-topic division showed it to be clearly insufficient to describe official 

media’s range of content during this period. Separate topic models were also generated 

for the ADIZ and Yasukuni media article corpuses for completeness, but had no notable 

differences from the results presented here. Regardless of k-value or grouping of the press 

articles across time, the Yasukuni-related texts are tightly focused on the visit and 

criticism of Japan, and the ADIZ-related texts are divided between those discussing the 

announcement itself and those discussing the broader politics among the involved 

powers. 

Table 2-3: Combined ADIZ and Yasukuni Press Topic Model Results  

Topic Associated Terms 

ADIZ 
“ADIZ”, “East China Sea”, “Delimit [a zone]”, “Aviation”, 

“Territorial Air Space”, “Sovereignty”, “Aircraft” 

Diplomacy “Relations”, “East China Sea”, “Problem”, “Biden”, “Strategy” 

Yasukuni Shrine 
“Abe”, “Worship/Pay Respects”, “Yasukuni Shrine”, “History”, 

“Prime Minister”, “Relations”, “War” 

 

                                                 
36 As will be seen below, both Weibo messages and official media articles related to Abe’s visit collapse 

into a single topic when analyzed alone, indicating the accord that prevailed between public and Party. 
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The clearest difference between the Weibo messages and the official press articles 

is the “bomber” topic, which is present in the Weibo data but entirely absent from the 

press coverage. Different topic divisions of the media articles were created for values 

ranging from two to ten. Regardless of the k-value used in the topic modeling algorithm, 

and regardless of whether the ADIZ and Yasukuni Shrine press articles were analyzed 

separately or not, no topic related to the US bombers’ flight was evident. Indeed, the 

phrase “bomber” or “B-52” did not appear once as a related term. Even before qualitative 

analysis, this provides strong evidence that official media downplayed or ignored the B-

52 flight in their coverage despite widespread popular interest. The press topics’ relative 

prevalence over time is illustrated in Figure 2-9, with a gap between December 14th and 

December 27th in which no relevant articles were collected. As would be expected, the 

ADIZ topic dominates early coverage in official media, but the articles’ content focuses 

less on the ADIZ itself and more on politics between China, Japan, and the US as time 

goes on. After December 26th, press coverage is dominated by the Yasukuni Shrine issue. 

Figure 2-9: Combined Press Article Topic Prevalence by Day (3-Day Averages) 
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In addition to using topic models to find out what netizens or press outlets paid 

attention to, sentiment analysis can be used to discover how their messages and articles 

discussed the issue at hand. The simplest form of sentiment analysis measures positive 

and negative language in a text, giving a general idea of the tone. For comparison 

purposes, the first sentiment graph below (Figure 2-10) shows the general sentiment for 

all Weibo posts across the two-week span: approximately 550,000 sampled posts per day, 

representing about 70 million daily posts.37 Note that this graph and all others measuring 

sentiment in this chapter have been set to a 0-12% range on the vertical axis for 

comparability. The y-axis therefore represents the proportion of target language 

belonging to the measured categories, positive or negative. As can be seen, positive 

language in the sample outweighs negative language by about 60% and constitutes on 

average approximately 5.3% of all words in the posts. Sentiment is steady across the 

sample period. Although not shown here, the same general trend can be observed at any 

other point in time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
37 As noted above, some messages are duplicates due to spam or reposting. For each of the tests that follow, 

I have conducted a similar test in which duplicate messages were removed from the data. Doing so showed 

no substantive difference, and so those alternative tests are omitted here. 
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Figure 2-10: Baseline Positive/Negative Sentiment for Full Weibo Sample 

 

Did netizens’ tone regarding the ADIZ itself differ from this baseline, and how 

did it compare to the general tone of news coverage? The primary goal of the computer-

aided analysis is to find and illustrate overall trends which might be difficult to discern 

simply by reading posts and articles. In Figures 2-11 and 2-12 below, the sentiment of the 

language used in the Weibo posts and print articles in proximity to the keyword “ADIZ” 

is measured using the positive and negative categories. Proximity is defined as the five 

words either before or after the keyword for the purposes of this analysis.38 In both cases, 

rolling three-day averages are used in order to show the general trend. When viewing the 

sentiment lines, it is also important to note the volume of Weibo posts or total number of 

                                                 
38 The data preprocessing requires segmentation of the text to insert spaces between Chinese words, which 

may generally be composed of one to four characters but are natively written without whitespace to 

delineate them. Five “words” is thus defined as five such words after segmentation has taken place, not as 

five individual characters.  
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times that the term of interest (“ADIZ”) was mentioned in a given day’s articles. These 

values are shown by the shaded gray background or gray bars.  

Figure 2-11: Weibo Sentiment in Proximity to “ADIZ” (3-Day Averages) 
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Figure 2-12: Press Sentiment in Proximity to “ADIZ” (3-Day Averages) 39 

 

Even these relatively simple comparisons illustrate two key points. First, Weibo 

sentiment in proximity to the ADIZ search terms differs markedly from the baseline for 

all Weibo posts. Where posts to Sina Weibo in general show significantly more usage of 

positive language than negative, the words in proximity to “ADIZ / 识别区” are precisely 

the opposite: more negative than positive and sometimes substantially more. Second, the 

levels of positive and negative sentiment in the Weibo posts also differ from those 

observed in the traditional print media. Where negative sentiment outweighs positive 

sentiment for each day of the Weibo sample after November 23, the language in 

traditional media shows substantially greater positive language proportions for nearly the 

entire two-week period. While negative sentiment in the press does appear to overtake 

                                                 
39 No articles from official sources were available on December 2nd, resulting in the visible gap. In addition, 

note that the secondary vertical scale for mentions of the term “ADIZ” has twice the maximum value as the 

Yasukuni Shrine graphs shown later in the chapter. This is due to the outlier value on December 26th.  
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positive sentiment on December 7th, coverage by that point had dropped to a single print 

article per day. Overall, it appears that Weibo users discussed the ADIZ in notably more 

negative terms than official media did. The underlying cause of this divergence is 

examined more fully later on, but suffice it to say that displeasure with China’s 

adversaries and with the Chinese government’s handling of the ADIZ announcement 

each contributed to the observed pattern. 

In addition to this broad positive/negative sentiment analysis, a more detailed 

media frame analysis can shed light on the specific interpretations favored by social 

media users. An important frame for this case study is a “militarized” frame. Various 

commentators and scholars, including the author, have a subjective impression that the 

public takes a more aggressive or militant tone on territorial disputes than the press. This 

type of expression is closely related to the type of assertive nationalism that typically 

draws attention from scholars and other observers. However, it is possible that a few 

particularly strident or otherwise notable voices in Chinese public discourse bias 

perceptions. We can imagine that citizens and officials may choose to discuss the ADIZ 

issue in various terms: as an international law dispute over acceptable regulations for 

aircraft, as an extension of China’s existing territorial dispute with Japan, or as a potential 

military flashpoint, to name a few. To measure the presence of a military-focused frame, 

a limited dictionary of characters and words commonly associated with military terms in 

the Chinese language was constructed.40 This dictionary was then applied to the words in 

                                                 
40 The list of terms includes the characters 争 [dispute/contend], 军 [military], 击[strike], 夺 [take by force],  

攻 [attack/assault], and 袭 [attack] along with “wildcards” which force the program to count any word in 

which the character is used as part of a compound (e.g. 军队 in which “military” + “group” = “army”). The 

list also includes the set compounds 侵略 [invade], 开仗 [start a war/open hostilities], 打仗 [fight a war/to 

battle], and eight specific terms containing the character 战 [war]. A simple wildcard was inappropriate in 

the final case due to the high frequency of the compound 挑战 [challenge, noun and verb] in Chinese. 
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proximity to the key term in both the Weibo and press samples (Figure 2-13). The dotted 

line at bottom illustrates the baseline rate of militarized language occurring in the full 

body of Weibo posts for the two-week period. The solid line shows the occurrence of 

military language in proximity to the term “ADIZ” within the Weibo data over the two-

week time period from November 23 to December 7, while the dashed line illustrates the 

rate of such language in the print media articles. 

Figure 2-13: Use of Militarized Language in Proximity to “ADIZ” 

  

The data broadly substantiates most observers’ intuition. Netizens’ language 

surrounding the keyword “ADIZ” uses terms containing the characters for “military,” 

“war,” “strike,” “attack” and so on at nearly nine times the rate of Weibo posts in general, 

on average.41 Compared to language on the same topic when covered in print media, 

                                                 
41 The difference between the usage of military terms in the Weibo data and that in the sample as a whole is 

significant at the p < 0.01 level when a difference in proportions test is applied for any given day, 

indicating that posts were genuinely more military-focused than normal. 
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netizens’ messages average approximately 80% more militarized language. While it is 

natural for certain military terms to show up in conjunction with this incident, the 

distinction between press and public is also of note. If the public were being “led” on 

such topics by state propaganda as reflected in traditional media channels, we might 

expect a closer match between the two. Instead, militarized language remains relatively 

constant in the Weibo data but varies somewhat more significantly in the press data. This 

variability may cast some doubt on assertions that the media consistently “whip up” 

nationalist ardor toward Japan, though of course the framing measure employed here is 

still rather crude and not coterminous with “nationalism.” Shifts in state tone are 

described in more detail in the qualitative analysis that follows.  

 

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS: ADIZ ANNOUNCEMENT 

The above analysis indicates that both the general tone and topical focus of social 

media users differed from the framings preferred by traditional media. Such differences 

show that the public can indeed express its own views at a wide scale, even within the 

controlled media environment that exists in the PRC. Computer-aided analysis is thus a 

crucial first step, but the techniques presented above are limited in important ways. This 

necessitates examining the data by hand before drawing conclusions. Whereas computer-

aided analysis can demonstrate larger trends, a more qualitative approach is better for 

examining the specific content of user messages and state publications. This section 

proceeds with a manual analysis of the messages collected from Sina Weibo, comparing 

them to the content of the print media and describing the state’s handling of the ADIZ 

issue across time. 
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Reading the posts collected via the automated client shows that the vast majority 

contain links to news items or blog posts outside Sina Weibo, sometimes with a few 

words or phrases of commentary. This is commonly observed behavior for social media 

users across many services. A smaller minority of posts solely contain personal 

statements on the topic. Neither an automated means of distinguishing these two 

categories nor comprehensive manual coding of all posts has been undertaken, but such 

“link posts” (with or without commentary) are estimated to make up around 80% of the 

extracted corpus respectively, with the remaining 20% being wholly original posts. In 

general, users discussing the ADIZ announcement favored Phoenix Media and to a lesser 

extent the news aggregation site Today’s Headlines (“今日头条”) as sources. A smaller 

fraction mentioned articles from Xinhua and Sina News, while only small minorities of 

users cited other outlets like Global Times or foreign outlets like The New York Times.42  

The Sina Weibo posts contain clear shifts in tone and content that reflected events 

on the ground. On November 23, the date of the announcement, users mostly expressed 

general support and shared informative news links. As already shown in Table 1 above, 

this day had the single largest proportion of duplicate posts of any in the two-week period 

following the announcement; that post was a link to a general Sina News item covering 

the event. Some posts simply expressed approval: “Support our country’s establishment 

of the East China Sea ADIZ!”43 Others linked to the text of the new rules posted on 

Xinhua for aircraft passing through the ADIZ, while one user expressed satisfaction: “At 

                                                 
42 For instance, references to Phoenix Media in the two weeks of posts between November 23rd and 

December 7th total 341, those to Xinhua total 51, and those to Global Times total only 18. 
43 “支持我国划定东海防空识别区！” Posted November 23rd, 2013. 
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last, we have our own ADIZ, let’s go!”44 Finally, a subset of users did focus on the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands dispute and even the possibility of conflict at this early point, 

e.g. “Establishing one ADIZ is better than a hundred statements about ‘Protect the 

Diaoyu Islands.’ I support it.” or “The East China Sea ADIZ was established today at 

10am, the smell of gunpowder is already strong.”45 Another user simply posted a link to a 

story entitled “China Establishes East China Sea ADIZ that Includes Diaoyu Islands” 

with two thumbs-up emoji appended to the front.46  

As events progressed, users’ attention shifted. As the focus moved from China’s 

announcement to the negative reactions of other countries, statements of criticism toward 

Japan and/or the United States became increasingly evident. Many played on Japan’s 

apparently hypocritical establishment of its own ADIZ over the East China Sea in 1969.47 

The first three days after the announcement also saw rapid growth in the number of 

explicit mentions of Japan and the United States, as shown below (Figure 2-14). The 

mentions are scaled according to the number of relevant messages collected each day and 

hover around 0.5 after the initial ramp-up from November 23rd to November 25th, 

indicating a high degree of attention to the two foreign powers.48  

 

                                                 
44 “终于有了自己的防空识别区了，雄起” Posted November 23rd, 2013. 

45 “说一百遍保卫钓鱼岛，不如公布东海防空识别区。赞。” Posted November 23rd, 2013. “东海防空

识别区今天十点开始实施了，火药味很浓。” Posted November 23rd, 2013. 

46 “👍👍 【中国设东海防空识别区含钓岛】 http://t.cn/8kZsX1f 分享自@百度新闻，下载查看：
http://t.cn/zTHzzVx” Posted November 23rd, 2013. 

47 E.g., “[Like] // ‘Japan’s 1969 Establishment of ADIZ Evokes Present Day’ [Link]” Original text: “[赞] //

【1969 年日本设防空识别区时可想到今日】http://t.cn/8kAkUMU (分享自 @今日头条).” Posted 

November 25th, 2013. Variations on this post show up repeatedly in the sample. 
48 The average values for Japan and the United States between November 25th and December 7th are 0.52 

and 0.43 mentions per post, respectively. 
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Figure 2-14: Explicit Mentions of “Japan” and “United States” in ADIZ Weibo Posts 49 

 

How did coverage in the state press compare to the trends in user interest and 

opinion in the Sina Weibo posts? This section focuses on those national publications 

which clearly reflect the official viewpoint: People’s Daily, Xinhua Daily Telegraph, 

PLA Daily, and so on. While coverage across all outlets is of interest, these sources 

establish the parameters of discussion for foreign affairs and most directly encapsulate 

the state’s position.50  

Initially, official print media focused on explaining and justifying the 

establishment of the new zone. The first articles from November 24, the day after the 

initial announcement, include a basic announcement in People’s Daily, a Q&A with a 

Ministry of Defense spokesperson published in PLA Daily, and two op-eds in Xinhua 

                                                 
49 Search terms were defined as “日本,” “日方,” “美国,” and “美方”. 
50 See Appendix A for a full listing of official media articles. 
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Daily Telegraph and PLA Daily, entitled “Protecting China’s Territorial/Airspace 

Sovereignty and Reasonable Measures for Security” and “Protect Appropriate and Legal 

Acts of National Sovereignty and Security,” respectively. These pieces also included 

attempts to preempt Japanese and American criticism. For example, although the 

Ministry of Defense spokesperson claimed early in the Q&A that, “[The ADIZ] is not 

directly aimed at any specific country or goal,” he also went on to remark that, “… 

relevant countries already announced the establishment of an ADIZ in 1969,” which was 

a specific reference to previous Japanese actions.51 By the 25th and 26th, the focus had 

moved more squarely to active defense of the Chinese zone against foreign criticism. On 

the 26th, Xinhua labeled Japanese objections “unreasonable” [wuli], and headlines for 

that day’s Ministry of National Defense press conference highlighted the conflicting 

viewpoints:  “Ministry of National Defense: Relevant Japanese and US Declarations 

Wholly without Merit” and “Japan and US Have no Right to Thoughtlessly Criticize 

China's Establishment of East China Sea ADIZ.”52  An editorial in Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph on the same day called American and Japanese logic on the issue 

“preposterous” [huangtang], arguing that they advocated “… allowing oneself to do 

whatever one wishes while not allowing others to have legitimate rights.”53 Mirroring the 

                                                 
51 “Guofangbu xinwen fayanren jiu huashe donghai fangkongshibiequ da jizhe wen [Ministry of Defense 

spokesperson answers reporters’ questions about ADIZ establishment],” Jiefangjun bao [PLA Daily], 

November 24, 2013. The specific quote reads: “不针对任何特定国家和目标 … 相关国家早在 1969 年就

公布实施了防空识别区 …”  
52 The headlines come from Xinhua Daily Telegraph and PLA Daily, respectively. “Guofangbu: rimei 

youguan biaotai haowudaoli,” Xinhua meiri dianxun [Xinhua Daily Telegraph], November 26, 2013. 

“Rimei wuquan dui zhongguo huashe donghai fangkongshibiequ shuosandaosi [Japan and US have no right 

to thoughtlessly criticize China’s establishment of East China Sea ADIZ],” Jiefangjun bao [PLA Daily], 

November 26, 2013. 
53 Liming Wu, “‘Zhi xu zhouguan fanghuo’ rimei luoji huangtang [‘Only allow high officials to set fires’: 

Japanese and American logic is preposterous],” Xinhua meiri dianxun [Xinhua Daily Telegraph], 

November 26, 2013.  
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focus in the online discourse, the piece went on to acknowledge that the “core problem” 

[hexin wenti] under dispute was not so much the ADIZ itself as the status of the Diaoyu 

Islands, a problem solely of Japan’s creation. This language also framed the dispute in 

explicitly nationalist terms. Thus, throughout this initial period, the public discourse 

reflected accord between netizens and state narratives. 

On the 26th of November, news reports began to appear regarding the passage of 

two US Air Force B-52 bombers through the ADIZ. The bombers took off from Guam 

and transited the zone without making the required notifications under the new Chinese 

regulations.54 Naturally, this event attracted major attention from social media users, and 

on the 27th of November explicit mentions of the word “bomber” temporarily overtook 

those of “Japan.” Those users offering original comments often expressed outrage over 

the move and concern about conflict: “Do you think that if China hadn’t drawn the ADIZ 

the Americans wouldn’t have come over? No! Other countries all dare to trample 

recklessly, why would Americans be any different?”55 Others seemed to call for conflict, 

or at least a stronger response from the Chinese government, e.g. “US military B-52s 

entering the ADIZ are a smack in the face, the time for a test of the great powers’ will has 

arrived, isn’t there any way to respond?,” while a few were more directly critical of the 

Chinese government’s lack of a clear reply: “Your drawing an ADIZ is as useless as a 

fart, their bombers immediately came over, and look at how you handled it.” 56 As seen 

                                                 
54 Julian Barnes and Jeremy Page, “U.S. Sends B-52s on Mission to Challenge Chinese Claims,” The Wall 

Street Journal, November 27, 2013, 

http://www.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702303281504579221993719005178. 
55 “反过来想想 中国不画防空识别区美国人就不来吗 ？ 不 ！ 别国主权都敢肆意践踏，还有什么美

国人不敢的呢？” Posted November 27th, 2013. 
56 “美军 B52 来防空识别区打脸了，考验大国意志的时候到了，应对办法有木有？” Posted 

November 27th, 2013. “你划个防空识别区有个屁用，人家直接轰炸机来了，看你咋办。” Posted 

November 27th, 2013. 
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earlier in Figures 9 and 12, this focus coincides with two aggregate trends: the rise of the 

“Bomber” topic as the most commonly-discussed issue and a local maximum for negative 

language around the term “ADIZ.” Manually coding a sample of one hundred posts on 

the 27th shows that about 15% of all messages on that day were directly critical of the 

Chinese government’s handling, indicating declining public satisfaction with the issue 

overall.57 

The US B-52 flyover occurred on the morning of the 26th of November local 

Chinese time, and was initially reported in a Wall Street Journal article published online 

on that same day in the United States which cited Department of Defense officials.58 

Coverage of this event did not appear in any of the sampled Chinese print media, official 

or otherwise, until November 28th.59 However, online coverage appeared as early as 

1:00am on November 27th, when Hong Kong-based Phoenix Media published a story 

based on the Wall Street Journal report. 60 Similar online reports appeared at other sites, 

including Xinhuanet, Sina, and Global Times, as the morning progressed. The public was 

therefore widely aware of the flyover relatively quickly after it occurred despite the lack 

of a strong propaganda response in print outlets. In general, online discourse ran ahead of 

print news coverage on this issue: citizens either had direct access to international news, 

                                                 
57 Given that many posts simply share links, 15% of all posts represents a significant proportion of those 

messages clearly expressing the user’s opinion on the issue. 
58 Barnes and Page, “U.S. Sends B-52s on Mission to Challenge Chinese Claims.” The original online 

publication time for the Wall Street Journal article has been lost due to later updates; it appeared in print on 

November 27 in the United States. However, the report appeared online on November 26 fairly shortly 

after the B-52 flight took place, as evidenced by other media reports from that day in publications like the 

New York Times. Thom Shanker, “U.S. Sends Two B-52 Bombers Into Air Zone Claimed by China,” The 

New York Times, November 26, 2013, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/11/27/world/asia/us-flies-b-52s-into-

chinas-expanded-air-defense-zone.html. 
59 Although the title appears to be a likely fit, the PLA Daily piece “Who After All is Manufacturing 

Danger?” listed for November 27th in Appendix A contains no mention of the B-52 incident.  
60 “Meimei: meijun 2 jia B-52 zhanji jinru donghai fangkongshibiequ [US media: 2 B-52 warplanes enter 

East China Sea ADIZ],” ifeng.com [Phoenix Net], November 27, 2013, 

http://news.ifeng.com/mainland/special/fangkongshibiequ/content-5/detail_2013_11/27/31584379_0.shtml. 
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had contacts who did, or saw the online summaries once they were published on the 27th. 

This created a short window of ineffective propaganda, with the online public aware of 

the issue, many disapproving of state inaction, and no clear alternate response or 

narrative to later the sceptics’ perceptions. As noted earlier, mentions of the phrase 

“bomber” on Sina Weibo began to ramp up on the 26th and peaked on the 27th.61 When 

the Chinese press did take up the issue, it fell mainly to the more commercialized media 

like Wen Hui Bao and Oriental Morning Post (Dongfang Zaobao) to publish detailed 

reports of the incident, but those articles did not appear until November 28th.62 The only 

explicit mention of the bombers’ flight in mainline official media on November 28th came 

via a terse release in PLA Daily giving a PLA spokesperson’s account of the event and 

emphasizing that China had the capability to exercise effective control of the ADIZ.63 

Over the next two days, the B-52 issue remained out of sight in the official print media.64 

None of the twenty-three media articles collected after November 28th mention the 

bombers’ flight. 

                                                 
61 Presumably, some users became aware of the news on November 26th local time after seeing Western 

media reports and spread this information within China. 
62 Yifeng Lu, “Mei ‘you kezhi shiqiang’ fanying yatai geju shanbian [American ‘restrained show of 

strength’ reflects transformation of Asia’s structure],” Wen Hui Bao, November 28, 2013. Zhan Su and 

Jinglu Zhou, “Zhongmei shuangfang dou baochi le yiding chengdu de kezhi [Both Chinese and US sides 

have maintained certain degree of restraint,” Dongfang Zaobao [Oriental Morning Post], November 28, 

2013. 
63 Desheng Lü, “Zhongguo jundui jinxingle quancheng jianshi jishi shibie [Chinese military has carried out 

comprehensive oversight and timely identification],” Jiefangjun bao [PLA Daily], November 28, 2013. 
64 One small mention came in the daily newspaper of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 

Conference, which noted that, “… international opinion considers this action by the United States to be an 

intentional provocation,” but other than this no official print sources in the sample raised the event on the 

29th or 30th of November. That same article also took note of the role of Chinese netizens, declaring that, 

“… mainland Internet users have expressed one-sided support for the decision [to establish the ADIZ] …” 

and claimed to speak with an unnamed “Taiwanese expert” who reported that many Taiwanese were 

secretly supportive of China’s actions in the East China Sea, which touched upon “the dignity and interests 

of the Chinese nation” [minzu zunyan / minzu liyi]. Though not in a major publication, this article explicitly 

raised the nationalist salience of the issue by linking it to common nationalist narratives of reunification 

and international respect. Yang Gao, “She donghai fangkongshibiequ, taiwan ying zhanzai dalu yibian [On 

drawing East China Sea ADIZ, Taiwan should stand with mainland],” Renmin zhengxie bao [CPPCC 

Daily], November 30, 2013. 
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After the incident, discussion of the bombers rapidly fades from Sina Weibo 

despite the initial surge of coverage, and mentions of “bomber” even disappear 

completely from the collected ADIZ-relevant posts on December 5th and 6th.65 This is not 

to say that users immediately lost interest in the larger issue, and indeed the final 

significant event for the two-week window also occurred on December 4th and December 

5th with the visit of US Vice President Joe Biden to Beijing. However, the overall volume 

of messages related to the ADIZ dispute during this period was typically less than one 

third of the volume during the initial announcement and B-52 incident. Manually 

examining the messages on the 5th and 6th shows that few users at this point posted 

original comments regarding the visit, with almost all references to “Biden” coming from 

various forms of links to news stories similar to those already listed in Table 1 above. For 

example, many users posted links with the headline, “Xi Jinping rebuts Biden’s ‘reason 

for opposition to China’s ADIZ’ [link].”66 Those few users posting original comments 

mostly maintain their focus on the countries opposing China’s actions. As one netizen put 

it, “China’s air defense identification zone has first ‘identified’ the three dogs of Japan, 

Korea, and Taiwan, allowing compatriots to have a clearer understanding of the 

peripheral environment, [this is] really great!”67  

For their part, official media shifted slightly to portray the zone as a legitimate 

established fact and rein in the focus on Sino-Japanese or Sino-American conflict. As the 

back-and-forth over China’s ADIZ moved into its second week, the December 1st news 

                                                 
65 Note that this does not indicate that posts were being pre-censored for mentions of “bombers”: such posts 

are present in the sample on December 7th and other later dates.  
66 “习近平驳回拜登 ‘反对中国防空识别区的理由’ http://t.cn/8kcFE3b” Posted December 6th, 2013. 

67 “中国防空识别区竟先识别出韩日台三条狗，让国人对周边环境有了更清醒认识，好得很！” 

Posted December 6th, 2013. 
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that the US Department of State had recommended that American civilian airlines 

comply with China’s ADIZ made a splash and presented an easy talking point for state 

media.68 Appraisals of Biden’s visit on the 4th and 5th of December emphasized that there 

were “more important things” in the US-China relationship than the ADIZ announcement 

in addition to the usual state reporting on official meetings, replete with slogans and 

formulaic statements of cooperation.69 Overall, the tenor of coverage by the end of the 

second week reflected a general de-escalation of tension over the ADIZ announcement, 

which fits the decline in militarized language observed in the print media and social 

media sentiment analyses seen above. State media simply moved past questions about 

China’s handling of the flyover. 

The broader response of authorities to the ADIZ episode reflects a strategy of 

light guidance. At first, the ADIZ announcement generated popular enthusiasm and 

interest which meshed well with an early blitz of media coverage. Later, however, the 

American B-52 flight appeared to catch authorities off-guard. Official media including 

Xinhua and PLA Daily acknowledged the incident, but acknowledgement was the 

practical extent of the response. Meanwhile, social media users clearly focused on the 

incident as a framing for the larger ADIZ dispute. Many demanded strength from China 

                                                 
68 Lian Xin, “Mei jianyi minhang zuncong zhongguo fangkongshibiequ [US advises civilian carriers to 

comply with China’s ADIZ],” Jiefangjun bao [PLA Daily], December 1, 2013. Zhengjun Liao, “Mei 

zhengfu jianyi minhang feiji zunzhong zhongguo donghai fangkongshibiequ [US government advises 

civilian aircraft to respect China’s East China Sea ADIZ],” Renmin ribao [People’s Daily], December 1, 

2013. 
69 People’s Daily carried the standard report on the Xi-Biden meeting, while its overseas edition published 

a considered editorial by Fudan University specialist Shen Dingli on Biden’s foreign policy background 

and the place of the ADIZ in US-China relations. Although not a major focus here, commercialized media 

also ran more colorful accounts of Biden’s visit and interactions with Chinese citizens. Shangze Du, 

“Laolao bawo goujian zhongmei xinxing daguo guanxi zhengque fangxiang bu dongyao [Firmly hold to the 

construction of a new type of great power relations between China and US, do not move from the proper 

direction],” Renmin ribao [People’s Daily], December 5, 2013. Dingli Shen, “Zhongmei you bi shibiequ 

geng zhongyao de shi [There are more important things for China and US than ADIZ],” Renmin ribao 

haiwaiban [People’s Daily Overseas Edition], December 5, 2013. 
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in the face of the provocation. The event had an inseparable relationship with China’s 

territorial dispute with Japan, giving it a high degree of nationalist salience. Indeed, it 

appeared to clearly illustrate the PRC’s inability to control the airspace over the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands as well as a distinct lack of respect for Chinese demands in 

Tokyo and Washington. Nonetheless, there is little evidence that China’s Internet 

bureaucracy implemented comprehensive censorship of the issue. Discussion of both the 

larger ADIZ issue and of the bomber flight specifically fall off gradually over time, rather 

than suddenly as would be expected if a block had been instituted, and ongoing mentions 

of these events in posts during the days after the incident show that blanket keyword pre-

censorship was not employed (though post-hoc deletion of posts probably was). In the 

posts examined manually, none complained of censorship and terms like “harmonization” 

[“和谐”] are not in evidence among the Weibo users.70 Instead, the state settled for telling 

its side of the story, downplayed the B-52 flight by ignoring it, and shifted focus to the 

continuing diplomacy around Vice President Biden’s visit to Asia. 

 

ANALYSIS: ABE’S YASUKUNI SHRINE VISIT 

 In contrast to the case of the ADIZ announcement, the visit by Prime Minister 

Abe to the Yasukuni Shrine on December 26th produced a clear-cut case of state 

dominance. If anything, the nationalist salience of the shrine issue is higher than that of 

the ADIZ dispute. The critical difference between Abe’s shrine visit and the ADIZ case is 

that state propaganda coverage in this episode was both high-volume and consistent in its 

content. Social media users and press alike focused on criticizing Japan and its leaders; 

                                                 
70 As will be shown in later chapters, users are often willing to comment directly on perceived censorship. 
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the blame lay squarely with Abe. Although seeds of nationalist dissent were in evidence 

at the beginning of the episode, relatively little Weibo commentary was ultimately 

directed at the Chinese government. This resulted in an online discourse characterized by 

state dominance and active guidance, possibly related to the sensitivity of the issue and 

the fact that Abe’s shrine visit produced some attention to real-world protests. 

 

COMPUTER-AIDED ANALYSIS: YASUKUNI SHRINE 

General trends in the Weibo and press data related to Abe’s Yasukuni Shrine visit 

tell a remarkably straightforward story. In contrast to the ADIZ case, topic model results 

for both the social media messages and newspaper articles show only a single dominant 

topic with terms directly related to the case at hand: “Abe,” “worship/pay respects,” 

“Yasukuni Shrine,” “Prime Minister,” “honor the dead,” and so on. Mapping the Weibo 

messages to more than one topic, whether two or ten, produced heavy overlap among the 

categories generated, which had no clear distinctions and little reproducibility across 

runs. This is evidence for a clear focus by Weibo users on a single interpretation. As seen 

initially in Figure 10, relevant press articles from the day after the visit (December 27th) 

until two weeks later also contain only a single dominant “Yasukuni” topic. Again, this 

illustrates that there was little shift in the subject of press coverage during those two 

weeks. News media began by denouncing Abe and criticizing a perceived move 

rightward in Japanese society. Two weeks later, not much had changed. The same can be 

said for Weibo users. 

 Sentiment analysis also shows little distinction between Weibo users and state 

media. The four graphs below (Figures 16-19) illustrate the positive/negative sentiment 

for Weibo messages and press articles, first in conjunction with Prime Minister Abe and 
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then in proximity to mentions of the Yasukuni Shrine itself. Again, all trend lines are 

shown as rolling three-day averages with the total volume of texts, represented by either 

the count of Weibo posts or press mentions, shown in gray behind the trend lines on a 

secondary axis. In each case, sentiment is overwhelmingly negative in the immediate 

aftermath of Abe’s visit. The first three days of the event – December 26th, 27th, and 28th 

– account for approximately 47% of all posts in the fourteen-day interval. During this 

period, negative sentiment in the Weibo data averages 2.3 times the level of positive 

sentiment around Prime Minister Abe and 2.6 times the level of positive sentiment in 

proximity to mentions of the Yasukuni Shrine. The comparable figures for official press 

data in the first three days of publishing after the visit – December 27th, 28th, and 29th – 

are 2.0 times more negative language and 2.8 times more negative language, respectively. 

These levels hold for nearly the entire two-week period in official media coverage 

(Figures 2-16 and 2-18). On the other hand, Weibo sentiment appears to become more 

mixed over time in both cases (Figures 2-15 and 2-17). Two factors may be at work. The 

first is that the periods of mixed sentiment occur mainly when the total level of posting 

has declined substantially, making the measurements more susceptible to changes in just 

a few messages. The second has to do with real-world events like the New Year and 

Abe’s press conference at the Ise Shrine in early January, which are further explored in 

the qualitative analysis immediately following. 
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Figure 2-15: Weibo Sentiment in Proximity to “Abe” (3-Day Averages) 

 

 

Figure 2-16: Press Sentiment in Proximity to “Abe” (3-Day Averages) 
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Figure 2-17: Weibo Sentiment in Proximity to “Yasukuni Shrine” (3-Day Averages) 

 

 

Figure 2-18: Press Sentiment in Proximity to “Yasukuni Shrine” (3-Day Averages) 
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QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS (YASUKUNI SHRINE) 

 Aggregate measures of Chinese media discourse concerning Abe’s visit to 

Yasukuni reflect a high degree of negativity and a singular focus on the event itself, but 

these are very general indicators. As seen in the ADIZ data, negative sentiment can 

signify both dissatisfaction with China’s diplomatic opponents and dissatisfaction with 

Chinese officials’ handling of the issue. Indeed, some domestic criticism was present on 

Sina Weibo during this episode, especially during the first two days. As one user wrote 

on December 28th, “… Japan is only a small island country, yet it bullies and humiliates 

China with its vast land and resources … where are these shortsighted, rapacious, lewd, 

indulgent, corrupt officials taking China?”71 But this was hardly the norm. Hand coding 

two hundred posts on the 27th and 28th reveals that no more than 5% of posts took such a 

stance, less than one third of the rate of criticism seen in the ADIZ case, and this rate fell 

over time. Much more common were statements expressing anger toward Japan and 

Shinzo Abe. Some used well-worn slogans like “Never forget national humiliation, 

boycott Japanese goods,” while others spoke to history more directly: “Long live Abe! 

Long live the Emperor! Long live Adolf! Long live the Axis Powers!”72 One fantasized 

about humiliating Abe’s “heroes” and spoke of China’s “… rights as both the biggest 

victim of the war and as a victor …,” simultaneously playing on two seemingly-

                                                 
71 “安倍又拜鬼了，作为受害国的我们表示强烈的愤怒，但愤怒的同时我们不得不反思，日本作为

一个小岛国，竟然欺凌地大物博的中国，我们一贯推行的中庸之道是不是无能和不思进取的表现？

今天，我们的经济虽然发展了，但国家真的强大了吗？一些目光短视，贪婪成性，骄淫纵乐的腐官

们将要把中国带向何方[怒]” Posted December 28th, 2013. 
72 “安倍拜鬼，勿忘国耻，抵制日货 我在: [link]” Posted December 27th, 2013. “安倍君万岁~天皇万岁

~阿道夫万岁~轴心国万岁~” Posted December 27th, 2013. 
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contradictory themes within Chinese nationalism.73 Some netizens turned to Chairman 

Mao as a symbol of Chinese strength: “You honor the dead at Yasukuni, I’ll honor 

Chairman Mao, the ghosts in Yasukuni were defeated by Chairman Mao’s hand, what 

good does your worship do?”74 The common thread of nationalist anger toward Japan 

runs strongly through most posts that expressed an opinion. Global Times also received 

positive attention from numerous netizens on the 27th. Its editorial suggesting that China 

formally blacklist Abe and forbid him from returning to China was mentioned by just 

under 10% of all users on that day, though for some this too fell short.75 

 One notable subtheme among netizens was the possibility of real-world protest. 

Insofar as social media participants focus on protests, we might expect that the level of 

nationalist challenge to the state has increased. A few users did advocate demonstrations: 

“#Abe visits Yasukuni Shrine# Why not organize another demonstration, I still haven’t 

gotten to participate…,” or “…Why haven’t something like protest demonstrations been 

organized?”76 

South Korean street protests outside the Japanese embassy in Seoul were covered in 

Chinese media stories that were shared on Weibo, and some participants seized on that 

event and other protests in the region to question the lack of protests in China: “Abe 

                                                 
73 “罗援：安倍不要误认为我们对你们的靖国神社奈何不得，我们可以把你心中的“英雄”搬到中

国来跪罪，这也是我们作为战争最大受害者的权利，也是战胜国的权利。——支持罗少将，建议再

加上用针扎小人儿的办法，把安倍做成小人儿。” Posted December 28th, 2013. 
74 “你参拜靖国神社，我就参拜毛主席，当年靖国神社里面的鬼是败在毛主席的手下的啊，你拜了

有用吗 我在: [link]”. Posted December 27th, 2013. 
75 E.g. “Global Times: Advise Prohibiting Abe from Entering China (Shared via Sina News) Geez! This is 

useless too! [link]” “环球时报：建议禁止安倍进入中国  （分享自 @新浪新闻） 唉！这也是无奈之

举了！[link]” Posted December 27th, 2013. 
76 “#安倍参拜靖国神社# 为什么不组织来次示威游行，我还没参加过呢～ 详情: [link]” Posted 

December 27th, 2013. “#我有话说#【安倍参拜靖国神社引日本车企恐慌 忧抵制潮重演】 为什么没有

组织示威游行这样的活动？ [link]” Posted December 27th, 2013. 
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visited [Yasukuni], South Korea and Hong Kong both had mass demonstrations, why 

didn’t the mainland? Why are mainlanders so apathetic? The autocratic system makes it 

so!”77 As another user wrote two days later, “… the Korean people marched on the streets 

demonstrating their protest against Abe’s honoring the dead, please tell me what active 

expression of protest have the Chinese government and people made???? None!!! … 

Forgetting history equals treason! …”78 Others referenced prior protests, especially 

activities that characterized the 2012 protests like smashing Japanese cars. As one said, 

“… I won’t actively go smash Japanese cars, but I’d be happy to see newly purchased 

Japanese cars smashed or burned.”79 On the whole, though, these posts were rare. This 

research does not directly address the emergence of nationalist protests, which have been 

studied at length by other scholars. For the purposes of studying the online discourse, 

though, the presence of these protest-related messages indicates the potential depth of 

nationalist feeling on the topic. 

 As stated, the large majority of Weibo content focused not on dissatisfaction with 

any Chinese action but on anger toward Shinzo Abe. On this point, netizens and official 

media were in complete agreement. For at least three weeks after Abe’s visit, Chinese 

official propaganda broadcast a consistent, repeated, coherent message with a strong set 

                                                 
77 “安倍参拜，韩国、香港均有民众示威，大陆为何没有？大陆人为何如此麻木？专制体制使然！” 

Posted December 27th, 2013. Presumably, the author is implying that China’s non-participatory government 

is at fault for the lack of public interest in political activities like demonstrations, but it is also possible that 

this is a veiled criticism of government action to suppress protests. 
78 “据报安倍拜鬼，日民众八成支持拥护，韩国民众走向街上游行示威抗议安倍拜鬼，请问中国政

府和人民都有何举动表示抗议？？？？没有！！！中国，古老的民族，对日辱我同胞历史已麻木！

忘记历史就是叛国！哎…悲哀啊![围

观][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪][泪]” Posted December 29th, 

2013. The numerous repeated characters at the end of the message are all “tears” emoji. 
79 “新一轮中日战争其实早已打响，在各个领域，尤其是在经济领域。在右翼分子、日本首领安倍

晋三死不认罪的态度下，凡是新购买日系车、其它日系商品的，基本上都可以以汉奸论处！我不会

主动去砸日系车，但我很乐意见到新购的日系车被砸或被烧。” Posted December 27th, 2013. 
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of three intertwined themes. First, the decision to honor the dead at Yasukuni was a grave 

insult to the Chinese nation for which Abe would pay a significant political price. This 

was the central theme of Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s statement the day after the visit, 

which was naturally the lead story in official outlets. Wang said Abe was “obstinately 

clinging to his course” [yiyiguxing] and emphasized that, “China absolutely cannot 

tolerate this. Japan must take total responsibility for the serious political consequences of 

Abe’s actions.”80 Of course, criticism was not limited to that formulation. Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph, for example, commented that Abe’s actions “… are not just a question of 

Japanese domestic politics or an individual, but one related to invasion and resistance, 

justice and wickedness, light and dark …”81 A variety of such statements permeate 

coverage of the incident. Second, the world was united with China in condemning this 

action. Including those that discuss debate within Japan, more than one quarter of all 

articles are explicitly focused on describing condemnation by non-Chinese parties. Not 

just the United States but Germany, France, Australia, Thailand, Pakistan, North Korea, 

and the Czech Republic all received individual coverage of their disapproval for Abe’s 

visit, along with four articles from People’s Daily alone dedicated to repeatedly 

cataloguing condemnations from the broader international community. Third and finally, 

the visit reflected an ongoing move by Japan toward rightwing politics and a return to its 

militarist past. People’s Daily editorialized that Abe was “A politician who openly invites 

the resurrection of militarist history,” and “… incapable of recognizing the evil of the 

                                                 
80 “Rifang bixu dui yanzhong zhengzhi houguo chengdan quanbu zeren [Japanese side must take total 

responsibility for serious political reprecussions],” Renmin ribao [People’s Daily], December 27, 2013. 
81 Yi Sun, Hua Liu, and Hao Bai, “Anbei bixu rencuo, zhongfang jue buhui buliao liaozhi [Abe must admit 

error, Chinese side will never resolve issue by ignoring it],” Xinhua meiri dianxun [Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph], December 29, 2013. 
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Fascist war.”82 Commentary focused not only on Abe’s concrete attempts to forge a more 

“active” and “normal” military position for Japan, but also impugned him as the inheritor 

of “militarist genes” – Abe’s maternal grandfather was Nobosuke Kishi, Prime Minister 

of Japan from 1957 to 1960 and a former official in both the occupying Manchukuo 

administration and Hideki Tojo’s wartime cabinet.83 Other articles compared Abe, who 

kneeled before “the Nazis of the East” at Yasukuni, to Willy Brandt and his famous 

“kniefall” at the memorial to the victims of the Warsaw ghetto uprising.84 All three 

themes were emphasized with impressive consistency during the weeks following Abe’s 

visit, creating a unified, clear propaganda message that reinforced Chinese netizens’ own 

views. 

 This blast of unified state propaganda directed netizen discourse throughout the 

remainder of the time period. However, the sentiment trends seen above in Figures 16 

and 18 appear to be at odds with this story. They show a significant drop in negative 

sentiment toward Prime Minister Abe and the Yasukuni Shrine, respectively, beginning 

around January 2nd and reaching a low around January 6th and 7th. Sentiment around Abe 

also appears to be significantly more positive on the 31st of December. Closer 

examination shows that two factors explain the apparent drop: reduced post volumes and 

coverage of new events. KWIC analysis becomes increasingly sensitive to small changes 

as the total number of posts and subject mentions decreases, and around these dates news 

coverage shifted away from the initial visit itself. Because most users post links to 

                                                 
82 “Kai lishi daoche juewu chulu [Driving history backwards leads nowhere],” Renmin ribao [People’s 

Daily], December 27, 2013. 
83 Desheng Lü, “Anbei jiequ jia heping mianju [Abe throws off the false mask of peace],” Jiefang ribao 

[Jiefang Daily], December 29, 2013. 
84 Jianmei Xu, “Mobai ‘dongfang nacui’ jiushi jiasu daotui [Kneeling before ‘oriental Nazism’ accelerates 

regression],” Xinhua meiri dianxun [Xinhua Daily Telegraph], January 1, 2014. 
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outside web pages, and because many such links display headlines or excerpts in the 

users’ messages that contain the terms “Abe” and “Yasukuni,” measured sentiment 

shifted in response to new online stories rather than actual changes in netizen opinion 

about either the Prime Minister or the shrine. For example, when users shared stories with 

opening lines like, “In order to ameliorate the influence of the Yasukuni Shrine visit on 

Japan’s relations with its neighbors, …,” the sentiment analysis keys on “ameliorate” as a 

positive term.85 Similar effects occurred when users shared stories about Abe’s January 

6th press conference at the Ise Shrine, which often began with phrases such as, “Since 

visiting the Yasukuni Shrine …,” before continuing with the more neutral subject matter 

from Ise.86 Nonetheless, reading posts by hand confirms that when users expressed 

original opinions toward these subjects, they remained overwhelmingly negative. On 

January 3rd alone, Abe was accused of wanting to change the outcome of WW2, berated 

for finding a movie about a kamikaze pilot touching, compared to a sprinter who would 

eventually die in the marathon with China, and variously called a rascal, a rapist, 

henpecked, ugly, and schizophrenic. To reiterate, a majority of posts in the two-week 

period had already been collected by December 29th, and the results during the initial 

high-traffic period are completely unambiguous. The apparent disjuncture during the 

low-traffic “long tail” is readily explained after examining the posts manually. Overall, 

the Sina Weibo users and state propaganda remained closely aligned in their views 

throughout the episode, despite the presence of some initial nationalist dissent. 

 The PRC’s Internet management strategy during this episode is most 

appropriately classified as guidance. In terms of propaganda and narrative, no effort was 

                                                 
85 The Chinese text reads “为了化解参拜靖国神社对日本与周边国家关系的影响…”. 
86 “日本首相安倍继参拜靖国神社之后，又参拜了日本的心脏——神道教圣地伊势神官…” 
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made to respond overtly to the small minority of critics, but there was little need since 

they constituted a very small minority. Instead, China’s official outlets focused almost 

exclusively on the easy, obvious story.87 They assigned blame to Abe, impugned his 

character, expressed deep concern about the overall trend in Japanese politics, and 

demonstrated that the majority the world’s other major powers were taking China’s side. 

Although this study lacks direct data on censorship of social media or other Internet 

venues, the Internet management apparatus does not appear to have instituted wide-

ranging blocks on content or posts. Users made no note of censorship, which would 

certainly have been noteworthy given the great interest in Abe’s visit and the strong 

feelings users expressed. Furthermore, post volumes actually rose again four days after 

the initial spike, which is unlikely to reflect any general attempt to end discourse about 

the Yasukuni visit. This is not to argue that no censorship of posts occurred. For example, 

the small number of individual posts advocating protest may well have been deleted after 

the fact (though it is interesting to note that they were neither censored automatically nor 

flagged for review and then deleted before publication, an outcome further suggesting 

that actual repression was not in effect). The key point is that this data provides no 

evidence that the state intervened to suppress discussion of the topic on social media 

more broadly, choosing instead to guide it with by far the strongest propaganda response 

of any case in this study.  

 

                                                 
87 For that matter, so did the unofficial outlets. 
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CONCLUSION 

The analysis of these two related sub-cases provides evidence regarding all five 

hypotheses presented in Chapter 1 (see theoretical overview in Table 2-4). On the whole, 

the findings support the theory with a few important caveats. Some previous research has 

suggested that the degree of dissent expressed online will increase as a direct result of the 

nationalist salience of events, which embodies the emotional resonance of the issue with 

the public. These two cases show the limits of this hypothesis: even a highly sensitive, 

highly salient issue like Abe’s Yasukuni visit does not automatically provoke an 

outpouring of criticism from netizens. Other work has suggested that the public would 

only dissent from state interpretations when official propaganda was lacking or unclear. 

These two cases provide some preliminary evidence in favor of that hypothesis: a 

significant degree of discord only emerged within social media during the period in 

which the state failed to put forth a coherent explanation for events on the ground. 

Additional cases in Chapters 3 and 4 help clarify whether this finding is generally 

applicable. The argument presented in this study and summarized in Hypothesis 1 

predicts that the combination of propaganda handling and nationalist salience will explain 

the observed online discourse, with the combination of high salience and weak handling 

leading to independent discourse while high salience and coherent handling will tend 

toward state domination. The cases here support this hypothesis. Finally, Hypothesis 2 

posits that the state will respond to conditions of limited discourse or accord with 

tolerance, while Hypothesis 3 states that other types of discourse will face guidance or 

repression depending on whether dissent arises in the absence of a clear official narrative. 

The episode of accord in the ADIZ observed after the ADIZ announcement but before the 
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American B-52 flight supports Hypothesis 2, and the official decision to strongly guide 

discourse around the Yasukuni Shrine visit supports Hypothesis 3. However, the episode 

of independent discourse that emerged online in the wake of the B-52 flight appeared to 

draw only a moderate level of propaganda guidance, not outright repression of the issue 

as predicted by Hypothesis 3. The significance of this partial response will be considered 

more fully later on, in the context of subsequent cases’ findings.  

Table 2-4: Theoretical Features of ADIZ Announcement and Yasukuni Visit Cases 

Case 
Nationalist 

Salience 

State 

Propaganda 

Observed 

Discourse 

Type 

State 

Response 

ADIZ 

Announcement 
High 

Coherent, but 

incoherent 

around B-52 

flight 

Accord, then 

Independent 

Tolerance, 

then 

Guidance 

Yasukuni 

Shrine Visit 
High Coherent 

State 

Dominated 
Guidance 

The two cases thus offer two main substantive findings. First, in the ADIZ 

announcement case, the public at large differed in the aggregate from state-sanctioned 

positions on an issue of high nationalist salience, coinciding with a lapse in state 

propaganda efforts. The mood in social media diverged notably from that of the 

traditional media despite the existence of state propaganda, censorship, and other ongoing 

efforts to ensure “harmony” amongst all public actors. Due to dissatisfaction with 

government efforts, public statements on the topic were more negative in the aggregate 

than state media content, with a local maximum on the day of the B-52 flight and a 

continuing negative trend as it became clear that no real Chinese response was 

forthcoming. Users in their posts specifically lamented not only Japanese and American 
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actions but also their government’s inaction. Additionally, the public appeared to use 

significantly more “militarized” language when discussing this particular foreign policy 

issue than did commenters in state media, and their posts more clearly focused on direct 

confrontation. Overall, the public used military language when discussing the ADIZ 

announcement at a rate 50% to 200% higher than that of official media, indicating the 

difference in framing between netizens and propaganda. Citizens and state media had 

largely agreed on the storyline up until the B-52 flyover: China had every right to 

establish the ADIZ, and any Japanese or American criticisms represented hypocritical 

posturing. After the B-52 story broke within China on the 27th, however, the state appears 

to have been caught flat-footed. Official outlets did not publish stories directly addressing 

the event, and nearly two days passed before longer analyses were available even in 

commercialized media outlets. Lacking clear direction from the state and unsatisfied with 

their government’s apparent handling of the issue, citizens engaged in an independent 

discourse that expressed their disapproval and sought to push the state to take a stronger 

stance. 

Second, while high nationalist significance may be necessary to provoke 

widespread public dissent, it is not a sufficient condition for online contention regarding 

foreign policy issues. Logically, it is plausible that Abe’s visit to Yasukuni could also 

have generated significant anger within China toward domestic authorities if it had been 

interpreted through a lens of “humiliation” and lack of respect for the nation. Some users 

did interpret the issue this way, posting critical commentary in the first days after the visit 

became public. Nonetheless, the vast majority of online commentators heaped abuse on 

Abe, not upon their own leaders. Such behavior shows that China’s online commentators 
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are neither hardliners reflexively critical of the CCP’s foreign policy nor simply users 

taking advantage of “safe” topics to vent domestic frustrations. Public sentiment was 

deeply negative, but qualitative examination of the messages published to Sina Weibo 

shows that this sentiment was targeted almost exclusively at Japan. 

A finding emphasizing independent public discourse, like that in the ADIZ case, 

may be interesting and even surprising to outside observers concentrating on the CCP’s 

ability to limit public expression. Evidence of such discourse is not sufficient to show 

that such discussion directly influences officials, but it is a necessary prior condition for 

arguments that officials either heed public sentiment or fear its potential to threaten the 

state. The presence of these dynamics in discourse over foreign policy therefore makes 

such arguments for a public opinion-policy link more plausible, and these possibilities are 

explored further in the concluding chapter of this study. In addition, this finding 

reinforces the fact that the state’s methods of control are implemented primarily by 

human actors and agencies, not automatically. The abilities and choices of propaganda 

agents – those who hand specific requirements to newspapers regarding their reporting, 

those who decide what to write in state outlets, and those who decide where to focus 

censorship efforts on the web – may vary widely with the facts of a specific issue. In the 

case of Abe’s visit to Yasukuni, authorities avoided these pitfalls, and a consistent stream 

of anti-Japan propaganda met with a generally supportive public. In the case of China’s 

East China Sea ADIZ, however, a move initially announced to cheers became an 

opportunity for netizens to register their displeasure with the country’s leadership. 
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Chapter 3  

Nationalist Contradictions: China Watches the Ukraine Crisis 
 

INTRODUCTION 

In early 2014, the world watched with both fear and fascination as Russia 

occupied and annexed the Crimean Peninsula in the independent nation of Ukraine. 

China was no exception, but the combination of domestic turmoil in Kiev and direct 

intervention – essentially conquest – by a foreign power posed difficult questions for both 

the state and public. On its face, China’s longstanding policy of “non-interference” would 

seem to be grounds for a strong condemnation by propaganda authorities and deep 

suspicion of Russian actions among Chinese citizens. At the same time, the chaos and 

violence of the Maidan protests resulted from a clash between a conservative, pro-

Russian Ukrainian administration and pro-Western democratic protestors, which hardly 

seemed like an opportunity for the PRC to take a stance in support of the smaller nation.1 

These contradictions were only complicated by China’s bilateral relationship with Russia, 

which is marked by both significant cooperation and deep mistrust, and its December 

2013 announcement of a strategic partnership with Ukraine. The leadership in Beijing 

faced pressure not to unduly antagonize its neighbor to the north, but neither ignoring the 

issue nor supporting Russian efforts were good options. How well did the Chinese 

government thread this needle in its efforts to tell a coherent story about such a major 

world crisis? Did Chinese social media users accept its guidance, or find themselves 

largely at odds with the state narrative? 

                                                 
1 “Maidan” (майдан) is the Ukrainian word for a square or plaza. Along with “Euromaidan,” the term 

became a favored label in Western coverage of the protests. Chinese media, on the other hand, tended to 

directly translate the plaza’s name as “Independence Square” (独立广场) rather than using the 

transliteration “迈丹” (Pinyin: mài dān). 
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This chapter argues that the Chinese propaganda apparatus was unable to offer a 

single, overarching view on the crisis due to the political dilemmas presented by Russian 

actions, but that the issue’s lack of direct relevance to domestic nationalism and the 

widespread use of credible anti-Western propaganda limited the degree of dissent on 

Chinese social media. Most users supported the government’s perspective and China’s 

general stance on the dispute; the overall case is one of accord and limited discourse, as 

well as state tolerance of online discussion. Meanwhile, propaganda authorities settled for 

piecemeal, well-established interpretations: protests are bad, democracy is unreliable, and 

Western powers illegitimately meddle in other nations’ business. At the same time, a 

small minority of users did connect events in Kiev and Crimea to Chinese politics. Some 

saw implications for China’s own political regime, others sensed a poor precedent for 

China’s ethnic minority regions, and still others took Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 

actions as proof that Taiwan and other disputed areas remain outside PRC control due 

only to timid leadership. The very high volume of other posts indicated that most netizens 

remained in accord with state interpretations, but the lines of dissent raised touched on 

extremely sensitive issues for the CCP: regime legitimacy, the status of Taiwan, and the 

independence of China’s ethnic minority regions. They demonstrate that the Party had 

cause for concern as it tried to direct public opinion, and that the issue could be 

interpreted in ways that would have directly challenged its authority.  

Nonetheless, the events in Ukraine failed to generate a larger period of 

independent discourse. Interest among the online public was wide but shallow. Most 

posters on Sina Weibo simply focused on a riveting news story, not potential political 

implications for China. Pockets of dissent existed, but they never had the chance to 
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coalesce into a broader strand of dissatisfaction. In response, Internet management 

authorities were free to practice relative tolerance. The absence of nationalist salience and 

the lack of a wider propaganda opening meant that the majority of users kept Weibo 

discourse in check for them. 

 

BACKGROUND: THE 2014 UKRAINE CRISIS AND SINO-RUSSIAN 

RELATIONS 

THE 2014 UKRAINIAN REVOLUTION 

The roots of the 2014 crisis in Ukraine are deep and complex, and no 

comprehensive treatment can be offered here. However, the proximate events which 

precipitated major international media coverage and the corresponding spike in Chinese 

online discussion are quite clear. On November 21st, 2013, the Ukrainian government 

under pro-Russian President Viktor Yanukovych announced that it was suspending 

preparations for the signing of the Ukraine-European Union Association Agreement, a 

comprehensive treaty aiming at “political association and economic integration” between 

the EU and Ukraine.2 The treaty covers areas ranging from political dialogue to trade, 

financial cooperation, and cross-border movement of workers, and had become a 

flashpoint in Ukraine’s long-running internal debates between pro-European and pro-

Russian factions. It is also highly substantive, with Article 7 Section 1 declaring that, 

“The Parties shall intensify their dialogue and cooperation and promote gradual 

convergence in the area of foreign and security policy, including the Common Security 

                                                 
2 “A Look at the EU-Ukraine Association Agreement,” European Union External Action Service, April 27, 

2015, http://eeas.europa.eu/top_stories/2012/140912_ukraine_en.htm. After President Yanukovych’s 

ouster, the treaty’s political chapters were signed on March 21, 2014 and the remaining chapters signed on 

June 27 of that year. 
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and Defence Policy (CSDP).”3 Such an explicit security alignment between Ukraine and 

Europe ultimately proved unacceptable to Russia. Most assumed that Putin had 

demanded that the Yanukovych government choose between pursuing the Association 

Agreement and good relations with its northern neighbor during their meeting the week 

before the announcement, and European politicians denounced Russia’s “blackmail” and 

“brutal pressure.”4 

Upon announcement of the suspension of talks over the treaty, demonstrators 

entered Kiev’s Independence Square. The first clashes between demonstrators and police 

erupted on November 24th, and the total number of protestors rose to around half a 

million by the weekend of December 8th in response to the clearing of protestors from the 

square on November 30th.5 Protests and intermittent violence continued in and around the 

square during December and January, with the protestors’ focus shifting from anger at 

abandonment of the treaty to demands that the president resign.6 Demonstrators set up 

blockades to prevent police movements in the capital, and the two sides vied for both 

control on the ground and public support. On January 16, the government passed a series 

of anti-protest laws aimed at suppressing the demonstrations and riots, which were taking 

place not only in Kiev but had also spread to cities throughout Ukraine during 

                                                 
3 “Association Agreement between the European Union and Ukraine.” European External Action Service, 

May 29, 2014. http://eeas.europa.eu/ukraine/docs/association_agreement_ukraine_2014_en.pdf. 
4 Ian Traynor and Oksana Grytsenko, “Ukraine Suspends Talks on EU Trade Pact as Putin Wins Tug of 

War,” The Guardian, November 21, 2013, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/nov/21/ukraine-

suspends-preparations-eu-trade-pact. 
5 “Ukraine’s Capital Kiev Gripped by Huge Pro-EU Demonstration.” BBC News, December 8, 2013. 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-25290959. 
6 Victoria Butenko and Sergei Loiko, “Ukraine Protesters Clash with Police, Demand President’s 

Resignation,” The Los Angeles Times, December 11, 2013, 

http://articles.latimes.com/2013/dec/11/world/la-fg-wn-ukraine-protesters-clash-with-police-demand-

yanukovich-resign-20131211. 
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December.7 These laws, known colloquially as the “dictatorship laws,” established jail 

terms for offenses including covering one’s face, unauthorized installation of tents and 

sound equipment, and defamation on social media, as well as providing for government 

censorship of the Internet and mandatory licensing of all Internet service providers.8  

The laws’ passage led to renewed protests against the government, which 

responded with escalating force. The Unity Day holiday on January 22nd saw two 

protestors killed by gunshots and a third accidental death, the first three of nearly 150 to 

die in the violence.9 By the 28th, public anger had forced the repeal of nine of the twelve 

anti-protest laws and the Prime Minister, Mykola Azarov, had resigned his position.10 A 

bill promising amnesty for protestors was introduced and subsequently passed on the 29th, 

but this provided only a temporary lull in the conflict as the opposition continued to 

demand the resignation of President Yanukovych.11 Finally, during the period from 

February 18th to February 21st, enormous new clashes erupted between protestors and 

police. This renewed wave of violence saw live fire from both police and opposition 

forces, with the large majority of victims killed during this three-day stretch. The fighting 

also refocused international media attention on the Ukraine crisis, which had faded 

during the long weeks of back-and-forth during the winter. At last, Yanukovych signed a 

comprehensive agreement with the opposition to restore the 2004 constitution and end the 

                                                 
7 “Ukraine’s President Signs Anti-Protest Bill into Law,” BBC News, January 17, 2014, 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-25771595. 
8 “Ukraine: Brief Legal Analysis of ‘Dictatorship Law.’” Civic Solidarity, January 20, 2014. 

http://www.civicsolidarity.org/article/880/ukraine-brief-legal-analysis-dictatorship-law.  
9 Ben Hoyle, “Three Protesters Die in Clashes on Ukraine’s Unity Day,” The Times, January 22, 2014, 

http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/news/world/europe/article3982597.ece. 
10 Olga Rudenko, “Ukraine Protesters Refuse to Go, Demand President Quit,” USA Today, January 29, 

2014, http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2014/01/28/ukraine-pm-resign-protest-laws/4956825/. 
11 “Ukraine Parliament Passes Protest Amnesty Law,” BBC News, January 29, 2014, 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-25955644. 
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crisis on February 21st. He soon fled Kiev, however, leaving some doubt as to the 

legitimate executive authority in the country. On February 23rd, Oleksandr Turchynov 

was chosen by the Parliament as a temporary president until new elections could be held. 

Unfortunately for Ukraine, the revolution had succeeded not only in deposing 

President Yanukovych but also in igniting widespread unrest in the pro-Russian eastern 

regions of Ukraine (the “Donbass,” or Donets River basin) and the strategically valuable 

Crimean Peninsula, which harbored deep pro-Russian sympathies and had remained, by 

lease, the home of the Russian Federation’s Black Sea Fleet after the end of the Cold 

War. This unrest was fueled and sustained by Russian intervention.12 Pro-Russian 

protests began on February 23 in the autonomous port city of Sevastopol, and within days 

the city was in a state of open revolt. Protestors in Sevastopol and Simferopol, the 

Crimean regional capital, raised Russian flags, selected new Russian officials, and 

demonstrated in favor of union with Russia. On February 26, Russian troops in 

Sevastopol cut off the main road connecting it to the rest of Crimea, and on the 27th 

unidentified soldiers widely presumed to be Russian special forces occupied the 

administrative headquarters like the Supreme Council and Council of Ministers buildings 

in Simferopol, raising Russian flags and erecting barricades outside of them. There, they 

forced members of the Crimean parliament to hold a vote dismissing the government and 

scheduling a referendum for greater Crimean autonomy.13 A new Crimean Prime 

Minister, Sergey Aksyonov of the Russian Unity Party, was also installed. By the end of 

                                                 
12 Shaun Walker, Harriet Salem, and Ewen MacAskill, “Russian ‘Invasion’ of Crimea Fuels Fear of 

Ukraine Conflict,” The Guardian, February 28, 2014, US Edition, 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/feb/28/russia-crimea-white-house. 
13 “Crimean Parliament Fires Government, Sets Autonomy Referendum,” Radio Free Europe, February 27, 

2014, http://www.rferl.org/content/ukraine-turchynov-appeal-calm-crimea-buildings-

seized/25278931.html.  
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February 27th, troops presumed to be Russian, along with pro-Russian Berkut riot police, 

had established security checkpoints at both connections to the Ukrainian mainland in the 

north of Crimea (see Figure 3-1).  

Figure 3-1: Map of the Crimean Peninsula14 

 

 On March 1st, Russian President Putin received authorization from the Federation 

Council for military intervention in Ukraine.15 By the next day, Russian or pro-Russian 

forces held complete control of Crimea and of all Ukrainian military installations in the 

territory. These actions appeared to be in clear violation of the Budapest Memorandum, a 

1994 agreement between the United States, Russia, and the United Kingdom that had 

                                                 
14 Graphic courtesy of Maximilian Dörrbecker, shared under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share 

Alike 2.0 Generic license. 
15 Kathy Lally, Will Englund, and William Booth, “Russian Parliament Approves Use of Troops in 

Ukraine.” The Washington Post. March 1, 2014. https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/russian-

parliament-approves-use-of-troops-in-crimea/2014/03/01/d1775f70-a151-11e3-a050-

dc3322a94fa7_story.html. 
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guaranteed the territorial integrity and political independence of Ukraine.16 Nevertheless, 

a referendum of dubious legality on independence for Crimea was organized on March 

16th and reportedly received 97% support from those participating.17 By March 18th, a 

Treaty on Accession formally making Crimea and Sevastopol federal subjects of the 

Russian Federation had been signed by representatives of both Russia and the newly 

“independent” Crimean Republic. The treaty was ratified by the Russian Duma on March 

20th and the Federation Council on the 21st.18 Crimea was now a de facto part of the 

Russian Federation. 

 In response to these events, Western countries led by the United States and the 

European Union implemented new sanctions against Russia, eventually amounting to the 

most wide-ranging sanctions against that country since the fall of the Soviet Union. From 

March 17th to March 23rd, President Obama and EU leaders announced a first wave of 

new travel and financial restrictions aimed at the Russian leadership.19 Russia responded 

on March 20th with corresponding sanctions on American members of Congress and 

European politicians.20 Additional sanctions were announced against Russia by the US 

                                                 
16 “Memorandum on Security Assurances in Connection with Ukraine’s Accession to the Treaty on the 

Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (‘Budapest Memorandum’).” The United Nations, December 19, 

1994. http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/49/765. The memorandum states that, 

“The Russian Federation, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the United States 

of America reaffirm their commitment to Ukraine, in accordance with the principles of the Final Act of the 

Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe, to respect the independence and sovereignty and the 

existing borders of Ukraine.” 
17 Steven Lee Myers and Peter Baker. “Putin Recognizes Crimea Secession, Defying the West.” The New 

York Times. March 17, 2014. http://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/18/world/europe/us-imposes-new-

sanctions-on-russian-officials.html. 
18 “State Duma Adopts Documents on Crimea’s Joining the Russian Federation.” ITAR-TASS. March 20, 

2014. http://tass.ru/en/russia/724601. “Russian Federation Council Ratifies Treaty on Crimea’s Entry to 

Russia.” ITAR-TASS. March 21, 2014. http://tass.ru/en/russia/724749. 
19 BBC News has compiled a website with graphics, biographies, and links regarding the specific US and 

EU sanctions and their targets. See “Ukraine Crisis: Russia and Sanctions,” BBC News, December 19, 

2014, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-26672800. 
20 The list of US officials targeted can be seen on the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs website (Russian 

with English translations of the names): “Список официальных лиц и членов Конгресса США, 

которым закрывается въезд в Российскую Федерацию на основе взаимности в связи с 
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and EU at various points in April, May, July, and September of 2014, while in August 

Russia retaliated by effectively banning agricultural imports from the Western world.21  

 These events gripped the attention of the world. Not for decades had a great 

power openly taken military control of foreign territory and incorporated it into the 

nation. Condemnations were heard across the political spectrum in the West, and the 

specter of a resurgent, militarily expansionist Russia suddenly seemed poised to threaten 

the rest of Ukraine, the Baltic states, and even Eastern Europe. Dire warnings of a “new 

Cold War” raised the possibility that this episode might become part of a renewed pattern 

of armed tensions.22 For China, however, the situation was quite different. While citizens 

there were no less interested in the events taking place, the appropriate political response 

was not at all clear-cut. The situation created an opening for citizens’ views to differ from 

those promulgated in propaganda, but the characteristics that could have made the 

situation in Ukraine and Crimea highly salient to Chinese domestic politics were largely 

kept in check by two factors: the remote nature of the event itself, and a set of effective 

anti-Western narratives deployed by the party-state. 

 

                                                 
американскими санкциями по Украине и Крыму [List of Officials and Members of Congress Barred 

from Entering the Russian Federation on the Basis of Reciprocity in Relation to US Sanctions over Ukraine 

and Crimea],” Министерства иностранных дел Российской Федерации [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

the Russian Federation], March 20, 2014, 

http://archive.mid.ru//brp_4.nsf/newsline/177739554DA10C8B44257CA100551FFE. 
21 “EU Restrictive Measures in Response to the Crisis in Ukraine.” Council of the European Union, March 

11, 2016. http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions/ukraine-crisis/. Shaun Walker and Jennifer 

Rankin, “Western Food Imports Off the Menu as Russia Hits Back Over Ukraine Sanctions,” The 

Guardian, August 7, 2014, http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/aug/07/russia-bans-western-food-

imports-retaliation-ukraine-sanctions. 
22 Patrick Wintour, “Russian Actions Over Ukraine May Create New Cold War - William Hague,” The 

Guardian, March 17, 2014, http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/mar/17/russian-actions-ukraine-

crimea-cold-war-william-hague. 
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UKRAINE IN THE CONTEXT OF SINO-RUSSIAN RELATIONS  

 China’s relations with the modern Russian Federation have been marked by a 

relatively high level of cooperation tempered by significant strategic mistrust on both 

sides. The two nations share a congruence of interests – recurring friction with the West, 

Russia’s energy export capacity and China’s need for energy imports, advanced Russian 

defense technologies which can be purchased to facilitate China’s military development, 

and so on – that has led some observers to worry publicly about an emerging anti-

Western alliance. Scholars, however, tend to emphasize the obstacles to deep cooperation 

which persist amid generally strong bilateral relations. In short, both China and Russia 

tend to value their relations with the United States more highly than those between 

themselves, and neither is entirely comfortable facing an independent great power across 

the more than 2,000-mile land border which they share. Bobo Lo has described the 

relationship between these two modern authoritarian powers as an “Axis of 

Convenience,” writing that, “In fact, what Moscow and Beijing have is a fairly cynical 

partnership of convenience, whereby each pursues its particular interests and is not afraid 

to let the other side down should the need arise.”23 This does not mean that relations are 

bad, but simply that they have a ceiling. Similarly, Robert Sutter notes a general pattern 

of improving relations between the two stretching back to the 1980s, but concludes that 

this cooperation is unlikely to take the form of a true anti-Western pact due not only to 

practical barriers but also to “deep-seated mutual suspicions.”24 Andrew Kuchins sees 

                                                 
23 Bobo Lo, Axis of Convenience: Moscow, Beijing, and the New Geopolitics (Washington, DC: Brookings 

Institution Press, 2008). Bobo Lo, Russia and the New World Order (Washington, DC: Brookings 

Institution Press, 2015), 150. 
24 Robert Sutter, Chinese Foreign Relations: Power and Policy since the Cold War (Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2012), 282. 
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Sino-Russian relations as marked by “strategic ambivalence.” Despite pragmatism and a 

“thickening” of relations, Russia especially remains fundamentally driven by realpolitik 

considerations.25 Elizabeth Wishnick looks at the partnership from the Chinese 

perspective: she finds that while the two are usually aligned on global issues and engage 

in important mutual support on domestic issues that attract international criticism, the 

overall bilateral relationship is “losing its privileged position” in China: it has no sure 

basis for strong, long-term cooperation.26 However, some scholars do not accept this 

description of Sino-Russian relations as a mere coincidence of interests. For instance, 

Marcin Kaczmarski argues that the two sides are successfully negotiating a peaceful 

power transition as China continues to rise relative to Russia, and that the general lack of 

hedging behavior by both countries shows that their cooperation is fundamentally deeper 

than arguments for instrumentalism would suggest.27 

  The high-level “ambivalence” in Sino-Russian relations noted by the authors 

above translated to events on the ground in Ukraine, with the two countries neither in 

opposition nor entirely on the same page. The crisis presented clear contradictions in the 

short term. Like the brief war between Russia and Georgia in 2008, Russian intervention 

in Ukraine trapped China between its fear of promoting secessionism and undermining 

the principle of non-interference in foreign relations on one hand, and its pragmatic need 

to protect relations with Russia and desire to limit Western political gains on the other.28 

                                                 
25 Andrew Kuchins, “Russian Perspectives on China: Strategic Ambivalence,” in The Future of China-

Russia Relations, ed. James Bellacqua (Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 2010), 33-55. 
26 Elizabeth Wishnick, “Why a ‘Strategic Partnership?’: The View from China,” in The Future of China-

Russia Relations, ed. James Bellacqua (Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 2010), 56–80. 
27 Marcin Kaczmarski, Russia-China Relations in the Post-Crisis International Order (New York, NY: 

Routledge, 2015). 
28 See Sutter, Chinese Foreign Relations, pp. 258-259 regarding China’s response to the invasion of 

Georgia. 
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The earliest phases of the crisis were clear enough from the Chinese perspective. As 

Kaczmarski writes, “The revolution in the Maidan, which started in late 2013, was 

regarded as a Western-led conspiracy that overthrew the legitimate government. China 

interpreted it in a way similar to how it interpreted the Color Revolutions of 2003-5 in the 

post-Soviet space,” that is, with strong suspicion and concerns over contagion effects.29 

However, as events progressed from domestic disorder in Ukraine to active Russian 

intervention and conquest, the situation became more muddled. Not only did Russian 

actions undermine the principles China has long promoted in international affairs, but 

they set dangerous precedents by endorsing redrawing national borders along ethnic lines 

and holding local referenda of self-determination. The PRC leadership was naturally 

concerned that such events might promote “splittism” among ethnic minorities in China’s 

western regions as well as moves toward formal independence in Taiwan.30 Lo notes that 

the Ukraine crisis certainly pushed Russia closer to China in view of Western sanctions: 

“It highlighted the obvious point that China is the closest thing to a friend that Russia has 

in the Asia-Pacific region.”31 But space for cooperation was limited. The complexities of 

the situation did not allow China to unequivocally side with Russia, and in any case its 

commercial relations with Europe and the United States outweighed any particular 

diplomatic obligations to Moscow in this instance.  

Chinese leaders therefore sought to thread the needle by refusing to endorse 

Russian actions in Crimea while simultaneously opposing Western sanctions against the 

                                                 
29 Kaczmarski, Russia-China Relations, 20. 
30 Andrew Jacobs and Somini Sengupta, “China Torn Between Policies and Partnership,” The New York 

Times, March 11, 2014, http://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/12/world/asia/china-torn-between-policies-and-

partnership.html. 
31 Lo, Russia and the New World Order, 145. 
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Kremlin. In practice, the clearest indication of this approach came when China abstained 

from voting on resolutions in both the UN Security Council and UN General Assembly 

that reaffirmed the international community’s commitment to Ukraine’s territorial 

integrity and condemned the Crimean referendum as illegitimate. Russia vetoed the 

Security Council draft resolution, casting the sole “no” vote and with China the lone 

abstention, while the resolution in the General Assembly (GA 28/262) passed 100 to 11, 

with 82 abstentions or absences.32 China’s abstention was considered a minor victory by 

Western diplomats, but the PRC ambassador to the UN, Liu Jieyi, did not refrain from 

veiled criticisms of both sides. His remarks reiterated China’s support for the territorial 

integrity of all nations, but also emphasized the role of “foreign interference” in the 

Ukrainian protests that precipitated the crisis.33 As will be seen below, such careful 

diplomacy at the international level did not prevent Chinese media from offering more 

strongly anti-Western, if not precisely pro-Russian, perspectives. 

 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

The data and analysis presented in this chapter examine three essential 

propositions. First, to what degree (if any) did the online public and state media interpret 

events in Ukraine differently? Second, if there was a difference, does it vary over time in 

relation to the main explanatory factors of interest: nationalist salience and the quality of 

the Party’s propaganda strategy? Finally, how did Chinese authorities respond to any 

                                                 
32 “Security Council Fails to Adopt Text Urging Member States Not to Recognize Planned 16 March 

Referendum in Ukraine’s Crimea Region” (Press Release, March 15, 2014), 

http://www.un.org/press/en/2014/sc11319.doc.htm. 

“General Assembly Adopts Resolution Calling upon States Not to Recognize Changes in Status of Crimea 

Region” (Press Release, March 27, 2014), http://www.un.org/press/en/2014/ga11493.doc.htm. 
33 “Security Council Fails to Adopt Text.” 
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online dissent arising during the episode? Overall, I find that a small segment of the 

public was quick to seize on the contradictions and ambiguities offered by the situation in 

Ukraine, but also that despite widespread attention and coverage the issue failed to 

generate a truly independent discourse online. For this reason, the government generally 

maintained a tolerant stance in its management of discourse over the events in Ukraine. 

In China, as in much of the rest of the world, the complex events in Ukraine 

entered news and the public consciousness in four general stages. Chinese netizens 

demonstrated this broad pattern in their Sina Weibo posts, seen below in Figure 3-2. The 

graph begins on the 10th of November, over a week before the Ukrainian government 

announced the suspension of negotiations with the EU, and ends on April 31. The solid, 

dark line shows the total collected posts containing a relevant term available in the Weibo 

data.34 The dashed, light line beneath it shows the total remaining posts after the removal 

of messages containing duplicate messages, which can indicate reposts, and messages 

containing common spam terms.35 The dashed line therefore gives a conservative 

estimate of total relevant messages in the sample, the solid line shows an upper bound, 

and the true value lies between the two lines. The first stage of coverage began with the 

initial protests against President Yanukovych in November 2013. This period lasted for 

approximately three months, with intermittent attention as the protests in Kiev grew and 

ebbed at different points in time, but a generally flat trend line. The first large increase in 

public interest began with the final February showdown in Kiev that resulted in the 

                                                 
34 The terms used here include Chinese-language variations on “Ukraine,” “Crimea,” and “Independence 

Square.” The precise phrases were 乌克兰, 乌国, 克里米亚, 基辅独立广场, and 迈丹. 
35 As discussed in Chapter 2, duplicates tend to indicate either reposts of relevant content or spam 

advertising. Spam terms used to exclude messages are determined by manually examining the raw posts, 

with special attention to days containing a high percentage of duplicates. 
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deposing of Yanukovych. In the third stage, attention grew to its apex during early March 

as Russian forces entered Ukraine. This was followed by a plateau period, which 

persisted for about one week until a second peak in mid-March. The secondary peak 

coincides with the formal annexation of Crimea by the Russian Federation and the 

subsequent imposition of sanctions by the West. Finally, related events remained in the 

news as conflict continued in the Donbass and the two sides traded additional sanctions. 

During this final period, overall interest in Ukraine and Crimea continued at a level 

somewhat higher than that observed before the main events of interest in February and 

March.   

For convenience, labels have been applied to the different phases of the overall 

episode (Figure 3-3). As described already, the issue largely stayed out of the broader 

public consciousness for the first thirteen weeks (A). Articles on the subject appeared in 

the Chinese press and relevant Weibo messages can be found throughout this period, but 

the volume of total discussion remains extremely low. Then, with the outbreak of major 

armed clashes in Kiev on February 18th, Weibo traffic spiked dramatically (B). As news 

emerged of foreign armed forces in Crimea, interest reached its peak for the entire 

episode during the first week of March (C). Finally, after a relative lull (D), a third major 

increase in online discussion accompanied Crimea’s annexation and international 

sanctions against Russia (E). Online discussion of Ukraine from this point remained 

elevated compared to attention before the crisis, but it did not again reach the peaks of 

February and March (F). By the end of May relevant messages had declined nearly to 

pre-crisis levels.36  

                                                 
36 This can be seen in the extended post volume graph shown in Appendix B. 
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Figure 3-2: Volume of Sampled Weibo Posts Concerning Ukraine and Crimea 

 

Figure 3-3: High-Traffic Period (Ukraine), with Reference Labels 
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Coverage in Chinese media followed a similar pattern, though influenced by the 

weekly news cycle which peaks on Tuesday and sees significantly reduced coverage on 

Sunday.37 Initially, articles were collected from the CNKI database which contained any 

mention of “Ukraine,” “Crimea,” or Kiev’s “Independence Square” for the period of the 

two major spikes ranging from February 15th to March 31st, 2014.38 Like the Weibo data, 

the two highest volumes of articles occurred immediately after the initial Russian 

intervention around March 1 and again after the referendum on independence of March 

16. Although the February 15th to March 31st interval is the primary focus of this chapter, 

media articles from key outlets published during the earlier phase of the crisis (A) were 

also examined as appropriate. These additional articles are cited individually and are not 

included in the text corpus used for the quantitative measures described below. Finally, 

while the primary purpose of this study is to measure the effectiveness of state 

propaganda in guiding online opinion, Baidu News was used to check the general volume 

of online coverage during key dates from all sources, and specific stories from online 

outlets that were shared by Weibo users were examined as necessary.39 

175 official media articles, published between February 20th and March 31st, form 

the core text corpus used to analyze propaganda coverage of Ukraine. This corpus 

contains only official media articles from those outlets that most directly represent the 

central party-state: People’s Daily, Xinhua Daily Telegraph, PLA Daily, Economic 

                                                 
37 It is unclear why Tuesday should consistently have more published articles than other weekdays, but this 

pattern also holds in the large body of articles collected for the Yasukuni Shrine case.  
38 The total number of articles thus collected for this time period is 878. 
39 The purpose here is not to compare print versus online media or to privilege one over the other. Indeed, 

virtually all of the “print” articles collected from CNKI were also published online. The distinction between 

the articles included in the main corpus and the others used to provide context or detail is simply that those 

in the corpus derive from the primary official outlets and fall during the period of highest Weibo traffic. 

They most directly reflect the party-state’s propaganda imperatives and thus give the purest measurement 

of the Chinese government’s preferred political interpretation of events.  
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Information Daily, Study Times, and so on. Many of These outlets are listed as “party 

papers” (dangbao); all are directly subordinate to central bodies like the State Council, 

Propaganda Department, PLA, and others.40 The total count of articles from those 

publications mentioning Ukraine was 245, but each article was coded by hand to ensure 

that it addressed the substantive political situation. While somewhat subjective, in 

practice this meant that the article at minimum raised the Ukraine crisis in a political 

context more than once or else devoted sustained discussion to it in at least one section of 

the piece. In contrast, discarded documents mentioned Ukraine and Crimea either in 

irrelevant contexts (tourism, countries in which a company being described does 

business, etc.) or else as a reference to current events in the midst of covering 

substantially different topics. The thirteen included publications can be divided into four 

broad categories: comprehensive outlets  (People’s Daily, Xinhua Daily Telegraph, 

Guangming Daily, and People’s Daily Overseas Edition), military-focused publications 

(PLA Daily, Jiefang Daily, and Military Weekly), economics and business papers 

(Economic Information Daily, China Securities Journal, and Economic Daily), and 

finally three official newspapers with other affiliations: Study Times (Central Party 

School), Workers’ Daily (All-China Federation of Trade Unions), and Legal Daily 

(Ministry of Justice). See Figure 3-4 below for the proportion of articles belonging to 

each category and Appendix C for the full listing of included articles and outlets. While 

all of these outlets are included in the aggregate quantitative analyses shown later, the 

qualitative analysis tends to weight the comprehensive and military outlets more heavily 

than the other two categories.  

                                                 
40 See Chapter 1 (“Data Collection”) for details on the print publications included in the corpus. 
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Figure 3-4: Articles in Ukraine Official Media Corpus by Publication Category 

 

 Still more important than the sheer number of people speaking or articles being 

written is the content of those messages. How did public opinion online change as the 

situation evolved in Ukraine, and how did Chinese propaganda actors work to shape that 

opinion? Below, the key questions for this study are addressed with a combination of the 

three techniques outlined in Chapter 1: keyword-in-context (KWIC) sentiment analysis, 

topic model analysis, and qualitative examination of posts, articles, and statements. As 

seen previously, KWIC analysis allows for the detection of tone in messages or texts 

across time and can illustrate the general favorability with which netizens and media 

covered an event. Topic model analysis is utilized to demonstrate how the specific focus 

of coverage shifted across time by classifying each days’ articles and posts according to 

their content. Finally, qualitative evaluation shows what these quantitative measures 

mean and how public and state interacted over the course of this episode. 

 After offering some general quantitative observations regarding the aggregate 
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test the hypotheses. I split the action in Ukraine into four main episodes of interest. First 

is the low-traffic period between November 2013 and February 2014 (A), second the 

deposing of Yanukovych in late February (B), thirdly the initial Russian military 

intervention in Crimea just before and after March 1st (C and D), and last of all the formal 

annexation of Crimea by Russia and the imposition of Western sanctions in mid-March 

(E and F). In general, while state propaganda successfully responded with tried-and-true 

framings for specific events like the initial protests, they had more difficulty handling 

Russian intervention in a convincing manner. Nonetheless, framings that equated certain 

provocative aspects of the episode to Chinese politics and foreign policy never took 

broad root online. Given the lack of salience for most netizens and broadly coherent 

propaganda response, there was simply limited opportunity for a widespread dialogue 

that would have challenged the Chinese government or its messaging.  

 

ANALYSIS 

GENERAL PATTERNS 

Examining keyword-in-context and topic modeling results for broader timespans 

establishes important context for the detailed period-by-period analysis below. First, an 

unsupervised topic model demonstrates which specific terms users discussed in 

conjunction (“topics”) and when they discussed them the most. The analysis shows a very 

clear pattern in the focus of discussion for Weibo posts and a relatively clear pattern in 

the case of official media articles. The results presented here are reasonable given 

empirical knowledge of developments in Ukraine during the crisis. However, the relative 

scarcity of consistent press data prior to late February means that the topic modeling 

covers only the period of core interest: February 20th to March 31st, 2014 (approximately 
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periods B through E). A set of four topics proved most fitting for both social media and 

official media, generating neither clearly redundant topics nor incoherent topics which 

included unrelated terms. The top twenty terms for each Weibo and official media topic 

are collected in Tables 3-1 and 3-2, respectively, with terms removed if they occurred in 

all four topics (e.g. “Ukraine,” “Russia,” “News”) or were common words with little 

semantic value (e.g. “Many,” “Big”).  

Table 3-1: Ukraine Weibo Post Topic Model Results 

Weibo Topic  Associated Terms 

Kiev Protests 
“President”, “Yanukovych”, “Government”, “People”, “Kiev”, 

“Conflict”, “Police”, “Opposition”, “Timoshenko”, “Democracy” 

Military Actions 
“Crimea”, “Putin”, “Situation”, “President”, “Russian Military”, 

“Net/Internet”, “Deploy Troops”, “Military Matters”, “The West”  

Annexation and 

Sanctions 

“Crimea”, “Referendum”, “Putin”, “To Join [e.g. the Russian 

Federation]”, “Sanctions”, “Independence”, “President”, 

“Support”, “Problem/Question” 

General News 
“Crimea”, “Video”, “Putin”, “Situation”, “[News] Report”, 

“Sina”, “Net/Internet” 

 

Weibo users’ focus of interest moved between the protests in Kiev, potential and 

observed military action, the annexation of Crimea by Russia and attendent Western 

sanctions, and finally general news items covering the crisis not specific to any of the 

other three phases. As shown in Figure 3-5, posts related to the Kiev protests naturally 

dominated discussion during February. Posts related to military action rose consistently 

beginning on February 24, however, and by March 1 had overtaken those related to the 

protests. These phases correspond clearly to periods (B) and (C) of the coverage spike as 

described earlier. During period (C), the “annexation and sanctions” topic became the 

second-most referenced topic, reflecting discussion at that time of the possibility that 

Russia would annex the region. Once it became clear that Russia had established military 
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control of Crimea without significant armed opposition, messages related to military 

activities fell off in favor of general news posts regarding the crisis from about March 7 

to March 14. This matches the trough in posting seen during period (D). Then, with the 

formal entrance of Crimea into the Russian Federation and the imposition of retaliatory 

sanctions by the European Union and United States, social media users refocused their 

attention on this specific aspect of the crisis, generating the secondary spike observed in 

period (E). Finally, as the issue again receded from the news, users returned to more 

generic posts regarding the crisis in Ukraine. This topic remains dominant through the 

end of the time period under study here (F, to March 31). These results strongly indicate 

that, overall, the collected Weibo posts were directly referencing current events. 

Figure 3-5: Topic Prevalence in Weibo Posts, Feb. 20 to March 31 (3-Day Averages) 

 

 Faced with a major world crisis that developed across nearly six weeks, the 
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While naturally sharing many specific terms, three of the four topics seen in analysis of 

official media reports are different from those seen online, and those topics do not always 

display the periods of obvious predominance observed in their counterparts in social 

media. Like Weibo users, the press also produced a cluster of articles around the Kiev 

protests during late February. The other three topics which emerge later, though, are 

unique to the media: a general “Crimea” topic including various aspects of the crisis, a 

grouping focused on energy politics, and finally a “sanctions and economics” topic 

(Table 3-2).  

Table 3-2: Ukraine Official Media Topic Model Results 

Official Media 

Topic 
Associated Terms 

Kiev Protests 
“President”, “Opposition”, “Government”, “Parliament”, “EU”, 

“Yanukovych”, “Reporter”, “Politics”, “Kiev”, “Conflict” 

Crimea 
“Crimea”, “International”, “The West”, “Referendum”, “Military 

Matters”, “President”, “Parliament”, “Government”, “Sanctions” 

Energy Politics 
“Crimea”, “Economy”, “Europe [the continent]”, “Energy”, 

“Market”, “Natural Gas”, “Foreign Relations”, “Putin” 

Sanctions and 

Economics 

“Crimea”, “Market”, “Economy”, “EU”, “Sanctions”, “Politics”, 

“Putin” 

 

Generally speaking, these topics take precedence during the periods of the crisis 

that we would expect (Figure 3-6). Articles about the protests to oust Yanukovych 

dominate February, and by March 1st the “Crimea” topic has taken over with a 

combination of content related to diplomacy, military intervention, and the independence 

referendum (periods B and C). Mirroring the shift to general news content in the Weibo 

posts, official media focused on a broader mix of topics during the second week of March 

(D). Energy politics, economic implications of the crisis, events in Crimea, and the 

protests are all discussed with similar frequency from approximately March 5th  to March 
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10th . The “Crimea” topic returns to the fore during period (D), peaking on March 11th 

and 12th. These dates fall in between the announcement of the  

independence referendum on March 6th and the actual vote on March 16th. This topic 

blends with attention to the “sanctions and economics” topic over the next week (E), 

before falling off in favor of a broader mix of content amongst the various topics after 

about March 23rd.41  

Figure 3-6: Topic Prevalence in Official Media, Feb. 20 to March 31 (3-Day Averages) 

 

 
 

Next, a KWIC sentiment analysis of Weibo posts for the entire span of time 

(November 2013 through March 2014) shows that the public viewed these events in 

                                                 
41 The late March spike in content apparently related to the Kiev protests is a false positive. Only two 

articles are available on the date of the spike (March 27th), both quite short, and one discusses Ukraine’s 

“protests” against Russia’s invasion. The paucity of data for that day and specific word choices explain the 

apparent increase. 
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increasingly negative terms (Figure 3-7).42 As will be seen, though, the nature and targets 

of this negativity changed over time. Three spikes in negative sentiment around the 

general identifying terms of “Ukraine,” “Crimea,” and “Maidan” are clearly visible. The 

first came in response to news of the first clearing of Independence Square by police in 

early December, the second after the escalation of violence in mid-January that resulted 

in the first deaths of protestors, and the third immediately after the opposition succeeded 

in deposing President Yanukovych on February 20, 2014. Especially after the second and 

third spikes, negative sentiment stabilized at a new, higher baseline. Note, however, that 

while the spikes in sentiment may appear comparable, the number of collected postings 

related to the Ukraine crisis in the sample remains very low (fewer than fifty per day) 

until the third spike, when such posts expanded to nearly 1000 per day. Extrapolated to 

all of Sina Weibo, these post volumes indicate a shift from roughly 5,000 messages per 

day to well over 100,000 messages per day. The low post volumes in the initial period 

account for some of the volatility seen prior to mid-February. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
42 As in Chapter 2, these graphs track the percent of language in proximity to key terms that belong to the 

category of interest: positive, negative, militarized, etc. 
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Figure 3-7: Weibo Sentiment (“Ukraine”/“Crimea”/”Maidan”), Nov. 20 to March 3143 

 

 By contrast, the sentiment analysis of official media shown in Figure 3-8 reveals a 

pattern that differs somewhat from that observed on Weibo. Note that the time scale 

differs from Figure 3-7 due to the lack of consistent press coverage before February 21st, 

so the comparable subset of Weibo sentiment is shown in Figure 3-9. Press mentions of 

Ukraine, Crimea, and Independence Square tended to be negative during the protests at 

the end of February, which is similar to the same period online. Thereafter, however, 

press coverage shifts to a substantially more positive tone, whereas Weibo sentiment 

remained more negative through March 12th. As explored below, this reflects a difference 

between a more varied Weibo discourse and a consistent state narrative that papered over 

contradictions raised by events in Crimea. The two both trended positive during the 

                                                 
43 Note that the secondary vertical axes of the Weibo sentiment graphs in this chapter (posts per day) have a 

slightly different maximum value than comparable graphs in the other chapters (1000 posts per day in this 

chapter versus 900 in the Japan and Vietnam chapters). This reflects the higher peak attained by posting 

related to Russia’s invasion of Crimea. 
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middle ten days of March, but diverged again around March 21st.44 Weibo users also 

discussed the issue in militarized terms at over twice the rate, on average, as press articles 

did (graph not shown).45 This emphasizes the fact that Weibo users tend to be much less 

reserved in their discussions whereas official propaganda tended to voice calls for 

restraint and framed Russian intervention primarily as a stabilizing action. 

  

                                                 
44 The end of the interval also shows a rapid increase in negative sentiment for the official media, but this 

was accompanied by a decrease in the total number of articles and a qualitative shift in their content. By the 

final few days of March, a large share of mentions of the Ukraine crisis in official media were coming in 

economic newspapers that cited it as a negative factor for the global economy. These articles passed the 

minimum threshold for inclusion in the corpus by discussing the Ukraine situation and its implications, but 

the crisis as such was not their focus. The apparent trend should probably be dismissed. 
45 Between February 21st and March 31st, the percentage of Weibo messages’ language in proximity to the 

terms of interest which consisted of military-related terms averaged 2.04 times that of comparable language 

in official media articles. 
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Figure 3-8: Press Sentiment (“Ukraine”/“Crimea”/“Maidan”), Feb. 21 to March 31 

Figure 3-9: Weibo Sentiment (“Ukraine”/“Crimea”/“Maidan”), Feb. 21 to March 31 
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Taking the topic model and sentiment analysis results together shows that social 

media users and state media neither discussed the issue identically nor came into obvious 

conflict. For instance, Weibo users paid more attention to the military angle of the 

dispute, which was was subsumed in a broader “Crimea” topic within the press. They 

also tended to pay much less attention to the economics and energy politics angles 

favored in the official media. Print media sentiment was also more positive than that 

observed on Weibo during the first week of March and after March 21st, but the two were 

largely similar in February and mid-to-late March. In general, these appear to be 

differences of degree, not of kind. They are explored further in the qualitative analysis 

below. 

 

 

THE KIEV PROTESTS FROM NOVEMBER 2013 TO FEBRUARY 2014 (A) 

 During the long, early phase of the crisis, Weibo users and the official media were 

generally in accord. The large majority of Weibo users’ posts reflected news headlines. 

Compared to Western media, Chinese media do tend to give greater weight to the 

Russian perspective, but the articles in official outlets show no lockstep dismissal of 

protestors’ concerns. Indeed, neither propaganda nor social media posts condemned the 

protests, and both saw Ukraine as trapped between two powers. 

Very little attention was paid to the issue at first: only a few posts in the sampled 

data directly reference Yanukovych, Ukraine’s decision not to sign the EU Association 

Agreement, or protests during the week after the November 21st announcement. Instead, 

most mentions of Ukraine revolve around soccer matches, movies, and the like. The first 

two relevant posts appear on November 23rd, both links to news articles. Coincidentally, 
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the first news report also appeared on the 23rd in People’s Daily.46 It strikes a fairly 

objective tone, discussing the potential benefits of EU association to Ukraine but noting 

its reliance on Russia, the costs of bringing Ukrainian institutions and regulations up to 

EU standards, and the threat by Putin to implement protectionist measures against 

Ukraine should it sign the agreement.47 The piece concludes that Ukraine will probably 

search for a “middle road” (zhongjian daolu) between the two powers. These basic points 

are reiterated in state propaganda throughout subsequent weeks of the crisis. 

 Criticism of the West emerged quite early, with a Weibo message that linked to a 

Xinhua article posted at Global Times on Sunday the 24th.48 While the article itself is 

again relatively balanced, the poster writes that, “The EU and United States just want to 

brainwash Ukraine, they don’t want to make up the costs to Ukraine [of signing the 

agreement], it’s just like when the USSR broke up, good thing that Ukraine knows 

precisely what benefits are realistic. America just wants to order around fools, not pay the 

price. [link]”49 That same day saw the first direct references to protests on Weibo, all 

simple references to current news. An isolated post on the 25th, however, mentions 

Ukraine’s 2004 revolution, presaging later events: “According to reports, more than 

100,000 people protested in Kiev … This means a second Orange Revolution.”50 

                                                 
46 This may also be the first Chinese news report of any kind: Baidu News’s advanced search function 

(news.baidu.com/advanced_news.html) returns no online results prior to November 23. 
47 Yahong Xie, “Wukelan zanting yu oumeng qianshu lianxiguo xieding [Ukraine postpones signing of 

Association Agreement with EU],” Renmin ribao [People’s Daily], November 23, 2013. 
48 “Wukelan zhongzhi xijin zhuantou xiangdong zao kangyi, pujing ze oumeng shiya [Ukraine meets with 

protests as it halts western advance and turns east, Putin criticizes EU pressure],” Huanqiu Shibao [Global 

Times], November 24, 2013, http://world.huanqiu.com/regions/2013-11/4594857.html. 
49 “欧盟和美国只想给乌克兰洗脑，不想对乌克兰要付出的代价给予补偿，就如同苏联解体一样，

还好乌克兰知道什么利益是实实在在触手可得的。美国只想使唤傻小子，不愿付出代价 // 

[Link]” Posted November 24, 2013. 
50 “据报道，乌克兰首都基辅，超过 10 万人上街游行示威，抗议政府暂停和欧盟的协议，和警察发

生冲突。这些要求进行第二次橙色革命。” Posted November 25, 2013. 
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 The events of the following three weekends generated the first significant 

attention to the crisis online. On December 5th, Xi Jinping met with Ukrainian President 

Yanukovych and signed a Treaty of Friendly Cooperation.51 Moreover, protestors in Kiev 

repeatedly organized demonstrations and engaged in clashes with police. By early 

December, Weibo messages on the subject of the protests had become much more 

common as a share of all messages mentioning Ukraine, though at this stage they 

remained almost exclusively links to news stories, captions of photos of the protests, and 

other non-original material. With the intensification of the protests, Chinese official 

media also began to adopt a more strongly anti-Western, anti-protest stance. A writer in 

Guangming Daily connected the timing of protests to EU elections on December 7th, 

insinuating that European politicians had an interest in fomenting unrest: “From this 

perspective, it’s clear that Ukraine’s ‘surge of public opinion’ just happened to come at 

an opportune moment.’”52 By the 12th, the opposition protests were being described as a 

“… spear gradually turned against [Ukraine’s] political system.”53 Visits to Kiev by 

Senators Murphy and McCain on the 15th to meet with the opposition did nothing to 

improve Chinese perceptions; as one Weibo commenter put it two days later, “American 

                                                 
51 This meeting provoked a flurry of discussion in both Chinese and Western media about the extension of a 

PRC “nuclear guarantee” or “nuclear umbrella” to Ukraine. Of course, no such promise was made. The 

statements in the treaty reflect standing guarantees made to non-nuclear states under UN Security Council 

Resolution 984, which was passed in 1995. The relevant Chinese text thus promises to provide “relevant 

security guarantees [e.g. those made under UNSCR 984]” in the case of nuclear threat or attack upon 

Ukraine, not PRC nuclear retaliation against an attacking state. Miles Yu, “Inside China: Ukraine Gets 

Nuclear Umbrella,” The Washington Times, December 12, 2013, 

http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2013/dec/12/inside-china-ukraine-gets-nuke-umbrella/.  Catherine 

Dill and Jonathan Ray, “That’s Not What Xi Said!,” Arms Control Wonk, January 16, 2014, 

http://www.armscontrolwonk.com/archive/207019/a-chinese-nuclear-umbrella-for-ukraine/. 
52 “从这个角度来说，乌克兰的“民意汹涌”，恰逢其时。” Nong He, “Weishu ‘zhengji’ oumeng 

gaoceng lalong wukelan [EU elites involve Ukraine as they try to cultivate ‘political achievements’],” 

Guangming ribao [Guangming Daily], December 7, 2013. 
53 “对立的矛头逐渐转向了国家的政治体制。” Aixin Li, “Wukelan zai e’ou de xuanwo zhong zhengzha 

[Ukraine struggles amidst Russia-EU maelstrom],” Renmin ribao haiwaiban [People’s Daily Overseas 

Edition], December 12, 2013. 
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Senators and the German Foreign Minister openly join Ukrainian opposition meetings at 

the scene … large-scale anti-government activities probably have no lack of US support 

and interference in the background.”54  

 For about one month, events in Ukraine dropped out of the media spotlight. No 

articles on the topic were published in the surveyed outlets between December 17 and 

January 20, and posting of relevant Weibo messages nearly came to a halt. Even a short 

spate of coverage related to the passage of the anti-protest laws on January 16th and the 

first deaths of protestors on January 22 did not change the fundamental trend of minimal 

discussion online. Although this period is associated with the first large spike in negative 

sentiment seen in Figure 5 above, virtually all relevant Weibo posts from this period still 

consisted of links to news stories or photos, not commentary from users. The most we 

can say based on these two facts is that descriptions of events in newspaper headlines or 

story summaries became more negative, and that these framings resonated with the public 

enough to warrant posts. Reading reports in official media from late January shows that 

most articles avoided or minimized coverage of the anti-protest laws themselves and that 

evaluations of the situation had become increasingly dire. The strongest common theme, 

however, is simply the no-win international political situation that Ukraine found itself in 

by February 2014.  

 During this long, early phase of the crisis, few Weibo users took up the issue 

online. Certain moments – the initial protests, the escalation in December, and the 

struggle over the anti-protest laws in January – produced a small surge of attention to 

                                                 
54 “美国议员、德国外长在现场公开介入乌克兰反对派集会。乌克兰动荡，不只威胁到俄罗斯的利

益，更威胁到中国利益，乌克兰是中国第二大军事装备供应国，地缘优势更不用说了。还有泰国，

刚与中国达成“大米换高铁”及加强军事合作意向，便掀起大规模的反政府活动，这背后，应该也

少不了美国的支持和干涉。” Posted December 17, 2013. 
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events in Kiev in both the press and social media, but overall coverage remained quite 

low. State propaganda set outlines of the debate that were distinctly pro-Russian and pro-

Yanukovych in comparison to Western media coverage, but this is unsurprising and 

implied neither a slavish devotion to the Russian position nor the vilification of pro-EU 

demonstrators.55 For their part, Chinese netizens paying attention to developments were 

content mainly to share news and photos, implicitly accepting state interpretations and 

not yet discussing the Ukrainian protests in large numbers. With low volumes of 

discussion and little obvious connection to China or its policies, dissent was essentially 

nonexistent. No daylight was visible between Weibo users and the state, and this period is 

therefore easily classified as accord. 

 

 

YANUKOVYCH’S OUSTER (B) 

 The situation on the ground changed markedly on February 18th. On that day 

alone, at least 26 people were killed in Ukraine as the pressures of the previous three 

months came to a head and widespread violence shook the country. In China, not only 

did this mark the beginning of a daily stream of media articles covering the situation, but 

Weibo posts mentioning “Ukraine” or related terms surged by nearly 800% within the six 

days from February 18th to February 23rd (spike B in Figure 3-3 above).56
 During this 

period, events in Ukraine transitioned from an ongoing protest that received only minimal 

                                                 
55 Admittedly, there is perhaps a fine line between suggesting that protestors are unwitting tools of outside 

powers as Chinese media did and vilifying the protestors themselves. I base this judgment on the fact that 

Chinese official media not only criticized Western involvement, but also acknowledged that the legitimate 

pro-EU sentiments of many Ukrainians undergirded the demonstrations seen across the country. 
56 A very rough estimate of total Ukraine-related posts on Sina Weibo at the height of peak B, based on the 

proportions present in the sample and estimates of total daily messages, would put relevant traffic at about 

72,000 messages per day. This compares to around 8,500 Ukraine-related posts per day during the period 

from November 20th, 2013 to February 18th, 2014.   
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attention to a full-blown political revolution that dominated world news. Both official 

media and netizens expressed shock at the bloody violence in Kiev, discussed the 

prospects for a long-term resolution to Ukraine’s divisions, and paid extensive attention 

to the role of outside powers like Russia, Europe, and the United States in the unfolding 

events. Notable changes also emerged. For example, official propaganda shifted to a 

more aggressively anti-Western tone by the end of February. Meanwhile, netizens began 

to display a wider range of views and express their own opinions more frequently. 

Although the majority continued to post links to news, and many posted commentary that 

aligned with state views on the matter, a small undercurrent of posts emerged that used 

events in Ukraine to criticize Chinese politics. The Kiev protests suggested certain 

uncomfortable parallels for the CCP. In the end, though, most users agreed with the 

state’s perspective: the West was to blame for fomenting undesirable chaos. This broader 

agreement with the state and the lack of nationalist salience meant that dissent remained 

marginalized online. 

 Events on the ground moved quickly in the final ten days of February. To briefly 

summarize, after the outbreak of renewed violence on the 18th in a “peaceful offensive” 

by the opposition, opposition leaders and President Yanukovych were able to sign an 

agreement on February 21st that provided for a unity government, early elections, and the 

restoration of the 2004 constitution. This appeared to meet the major opposition demands 

while leaving Yanukovych in power. Yet, the Ukrainian parliament voted the next day to 

free opposition leader and former Prime Minister Yulia Timoshenko from prison and to 

declare that Yanukovych had “forfeited his right to be President,” awarding presidential 

authority to Oleksandr Turchynov on an acting basis. Yanukovych fled the same day to 
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the eastern city of Kharkiv, from which he gave an interview declaring himself still to be 

President of Ukraine and labeling all laws passed by the legislature “illegal.” He later 

appealed to Russian authorities for “personal security” and left Ukraine for Russia shortly 

thereafter. Then, despite the apparent resolution of the crisis, it became increasingly clear 

that Crimea faced an armed uprising or intervention at the same time that Russia began to 

put its military on alert and conduct extensive exercises. This improbable sequence of 

events whipsawed coverage in the official media and generated waves of interest on 

social media.  

 The most notable characteristic of official propaganda immediately after the 

violence began was the pivot to describe the situation not as ongoing protests but as a 

new “Color Revolution.” CCP officials have pointedly studied the collapse of the Soviet 

Union itself, drawing the lesson that no popular opening can be permitted.57 Subsequent 

revolts in post-Soviet countries like Georgia (2003), Ukraine (2004), and Kyrgyzstan 

(2005), along with others in Lebanon (2005), Myanmar (2007), Iran (2009), and the 

broader Middle East during the 2011 Arab Spring, had continued to put Chinese leaders 

on edge.58 Once the situation in Kiev appeared to have taken a similar turn, official media 

deployed a well-established playbook to criticize the uprising. While acknowledging the 

existence of real domestic grievances, state propaganda emphasized factors that it saw as 

ultimately destructive to Ukraine: Western influence and fractured democratic politics. 

For example, People’s Daily described Western demands that the regime take 

                                                 
57 Shambaugh, David. 2009. China’s Communist Party: Atrophy and Adaptation. Washington, DC: 

Woodrow Wilson Center Press. 
58 Titus Chen, “China’s Reaction to the Color Revolutions: Adaptive Authoritarianism in Full Swing,” 

Asian Perspective 34, no. 2 (2010): 5–51. John James Kennedy, “What Is the Color of a Non-Revolution? 

Why the Jasmine Revolution and Arab Spring Did Not Spread to China,” Journal of Diplomacy and 

International Relations 13, no. 1 (2012): 63–74. 
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responsibility for ending the violence as “pointing the barrel of a gun at the Ukrainian 

government.”59 Xinhua linked outside pressure to internal divisions, writing that quotes 

by US Assistant Secretary of State Victoria Nuland showed that the opposition was 

deeply divided, creating an open door for extremists to gain influence.60 PLA Daily 

emphasized both points while comparing current events to the Ukraine’s Orange 

Revolution explicitly in a February 24th article.61 Furthermore, the piece noted that 

despite Russia’s “relatively restrained” attitude, the West had nonetheless crossed every 

line in supporting Yanukovych’s opponents. Or, as Xinhua put it in another article on the 

same day, “‘Color revolutions’ are a one-way street.”62 Having seen the power of 

demonstrations in 2004, the “shadow of street politics” would never leave the country.  

 In general, the public seemed sympathetic to this version of events. Many posts 

are simple expressions of surprise or despair (“Wow, the situation in Ukraine is really 

chaotic…”) or else criticize the violence along with links to pictures of fires and injuries 

in the square.63 In addition to the sharing of negative media headlines and stories, these 

posts account for the steep increase in negative sentiment seen between February 17th and 

February 20th as Weibo activity began to rise (Figure 3-10). Some explicitly target the 

West: “With 25 dead and hundreds injured in Kiev, the EU and US can't escape 

                                                 
59 “美国、欧盟、德国、法国的表态则基本上是 ‘枪口’ 对准乌克兰政府。” Xiaowei Chen et al., 

“Wukelan jinzhang jushi shengji [Tensions escalate in Ukraine],” Renmin ribao [People’s Daily], February 

20, 2014. 
60 Weiwei Hao, “Waili zhixia qi ‘neishang’ [External pressures give rise to ‘internal injuries’],” Xinhua 

meiri dianxun [Xinhua Daily Telegraph], February 21, 2014. 
61 Qingjie Pang, “Donglaxiche, wukelan hequhecong? [As talk rambles on, which direction for Ukraine?],” 

Jiefangjun bao [PLA Daily], February 24, 2014. 
62 “‘颜色革命’ 是一条不归路。” Ya’nan Wang, “Wukelan ‘kunju’ bianhua lingren bingxi [Changes 

in Ukraine ‘predicament’ cause observers to hold their breath],” Xinhua meiri dianxun [Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph], February 24, 2014. 
63 “乌克兰局势好混乱啊......” Posted February 19, 2014. “民主，有多少罪恶假汝之名：乌克兰血

腥冲突，百人伤亡。[link]” Posted February 19, 2014. 
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responsibility for inserting their power into this street tragedy, this kind of bitter 

democracy is obviously not the people's choice…”64 As before, the majority of posts link 

to news articles from outlets like Sina News, Xinhua, and Wangyi (www.163.com). On 

the surface, it would be easy to conclude that the public remained entirely in accord with 

state messages of skepticism toward the uprising. 

Figure 3-10: Detail of Weibo Sentiment, Feb. 1 to March 31 

 

 
 

Yet, even from the beginning of the high-traffic period on February 19th, a notable 

minority of posters began to coopt coverage of the battle over Ukraine’s government in 

order to discuss sensitive topics or challenge the opinions deemed “correct” in official 

media. Some were simple statements of support for the protestors: “Pay respect to the 

                                                 
64 “乌克兰首都基辅又死亡 25 人伤几百人，对这样的街头悲剧，美国和欧洲势力的深度介入逃脱不

了干系，如此民主的惨烈绝非人民之选择。” Posted February 20, 2014. 
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brave Ukrainians.”65 Some praised the ideal of democracy (e.g. “Ukraine shows freedom 

isn't free. The blood of patriots waters the flower of democracy.”),66 while a few spread 

pro-democracy perspectives from outside China and encouraged evasion of censorship to 

boot: “We are all Ukrainian! I am Ukrainian, I am Kievan. … I want to help you 

understand why thousands of my country's people are in the streets, and there's only one 

reason: we want to go from dictatorship to freedom. We have this freedom in our hearts 

and minds. [link to Youtube] (need to use software to jump the firewall in order to view 

this video).”67 Others raised questions that are uncomfortable for China’s leaders and 

generally not debated openly. When one user wrote in support of the Ukrainian 

government “suppressing the armed rebels,” another retorted, “Are you saying that the 

CCP were also armed rebels, and that the KMT should have repressed them when they 

first appeared?”68 Similarly, another netizen responded to erroneous reports that the city 

of Lviv had declared itself independent of Kiev with a strikingly laissez-faire attitude: 

“… Without saying who the land does or doesn't belong to, it all depends on public 

opinion. If it wants independence then there should be independence, why do you need to 

rule this territory?”69 A final poster mocked Communist propaganda while implicitly 

offering a harsh critique of the Chinese authorities: “Ukraine's flipped again, isn't there a 

                                                 
65 “勇敢的乌克兰人，向他们致敬。” Posted February 22, 2014. 
66 “乌克兰的事例说明，自由不是免费的。义士的鲜血，浇开了民主之花。所有成仁的英雄，都升

为苍穹上不朽的星辰。” Posted February 23, 2014. 
67 “我们都是乌克兰人！ 我是烏克蘭人，是基輔人。我在 Maidan 獨立廣場上，就位在這城市的中

心。我想讓你們知道，為什麼我的國家有數以千計的人民走上街頭，只有一個理由：我們想要從獨

裁中獲得自由。 我們心中有這份自由，我們腦中有這份自由。[link]（要用翻墙软件才看得到）” 

Posted February 21, 2014. 
68 “你的意思是共党也是叛乱分子，国党当初就该镇压的？ || @秀峰 5826069: 大惊小怪!!!支持

乌克兰政府镇压叛乱份子!!!” Posted February 21, 2014. 
69 “自由民主，乌克兰重镇都可以宣布独立，还有什么不可能的。没有说这块土地属于谁，不属于

谁，全看民意，他想独立就应该独立，凭什么你就要霸着这土地。” Posted February 21, 2014 
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single real man left? Have they forgotten their historic mission? Protect the government, 

oppress the people, and go forth eternally with power and an iron heart. Comrade 

Yanukovych wavered at the critical moment, the traitor. …”70  

Those posts that most directly challenged the CCP compared Ukraine and China, 

and democracy and authoritarian government, more directly. After the end of the 

violence, one individual wrote that, “Ukraine's police kneel before the people - it makes 

me weep! Our police employ ‘stability management’ as fiercely as tigers - it makes me 

cry!”71 Another posted a reference to an interview with an overseas dissident that drew on 

widespread dissatisfaction with China’s air quality: “‘Blue skies’ have reappeared in 

Ukraine, how long will the ‘smog’ in China continue?”72 Not all posters needed to name 

the PRC to make their point. One wrote, “Between shedding blood in the short term or 

shedding tears over the long term, Ukraine has chosen the former,”73 while another 

posted a rhetorical question to contrast the supposedly undesirable “chaos” of democracy 

with the “stability” of authoritarian rule: “Given the choice, would you rather live in 

chaotic Ukraine or peaceful North Korea?”74 Even apparently innocuous messages could 

                                                 
70 “乌克兰变天了，竟无一人是男儿？几十万军队警察竟然不听总统指挥？他们忘记了自己的历史

使命吗？保卫政府，镇压人民，永远铁心跟权力走。亚努科维奇同志政治立场不坚定，关键时刻动

摇，这个叛徒。乌克兰，又一个走邪路的国家。走正路的越来越少，走邪路的越来越多，东方的同

志们，挺住，一条路走到黑。” Posted February 24, 2014. 
71 “乌克兰的警察因对不起同胞在向人民下跪，可歌可泣！我们的警察在向有冤受屈的同胞进行维

稳而虎视眈眈，可泣可歌！” Posted February 26, 2014.  
72 “乌克兰重现“蓝天”了，中国还会继续“雾霾”多久呢？--------------曹长青” Posted 

February 26, 2014. The interview was posted at a Falun Gong-associated outlet. Changqing Cao, “Cao 

Changqing: Wukelan ‘biantian’ zhongguo haiyao ‘wumai’ duojiu? [Cao Changqing: The “weather has 

changed” in Ukraine, how much longer will “smog” last in China?],” NTDTV.com, February 24, 2014, 

http://www.ntdtv.com/xtr/gb/2014/02/24/a1068673.html. 
73 “短期流血与长期流泪，乌克兰选择了前者。” Posted February 23, 2016. 
74 “如果只有两个国家给你选择，你会选择在动荡的乌克兰生活呢，还是选择在和平的朝鲜呢？” 

Posted February 23, 2014. 
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camouflage a cutting remark: “Other than the air quality, Ukraine in September was 

pretty much like Beijing. Everything was calm and peaceful.”75 

 Faced with the apparent success of the Ukrainian opposition and perhaps aware of 

the subversive strand of public discourse just described, Chinese propaganda shifted to an 

increasingly aggressive anti-Western stance over the final few days of February. Where 

earlier reports had primarily criticized the EU and US as biased in their one-sided 

political support for the Ukrainian opposition, later propaganda attacked the West in 

more general terms. On the 25th, an anonymous former Russian Deputy Minister of 

Foreign Affairs was quoted explaining that Western countries had pressed the opposition 

not to negotiate with the Yanukovych government, raising the level of extremism and 

leaving the world to see whether the Ukrainian “powder keg” would explode.76 PLA 

Daily revealed the Americans’ and Europeans’ true colors the following day: “Perhaps, in 

their hearts, Westerners would rather accept a Ukraine in total disarray than accept a 

Ukraine that was close to Russia.”77 Soon after, People’s Daily editorials on the 27th and 

28th gave the final verdict. Western nations stuck in the Cold War were “pointing a sword 

at Russia,” a country that filled them with fury for its refusal to accept liberal ideology.78 

Meanwhile, Ukraine had fallen into the Western “democracy trap,” making the mistake 

                                                 
75 “9 月份时的乌克兰，除了空气跟北京差不多，一切还平静安好。” Posted February 26, 2014. While 

it is possible that this message did not intend to imply that Beijing also hid political discontent beneath a 

calm surface, it must have raised the association in the minds of readers in any case.  
76 Quan Wang, “Shei jiang yinling wukelan de weilai? [Who will guide Ukraine’s into the future?],” 

Zhongguo guofang bao [Military Weekly], February 25, 2014. 
77 “或许，在西方人心里，宁愿接受一个乱哄哄的乌克兰，也不能接受一个亲俄的乌克兰。” Guifen 

Zhang, “Wukelan, lu zai hefang? [Where does the road lead for Ukraine?],” Jiefangjun bao [PLA Daily], 

February 26, 2014. 
78 “Lengzhan siwei, gai fanpianr le [Ought to turn over a new leaf on Cold War thinking],” Renmin ribao 

[People’s Daily], February 27, 2014. 
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of thinking “imported goods” could guarantee the country’s well-being.79 It is no mistake 

that the rhetoric could serve as a warning to Chinese citizens as well as describing events 

in Russia and Ukraine. 

Did the change in tone have an effect on netizen sentiment? Intriguingly, a KWIC 

analysis of positive/negative sentiment toward major European countries (Britain, France, 

and Germany) and the European Union shows a marked shift toward negative language 

beginning on February 26th, with sentiment remaining lower through March 5th (not 

shown).80 Weibo sentiment toward the United States starts from a much lower base and 

does not change as much, but also traces a downward pattern during this time period. 

Conversely, sentiment toward Russia displays a moderate positive trend. While there is 

no way to prove that these changes in sentiment resulted from netizens consuming more 

negative media stories about Western countries, the data fit. It is plausible that an upsurge 

in anti-Western coverage accounts for at least some of the shift observed in Weibo 

sentiment toward the various countries involved. 

 The first major spike in public attention toward Ukraine’s political crisis is 

notable primarily for revealing a subset of netizen views that openly challenged the 

Party’s preferences on core political issues. Such messages constituted no more than 1% 

of all posts, but given the very large size of Weibo’s userbase this represents thousands of 

individual comments on a very sensitive topic. They highlight the difficulties that 

Chinese propaganda authorities face in handling such events, even when casting them as 

                                                 
79 “Jingti minzhu xianjing xia de zhili shiling [Beware of governmental failings hidden in the democracy 

trap],” Renmin ribao [People’s Daily], February 28, 2014. 
80 This section describes sentiment within posts already mentioning Ukraine or Crimea. In other words, 

people who mentioned Europe or the United States in posts which also mentioned Ukraine or Crimea used 

more negative language than before. The set of all posts mentioning the US or EU within the entire Weibo 

sample, in any context, was not examined. 
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undesirable is relatively easy. The issue did not deeply resonate with most Chinese who 

discussed it on Weibo since it lacked any obvious connection to the PRC, and 

propaganda agents were not confused about how to address the topic, but for a subset of 

users the Ukrainian protests led them to consider their own dissatisfaction with their 

government’s style of politics. At the end of the day, however, discourse during this 

period again exhibited accord. It was dominated by state narratives that the vast majority 

of netizens appeared to agree with: skepticism toward popular uprisings and Western 

influence, along with general pessimism regarding Ukraine’s future.  

 

 

RUSSIA INTERVENES IN CRIMEA (C AND D) 

Even as netizens and officials considered the significance of the revolution in 

Kiev, Russian military action in Crimea had already begun to shift the online discourse 

over the issue to an entirely new sphere. In its February 24th assessment of the situation, 

PLA Daily made an ominous comparison. “Six years ago, the Russia-Georgia War 

temporarily put a halt to EU and NATO efforts to constrict Russia's strategic space. This 

time, the result of the two sides’ game will not only affect Ukraine's future, but also 

influence the stability of the entire region.”81 The prediction that Russia would push back 

was soon borne out. By February 28th, Chinese media were reporting that Russian flags 

had been raised over Crimean government buildings.82 Russia confirmed that it had sent 

armored vehicles to reinforce its bases in Crimea the next day, and Russia’s upper 

                                                 
81 “6 年前，俄格战争暂时阻挡了欧盟与北约对俄罗斯战略空间的挤压，这一次，双方的博弈结

果，不但关系乌克兰的未来，还将影响整个地区的稳定。” Pang, “Donglaxiche, wukelan hequhecong? 

[As talk rambles on, which direction for Ukraine?].” 
82 Yan Zhao and Xiaoguang Hu, “Wukelan zu xinneige, mei jinggao e wuli ganshe [Ukraine forms new 

cabinet, US warns Russia against military intervention],” Xinhua meiri dianxun [Xinhua Daily Telegraph], 

February 28, 2014. 
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chamber, the Federation Council, voted to authorize the broader use of force in Ukraine if 

necessary. By March 4th, attention online had reached its peak: as many as 160,000 

relevant messages were being posted to Sina Weibo per day. This posting rate is more 

than double the maximum daily commentary that the Kiev protests received and about 

twenty times the normal volume of messages mentioning Ukraine or Crimea in any 

context. Despite the increased attention, the dynamic during this period was broadly 

similar to that during the Kiev protests. The large majority of posters were content to 

share news posts or general statements indicating accord with the party-state. Generally 

speaking, these events continued to be read through the anti-Western, pro-Russia lens that 

had dominated coverage of the protests in Kiev. Accord was still the order of the day. 

Underneath the main body of discourse, however, lay a minority of views that again 

illustrate the difficult terrain PRC leaders had to navigate. Unlike the protest phase, 

discord online during the struggle over Crimea grew not from dissatisfaction with the 

Party’s domestic politics, but rather from disappointment with its supposedly soft foreign 

policy stances. China’s perceived failures in its own territorial disputes were thrown into 

sharp relief by Putin’s power play in Crimea. 

Before proceeding, it should be noted that as large a story as the dispute over 

Crimea was, it ranked only second or third in China through most of early March. On 

March 1st, China suffered a major terrorist attack when Uyghur separatists killed 29 and 

injured 140 others using machetes at the Kunming rail station. In addition, the annual 

“two meetings” (lianghui) sessions of the National People’s Congress (NPC) and Chinese 

People’s Political Consultative Committee (CPPCC) opened on March 3rd and ran 

through March 13th. As the most significant political event for the Chinese government 
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(as opposed to the separate National Party Congresses and plenary sessions of the 

Communist Party’s Central Committee), these meetings always receive front-page 

coverage in Chinese media. Each of these events received at least as much media 

attention as events in Ukraine, and at their peaks were mentioned with about the same 

frequency on Sina Weibo.83 From one angle, this makes the peak in posting about the 

Ukraine crisis even more impressive, but the net effect was likely a division of attention 

among politically interested Weibo users. 

Again, the large majority of netizen posts on the subject consisted of links to 

mainstream news stories, often with a few words of personal commentary. Of those who 

expressed a personal opinion, many demonstrated alarm at the turn toward international 

conflict, while others continued to focus their criticism on the United States. Examples 

include, “The chaos in Ukraine is a reflection of a game being played between the US 

and Russia, but in the end it could be the fuse that ignited World War 3,” or “When the 

US was bombing Yugoslavia, there was no international law. When the US bombed 

Libya, there was no international law. But as soon as Putin sends people to Ukraine, 

international law comes to life!”84 Another strand of sentiment focused on admiration for 

Russian president Vladimir Putin. As one put it, “With the Russian military entering 

Crimea, strong Putin shows the world his valiant style, [I] support Putin,” or more 

simply, “I support this. [Link to news story entitled ‘Putin: Russia reserves right to use 

                                                 
83 This should also help readers put the post volumes described in the rest of this study into perspective. 

The Kunming attacks, which were a major political event in China, received about the same amount of 

peak attention as the Yasukuni, Vietnam, and Ukraine cases. 
84 “乌克兰内乱，实则是美俄两大国之间的博弈，到最后可能会变成第三次世界大战得导火

索……………” Posted March 1st, 2014. “美国轰炸南联盟的时候，没有国际法。美国轰炸利比亚的时

候，没有国际法。普京刚派人进入乌克兰，国际法马上就诞生了！” Posted March 5th, 2014. 
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force in Ukraine.’]”85 On March 3rd, Global Times ran an online poll asking readers 

whether or not they supported Russia’s use of force. Many posts from early in March thus 

consist of users posting their personal vote (“Oppose” or “Don’t Oppose”) along with a 

link to this poll, or else, later on, links to the poll results. While obviously not scientific, 

the poll concluded with 46.1% in support and 34.5% opposed, and it was widely referred 

to on Weibo.86 Finally, as already seen in Figure 9, overall public sentiment remained 

somewhat negative throughout the first two weeks of March, reflecting general concern 

over the situation and strong criticism of the United States.  

For the most part, state media responded with similar concern and a 

corresponding, if somewhat less strident, pro-Russian bias. On the 2nd, People’s Daily 

reported that the Ukrainian Autonomous Crimean Republic and the Russian Black Sea 

Fleet had come to a joint agreement for the protection of government buildings in Crimea 

and that Russia’s treaty with Ukraine allowed it to keep up to 20,000 troops in Crimea, 

but also that Ukrainian officials had labeled the incursions a “blatant invasion.”87 Another 

article published the following day tried to tamp down fears of conflict, noting that 

American media had admitted that the United States had little ability to inflict a “price” 

on Russia and that in any case, Putin had not yet decided whether to send additional 

forces into Ukraine beyond those officially protecting Russian installations.88 Even once 

it became obvious that Russian forces were operating in Crimea, Chinese official sources 

                                                 
85 “俄军进入克里米亚，强者普京向世界展现他的强悍作风，力挺普京。” Posted March 1st, 2014. 

“[赞] //【普京：俄罗斯保留对乌克兰动武权】[link]” Posted March 5th, 2014. 
86 Presumably, the remaining 19.4% of respondents were unsure or neutral.  
87 Yahong Xie and Boya Li, “Eluosi jueding zai wukelan dongyong junshi liliang [Russia decides to use its 

military power in Ukraine],” Renmin ribao [People’s Daily], March 2, 2014. 
88 Xuedan Lin et al., “Wukelan weiji wayyi xiaoying jiaju [External effects of Ukraine crisis intensify],” 

Renmin ribao [People’s Daily], March 3, 2014. 
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repeatedly emphasized that Putin had not yet decided whether to formally deploy troops 

and continued to cite his March 4th statement disavowing any intention of annexing 

Crimea.89 Furthermore, Ukrainian and Western accusations that the “self-defense forces” 

in Crimea were aided by and even composed of Russian military personnel were not 

described, though the presence of “unknown forces” was occasionally admitted.90 

Instead, official articles praised Russia for its restraint (kezhi) in the face of Western 

provocation and compared this to the “total lack of scruples” (siwujidan) shown by 

Ukrainian extremists, who had been encouraged by signals from the US.91  

Given the general thrust of press coverage, the majority of the online public were 

in accord with state propaganda throughout this time period. Naturally, both shared 

apprehension over the tense state of affairs. Chinese propaganda in this period also 

continued to not only lay blame for the escalation at the feet of the United States and 

other Western countries but also to criticize Western democracy in general.92 Writers 

lamented that, besides suffering from chaos in the transition, Ukraine was now 

condemned to inefficient, divisive governance.93 Or, as another report put it, Crimea’s 

                                                 
89 Yan Cao and Yiran Liu, “Kelimiya jushi jiaozhuo, gefang boyi jiaju [Crimea situation stalemates, all 

parties intensify maneuvering],” Xinhua meiri dianxun [Xinhua Daily Telegraph], March 5, 2014. 

“Wukelan jushi jianhuan, duoguo yu duihua jiejue [Ukraine situation stalemates, multiple countries call for 

settlement by dialogue],” Xinhua meiri dianxun [Xinhua Daily Telegraph], March 6, 2014. Zhenglong Wu, 

“Di’er ge kesuowo? [A second Kosovo?],” Jiefang ribao [Jiefang Daily], March 7, 2014. Yu Chen, 

“Kelimiya gongtou de liansuofanying yin ren guanzhu [Crimean referendum’s chain reaction draws 

attention],” Zhongguo guofang bao [Military Weekly], March 11, 2014. 
90 “Jingti minzhu xianjing xia de zhili shiling [Beware of governmental failings hidden in the democracy 

trap].” Shaozhe Wang, “Eluosi pinfan junshi diaodong wei ‘qiaoshanzhenhu’ [Russia’s frequent troop 

maneuvers are ‘show of strength as warning’],” Jiefang ribao [Jiefang Daily], March 2, 2014. 
91 Lin et al., “Wukelan weiji wayyi xiaoying jiaju [External effects of Ukraine crisis intensify].” Yifeng 

Zhang, “Kelimiya, wukelan de yige ‘jie’ [The Crimea/Ukraine ‘knot’],” Jiefang ribao [Jiefang Daily], 

March 1, 2014. Dongzhuan Zhu, “Wukelan luanju yuyanyulie yinfa emei jiaoli [Ever worse chaos in 

Ukraine triggers Russia-US trial of strength],” Fazhi ribao [Legal Daily], March 4, 2014. 
92 Hongjian Cui, “Cong wukelan zhengju kanlai xifang ganyuzhuyi [Viewing Western interventionism 

through the lens of Ukraine],” Jiefangjun bao [PLA Daily], March 1, 2014. 
93 Ping Qin, “‘Zhongguoshi minzhu’ yufa youxu youxiao [‘Chinese-style democracy’ is increasingly 

orderly and effective],” Fazhi ribao [Legal Daily], March 5, 2014. Shirong Zhang, “Fuza de wukelan jushi 

ji weilai de zoushi [The complex Ukraine situation and future trends],” Xuexi shibao [Study Times], March 
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move to join Russia was a chance to get out from under dysfunctional Ukrainian rule and 

return to the “development track” (fazhan guidao).94 The occasional voice noted that 

Russia might ultimately come out the loser in the confrontation, but the large majority of 

Chinese official media presented these tense developments through an anti-Western 

lens.95 The online public largely expressed similar views in the time between March 1st 

and the referendum on the 16th. They tended to view the issue as a political game in 

which the West was meddling outside its own proper sphere of influence. As one user 

summed it up, “For Western politicians, Ukraine is a piece on the geopolitical 

chessboard, but for Russia, Ukraine is directly linked to the security of the nation and its 

people.”96 

Over the course of the first half of March, Chinese leaders engaged in careful 

diplomacy, signaling general support for Russia while never explicitly condoning 

military intervention or the subsequent annexation of Crimea. For example, in a March 

3rd press conference, Foreign Ministry spokesman Qin Gang noted China’s adherence to 

the principle of non-interference in other countries while also condemning “violent 

extremism” in Ukraine and calling for the protection of “all Ukrainian nationalities’ legal 

rights,” two statements in line with Russia’s justifications for intervention.97 The next 

day, Xi Jinping was quoted as telling Vladimir Putin that China supported a political 

                                                 
10, 2014. Of interest to scholars, the article by Ping Qin also explicitly cites Samuel Huntington’s Political 

Order in Changing Societies as justification for its viewpoint. 
94 Xiaodong Zhang, Jie Zhang, and Xuejiang Li, “E yu mei’ou duili jiaju [Antagonism between Russia and 

US/EU intensifies],” Renmin ribao [People’s Daily], March 8, 2014. 
95 For an alternative perspective, see Yifeng Zhang, “Eluosi ‘chubin’ houtuilu hezai? [Once Russia ‘sends 

troops,’ what path does it have to retreat?],” Jiefang ribao [Jiefang Daily], March 4, 2014. 
96 “对西方政客来说，乌克兰只是地缘政治游戏的一颗棋子，而对俄罗斯来说，乌克兰事关国家和

人民的安全。” Posted March 3, 2014. 
97 “Xifang qiguo xiang e shiya, e chize xifang zhicai weixie [Seven Western countries pressure Russia, 

Russia condemns Western threat of sanctions],” Xinhua meiri dianxun [Xinhua Daily Telegraph], March 4, 

2014. 
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resolution and international society’s involvement, but only insofar as it “benefited 

resolving the situation.”98 On March 9th, foreign minister Wang Yi emphasized that 

China’s main priorities were to promote restraint, avoid escalation, and find a path to a 

political resolution through dialogue, but also noted that the situation reflected a 

“complicated historical fabric” (fuza lishi jingwei).99 As described earlier, China then 

abstained from both the UN Security Council and General Assembly votes condemning 

Russian intervention in Ukraine. 

Descriptions of this behavior have tended to emphasize that China faced a 

predicament: it could not openly support secession of ethnic minority territories without 

encouraging thoughts of independence in Tibet, Xinjiang, or even Taiwan, yet neither 

could it openly oppose Russia on such a key issue.100 As Bonnie Glaser succinctly put it, 

“China’s core concern about a referendum anywhere in the world that relates to self-

determination is the implications for such a referendum to be held in Taiwan.”101 This is 

not wrong, but as a description of more popular sentiments regarding Crimea it would be 

incomplete. In fact, close reading of netizen posts and an examination of official media 

during this period show that, if anything, the dominant strand of thought favored Russian 

intervention because it provided an example of the type of justified military action that 

                                                 
98 “Xi Jinping tong eluosi zongton pujing tong dianhua [Xi Jinping speaks with Russian president Putin via 

telephone],” Renmin ribao [People’s Daily], March 5, 2014. 
99 “Jiu zhongguo waijiao zhengce he duiwai guanxi da zhongwai jizhe wen [Responses to foreign and 

domestic reporters’ questions on Chinese foreign relations and policy],” Renmin ribao [People’s Daily], 

March 9, 2014. 
100 Ted Galen Carpenter, “Beijing’s Nervous Ambivalence about Crimea,” China-US Focus, March 31, 

2014, http://www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-policy/beijings-nervous-ambivalence-about-crimea/. Jacobs 

and Sengupta, “China Torn Between Policies and Partnership.” “Steinmeier: Germany, China Don’t Want 

Crimea to Set ‘Precedent’ for Ukraine,” Deutsche Welle, April 14, 2014, 

http://www.dw.com/en/steinmeier-germany-china-dont-want-crimea-to-set-precedent-for-ukraine/a-

17564977.  
101 Max Strasser, “Ukraine: Why Is China Sitting on the Fence?,” Newsweek, March 21, 2014, 

http://www.newsweek.com/ukraine-why-china-sitting-fence-232691. 
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might return Taiwan and other disputed areas to the mainland’s control. The evidence 

indicates that insofar as events in Crimea evoked nationalist concerns inside China, they 

first promoted criticism of the PRC for its lack of forceful action in its own territorial 

disputes, not concerns over a precedent of self-determination for China’s minority 

provinces or Taiwan.102  

Netizens raised the Crimea-Taiwan comparison as soon as Russian forces were 

confirmed to have entered Ukraine on March 1st: “Russian speakers in Ukraine are under 

threat, this is just like Taiwan, they speak Chinese so it’s the identical basis.”103 Others 

extended the analogy to a wide range of disputes, criticizing China for merely protesting 

when others occupied “its” territory in Arunachal Pradesh (southern Tibet) or the South 

China Sea, in contrast with Russia’s use of force in Crimea.104 Weibo users advocated 

“taking back” islands in the South China Sea and the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, wondered 

what it would take to make China “sort out” (xiuli) the Philippines, or simply expressed 

                                                 
102 Others have previously raised this point, usually as a hypothetical or with limited evidence. For 

example, the Naval War College’s Lyle Goldstein noted with surprise that a Chinese senior colonel 

“…expresses no special concern regarding the potential for setting precedents for modern states to be split 

asunder. Many Western analysts had previously thought Beijing could be truly conflicted about the Ukraine 

Crisis as a result of this concern.” John Lee raised the possibility but discarded it: “… an increasingly 

assertive China could well use the ‘Putin precedent’ to forcibly seize disputed territory … one might 

wonder whether the Chinese are cheering on the ‘Putin precedent’ in Crimea. I suspect not.” On the other 

hand, James Holmes is more confident in this assessment but presents it as his own deduction, not on the 

basis of evidence from inside China: “Is China conflicted? ‘Tis a mystery. …  Russia’s intervention in 

Ukraine could well reinforce the precedent that big powers may manage their environs by force. That 

would provide political top cover for China should it opt to use force against Taiwan at some future time.” 

Lyle Goldstein, “What Does China Really Think about the Ukraine Crisis?,” The National Interest, 

September 4, 2014, http://nationalinterest.org/feature/what-does-china-really-think-about-the-ukraine-

crisis-11196. John Lee, “Why China Fears the Putin Precedent,” The Hudson Institute, April 23, 2014, 

http://www.hudson.org/research/10250-why-china-fears-the-putin-precedent. James Holmes, “Taiwan: 

Why China Backs Russia on Ukraine,” The Diplomat, March 10, 2014, 

http://thediplomat.com/2014/03/taiwan-why-china-backs-russia-on-ukraine/. 
103 “乌克兰说俄语危险了这就像台湾一样都是汉语怎么不可能统一了相同的根呀” Posted March 1, 

2014. 
104 “俄罗斯出兵克里米亚真霸道，比起天朝呢，藏南地区那么肥沃的领土，自己的都不敢去，整天

说谈判，指望靠嘴说能把什么说回来？南海那么多岛都让人占了也不能拿回来。整天除了会谴责就

是抗议。” Posted March 1, 2014. 
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admiration: “Putin is awesome! … when will China retake Taiwan?”105 Later, on March 

10th, an opinion piece originally published in the Taiwanese tabloid Want Daily began 

circulating on Sina Weibo.106 The article, entitled “Crisis in Ukraine, Lessons for 

Taiwan,” called into question the American commitment to defend Taiwan, given its 

failure to intervene on Ukraine’s behalf. It was then picked up by various blog and news 

outlets in the mainland media sphere; Global Times reprinted it on its military affairs sub-

site with the headline “Taiwan Media: Taiwan is like Ukraine, United States Won’t 

Declare War on China to Defend Taiwan.” The piece received 2,049 (published) user 

comments in that incarnation, and it was viewed another 340,000 times when reposted to 

an account on Phoenix’s iFeng blogging platform.107 The link between China’s territorial 

disputes and Russia’s recovery of Crimea clearly resonated with some users, and most 

concluded that the comparison was not flattering for the PRC.  

Though the official press certainly never raised the comparison explicitly, a 

thorough reading of contemporary reports also indicates that they likely contributed to 

this sentiment among netizens. Articles published after the crisis began to escalate 

repeatedly emphasize that Crimea was a part of Russia for centuries before being 

arbitrarily split from Russia in 1954 and “given” to Ukraine, when both were part of the 

                                                 
105 “中国应该收回南海诸岛，还有钓鱼岛，该是和美国对抗的时候了，还有美债应该抛售换实物

了，战争和国民经济发展储备，对于国内闹分裂的可以不抓，但要清除出国内，世界不是美国自己

的 //【乌克兰宣布全国战争总动员 已向美欧求助】[link] (分享自@今日头条)” Posted March 2, 

2014. “这几天的乌克兰，真所谓世事如棋局局新，中国是不是可以在南海修理菲律宾一个时间窗口

机遇呢？还不出手吗？” Posted March 1, 2014. “普京就是牛！干脆的收回克里米亚半岛，兵家重

地，中国什么时候收回台湾哦？” Posted March 9, 2014. 
106 The Want Daily (旺報) tabloid is a subsidiary of the same media group which owns China Times (中國

時報), explaining the URL. “Sheping - wukelan weiji, taiwan de qishi [Commentary - crisis in Ukraine, 

lesson for Taiwan],” Chinatimes.com, March 10, 2014, 

http://www.chinatimes.com/newspapers/20140310000881-260310.  
107 As of May 2016, these reposted versions can still be found at http://mil.huanqiu.com/observation/2014-

03/4891442.html and http://blog.ifeng.com/article/32098223.html, respectively. 
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Soviet Union and none could foresee that Moscow would lose direct control of the 

peninsula.108 They also describe the area’s predominantly Russian-speaking population, 

the “special affection” which Russians feel toward the region, and its historic role as a 

center of tourism, naval facilities, and trade within Imperial Russia and the Soviet Union. 

In some ways, this story parallels the CCP narrative regarding Taiwan, which is seen to 

have been part of the Qing Empire for hundreds of years before being split away by the 

Treaty of Shimonoseki and then kept apart via another “accident” of history: US 

intervention to artificially preserve the Nationalist government on Taiwan. In any case, it 

is a sympathetic rendering of the situation; by comparison, the 1994 Budapest 

Memorandum received only two cursory mentions out of all 136 official articles collected 

for the month of March, with one of those references a direct quote from US Secretary of 

State John Kerry. Neither reference explains that Russia had pledged to respect Ukraine’s 

borders in that document. While Chinese media never explicitly state that Russia is 

justified in taking control of Crimea, the implication is clear.109  

This linkage between China’s territorial disputes, especially Taiwan, and the 

situation in Crimea led to criticism of the CCP’s foreign policy on the ground that it was 

not pro-Russian enough. But as the March 16th Crimean referendum approached, 

disapproval shifted to the type that had been anticipated by most Western analysts: users 

became concerned that China’s acceptance of Crimean independence meant weakness in 

                                                 
108 Zhang, “Kelimiya, wukelan de yige ‘jie’ [The Crimea/Ukraine ‘knot’].” Lin et al., “Wukelan weiji 

wayyi xiaoying jiaju [External effects of Ukraine crisis intensify].” Zhengquan Wang, “Wu ruo zhiyi ru’ou 

e buhui xiushoupangguan [If Ukraine insists on joing Europe, Russia will not stand idly by],” Fazhi ribao 

[Legal Daily], March 4, 2014. Ning Yang and Yufei Song, “Kelimiya zhanhuo yichujifa? [Crimea on the 

verge of war?],” Renmin ribao haiwaiban [People’s Daily Overseas Edition], March 7, 2014. Zhenshan Bi, 

“Wukelan weiji wuwen [Five questions on the Ukraine crisis],” Gongren ribao [Workers’ Daily], March 8, 

2014. Zhang, “Fuza de wukelan jushi ji weilai de zoushi [The complex Ukraine situation and future 

trends].” 
109 Indeed, a few Weibo users even mentioned Khrushchev’s suspect, Ukrainian background in their posts.  
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the face of its own domestic independence movements. Messages like “If Crimea can 

hold a referendum, what will Taiwan think? Or what will Xinjiang and Tibet think?” 

began to appear with increasing frequency.110 As one user put it, complete with angry 

emoji, “Imagine if Ukraine were China, Russia were America, and Crimea were 

Xinjiang, Tibet, or Taiwan – would you all still be cheering?”111 Unlike the earlier views 

that emphasized Russia’s historical claim to Crimea and appeared to enjoy a degree of 

tacit backing from state media, these messages found no support in official outlets. The 

idea that Chinese leaders might be implicitly endorsing secession was naturally off-limits, 

and none of the articles examined so much as mention Taiwan, Xinjiang, the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, or other sensitive territorial issues either before or after the 

referendum. Instead, they generally covered the referendum straightforwardly, with little 

commentary on the larger considerations. For example, Xinhua noted that the vote had 

been conducted in an “orderly” fashion and explained that China abstained from the UN 

Security Council vote condemning the referendum because, “The UNSC resolution 

would only bring about confrontation and complicate the situation, which would not 

serve the shared interests of Ukraine and international society.”112 Still, a minority thread 

of sentiment on Weibo picked up on the contradictions. The Party found its foreign 

policy attacked from two sides by subsets of Weibo users. While the cautious and anti-

Western state discourse was most pervasive in social media and no wider firestorm of 

                                                 
110 “#克里米亚公投对中国会有什么影响#如果克里米亚可以公投，台湾会怎么想？甚至新疆西藏会

怎么想？” Posted March 15, 2014. 
111 “试问，把乌克兰换成中国，把俄罗斯换成美国，把克里米亚换成新疆西藏台湾，你们还是一片

叫好吗[怒]” Posted March 18, 2014. 
112 “安理会此时搞决议草案，只能造成各方对立, 导致局势更加复杂，这不符合乌克兰人民和国际

社会的共同利益。” “Kelimiya juxing gongtou, xifang yu e jiaoliang bairehua [Crimea holds referendum, 

contest between West and Russia turns white hot],” Xinhua meiri dianxun [Xinhua Daily Telegraph], 

March 17, 2014. 
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criticism emerged, events four thousand miles from the Chinese heartland had still 

managed to kick up a few sparks. 

 

 

CRIMEA’S ANNEXATION AND AFTERMATH (E AND F) 

The remainder of the Crimea crisis played out in Chinese media and social media 

with little else of note. The referendum was held as scheduled on 16th and voters opted to 

join Russia by an official reported margin of 96.7%, an implausibly high figure and one 

arrived at under the watchful eyes of Russian troops.113 Sanctions were imposed by the 

EU and US on the 17th, Crimea’s new leadership signed the accession treaty with Russia 

on the 18th, and Russian counter-sanctions followed soon after. Once the dispute became 

essentially diplomatic and economic, messages on Sina Weibo lost much of their 

intensity. Occasional comments comparing the Crimean situation to China’s own 

nationalist flashpoints continued for a few days, but were completely overwhelmed by 

attention to Taiwan’s “sunflower” student movement, which also came to a head on 

March 18th. No politically interesting strand of minority opinion is evident during the 

final weeks of March, and indeed a large fraction of the declining post volume is taken up 

with activity related to the crisis’s effect on the stock market, not discussion of the crisis 

itself. As the topic model results presented above showed, users on Weibo predominately 

discussed the referendum and sanctions for only about three days after the vote. 

Meanwhile, official media content after March 16th is dominated by the two 

economically-focused topics: “energy politics” and “sanctions and economics.” This 

                                                 
113 Christian Oliver, Geoff Dyer, and Neil Buckley, “Putin Recognises Independent Crimea as West 

Imposes Sanctions,” Financial Times, March 17, 2014, www.ft.com/cms/s/0/0f76674a-ada9-11e3-9ddc-

00144feab7de.html. 
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computer-aided finding fits observed reality: official outlets began to cover the sanctions’ 

likely economic effects as well as energy relationships among the involved powers.114  

 As the situation appeared to wind down, a few pieces appeared which examined 

the larger significance of the episode. What political lessons did they draw? Xinhua could 

not help but note that Putin’s approval ratings had reached a new 5-year high after 

recovering Crimea.115 More substantively, the PLA Daily concluded on March 31st that 

the entire episode resulted from Western attempts to “constrain Russia’s geopolitical 

space.”116 Citing Zbigniew Brzezinski’s statement that, “Without Ukraine, Russia ceases 

to be a Eurasian empire,” the piece made the familiar case for American interference 

designed to keep Russia weak. In a lengthy examination, Study Times returned to the 

theme of the “color revolutions,” noting with satisfaction that after “planting” another 

such revolution in Ukraine, only to see the country divided, “…the United States and 

Europe are at last tasting its bitter fruit.”117 Other examples could be given; suffice it to 

say that Chinese propaganda remained consistent with its earlier perspectives. China’s 

official media were often forced to dance around the core issues of secession, national 

determination, and democratic protest, but they drew on a well-established stable of 

                                                 
114 Pan Gao, “Meiguo ‘nengyuan pai’ zannan zouxiao [American ‘energy card’ temporarily ineffective],” 

Jingji cankao bao [Economic Information Daily], March 18, 2014. Zengwei Li et al., “Zhicai eluosi rang 

oumeng guojia hen jiujie [Sanctions against Russia leave EU nations at a loss],” Renmin ribao [People’s 

Daily], March 20, 2014. Keyi Xiao, “Kelimiya weiji zhong de ‘nengyuan pai’ [The ‘energy card’ in the 

Crimean crisis],” Zhongguo guofang bao [Military Weekly], March 25, 2014. Tianze Zuo and Jiangtao Hu, 

“Mei’ou’e boyi xia wukelan jushi zhi zouxiang [The direction of the Ukraine situation amidst US, EU, and 

Russian moves],” Jiefangjun bao [PLA Daily], March 31, 2014. 
115 Yiran Liu, “Pujing zhichi lü chuang 5 nian lai xingao [Putin’s approval rating reaches new 5-year 

high],” Xinhua meiri dianxun [Xinhua Daily Telegraph], March 21, 2014. 
116 Zuo and Hu, “Mei’ou’e boyi xia wukelan jushi zhi zouxiang [The direction of the Ukraine situation 

amidst US, EU, and Russian moves].” 
117 Shirong Zhang, “Meiguo quanqiu zhanlüe taiozheng xia de wukelan weiji [The Ukraine crisis in the 

context of America’s global strategic adjustment],” Xuexi shibao [Study Times], March 31, 2014. 
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narratives to undermine any sympathy for the West’s position and delegitimize 

democratic politics more broadly. 

 

THE STATE’S RESPONSE 

Having detailed the party-state’s propaganda response to these shifting 

developments, how did it respond in terms of its Internet management? Available 

evidence indicates that the government was generally tolerant of discourse on the Ukraine 

issue: it did not shut down or significantly constrain the broader discussion even after 

potentially provocative messages appeared. Censorship was of course still in effect, and 

one should expect that many of the critical messages related here were taken down 

sometime after their posting. Nonetheless, the fact that overall post volumes closely 

tracked events on the ground, and that politically meaningful messages continued to be 

posted across the duration of the crisis, would strongly indicate that China’s censors 

never significantly impeded discussion with blanket bans, new automated censorship 

keywords, or the like. The extended period of high-volume engagement by Weibo users 

also shows that authorities did not discourage participation to any significant degree. 

Meanwhile, state messaging did not directly address what criticism existed; if anything, 

state media may have inadvertently promoted criticism by insinuating that Russia was in 

the right to retake Crimea. Given limited resources and the general agreement between 

public and state on this particular issue, it is also possible that censors were tasked with 

responding primarily to the much more immediate events also occurred in March 2014: 

the Kunming terror attack and the National People’s Congress in Beijing. 
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CONCLUSION 

 The events in Ukraine, beginning with the Kiev protests and later including 

Russia’s incursion into Crimea, were generally seen in the same way by both netizens 

and the state (see Table 3-3). The low nationalist relevance of the issue and the general 

coherent propaganda treatment by official media limited dissent, and their combination 

generally led to accord (Hypothesis 1). Nonetheless, the small amount of dissent that 

netizens did express touched on the most sensitive political topics in the PRC. Street 

protests in Kiev and the ouster of President Yanukovych called to mind protests in 

China’s own history and questions about Party legitimacy. Meanwhile, Russia’s invasion 

raised questions about the CCP’s resolve to recover Taiwan. The case shows that the 

independent variables of interest – nationalism and the state’s propaganda handling – can 

help explain the shape of online discourse over issues in China’s foreign relations. 

Though small in volume, it was nationalist concerns that undergirded most dissent, and 

the state’s inability to offer a clear diagnosis of the situation in Crimea may even have 

encouraged this line of thinking. These divergent strands of thought demonstrate the 

limits of the Party’s ability to completely homogenize netizen opinions and suppress 

criticism of its foreign policy, even on an issue that may not appear to directly implicate 

China. Despite this, the state response remained one of tolerance given the 

overwhelmingly quiescent nature of public discourse (Hypothesis 3). 
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Table 3-3: Theoretical Features of Ukraine Case 

Case 
Nationalist 

Salience 
State Propaganda 

Observed 

Discourse Type 

State 

Response 

Kiev Protests 

and Crimea 

Crisis 

Low 

Coherent concerning 

Kiev protests, partly 

Incoherent 

concerning Crimea 

Accord Tolerance 

 

To summarize, the nature of public discourse evolved alongside developments in 

the crisis from November 2013 through March 2014. In the first stage (A), public and 

state were in accord. Chinese nationalism was not in play, the public was paying little 

attention, and the protests fit a well-defined CCP narrative that links demonstrations to 

undesirable political instability. This fits cleanly with theoretical expectations. The Kiev 

demonstrations reached their height in mid-to-late February (B), successfully deposing 

President Yanukovych and strongly affecting the Chinese online discourse. Most users 

continued to broadly agree with the state’s condemnations of revolution and Western 

interference, but a minority now saw in Ukraine a mirror to China’s own domestic 

politics, resulting in a minor strain of political dissent. Propaganda handling remained 

relatively coherent, and the issue was not made relevant to Chinese nationalism, but 

events in Ukraine triggered individuals some individuals to air their grievances online. 

Thus, although this period is best characterized as accord between public and state, 

dissention persisted among a small subset of Chinese citizens. A shift toward more 

intensely anti-Western propaganda rhetoric in late February helped maintain a safer focus 

among the majority of Weibo users. 
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The first two weeks of March saw the crisis move from Kiev to Crimea, but the 

basic nature of China’s online discourse remained the same (C and D). Nationalist 

salience remained low, propaganda coverage was fairly consistent, and the public saw no 

major flaws with the Chinese diplomatic response. Again, as expected, the overall 

discourse belongs in the “accord” category. However, although propaganda coverage was 

consistent in terms of its content, it was not entirely coherent in the sense of providing a 

reliable guide to “correct” political opinions: it could not directly address the core issue 

of whether Crimea’s secession was desirable or undesirable. In addition, a minority of 

users seized on the loose parallels between Russia’s conquest of Crimea and China’s own 

territorial issues. Groups of users attacked China’s handling of its own territorial disputes, 

first as having been too soft, and then as likely to suffer from China’s tacit support for 

Crimean independence. The combination of a limited propaganda opening and nationalist 

significance for some users permitted a strand of dissent as the theory predicts, but on a 

very minor scale. Although the specific combination of factors was different, the outcome 

therefore looked similar to that during phase (B): overall accord, with a distinct strand of 

dissent. Finally, during the denouement of the Crimean annexation (E and F), netizens 

returned to full accord with the state, which was happy to acknowledge the Crimea-

Russia accession treaty and then move on to discussing sanctions, energy, and the various 

other aftershocks of the dispute. 

It may appear that the CCP “dodged a bullet” in March 2014. Developments in 

Ukraine prompted users to talk about some of the most sensitive issues in Chinese 

politics: mass protest, Taiwanese independence, and the government’s “weakness” in the 

face of perceived foreign encroachment. Despite this, however, discourse never truly 
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threatened to become independent of state narratives. The major lesson of the Ukraine 

crisis for the politics of Chinese Internet control is not that China was ever likely to face 

large-scale popular opposition prompted by such a remote issue. Rather, it is that the 

mere presence of such sentiments is not enough to create discord between the public and 

their leaders. Absent a high degree of nationalist relevance for the average Chinese 

netizen or an obvious propaganda opening that deprives the public of a preferred 

interpretation, dissent withered on the vine even without state repression. The accord 

between state and public on its own proved sufficient to maintain control on Weibo. 
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Chapter 4 

The Haiyang Shiyou 981 Dispute and Anti-China Riots in Vietnam 
 

INTRODUCTION 

On May 2nd of 2014, one of China’s three national oil companies moved a drilling 

rig into disputed waters between the PRC and Vietnam. For the first two weeks after the 

move, the two sides engaged in low-level maritime harassment that attracted a modest 

degree of attention both domestically and abroad. By May 13th, however, Vietnamese 

workers’ protests had transformed into anti-Chinese riots. Factories were burned, stores 

were looted, and at least five PRC nationals died in the chaos. Despite the scale of the 

events, this violence was barely covered in official Chinese media until two days after it 

began. Netizens were aware of the unrest in Vietnam via a variety of other domestic and 

overseas channels, but they initially saw no direct propaganda response from the state. 

How did the public express itself in this interval? What can the state handling of this 

episode reveal about the politics of online expression?  

The data and analysis presented in this chapter examine the three main questions 

of the study in the context of these developments, focusing especially on the period of the 

anti-Chinese riots. First, it evaluates the degree (if any) to which the online public and 

state media interpreted events in Vietnam and the South China Sea differently. The data 

show that there was little alignment between the state and the public through most of the 

episode. Second, it compares variation in this difference over time to the main 

explanatory factors of interest – nationalist salience and the Party’s propaganda strategy – 

arguing that the observed divergence resulted from the combination of intense nationalist 

sentiments and a very poor propaganda response. Finally, it judges the party-state’s 
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Internet management response: this case was marked by limited repression. Moreover, 

repressive measures were being implemented even before the main burst of netizen 

activity and criticism, indicating that nationalist challenge may be intrinsically worrisome 

for the government and that censorship was not a simple response to large volumes of 

user dissent. 

In the terms of this study’s theory, the May 2014 Vietnam riots were primarily a 

period of independent discourse for netizens. Netizens were critical of Vietnam, certainly, 

but also frequently critical of their own country. Many were deeply disappointed with 

another apparently “weak” CCP response to an affront from a smaller nation. At the same 

time, official propaganda was unconvincing at best and frequently missing entirely. 

When the state did eventually respond through official propaganda, outlets attempted to 

shift the focus of discourse. They highlighted the government’s actions to aid victims of 

the riots, and they reemphasized China’ claims, Vietnam’s culpability, and the 

malevolent role of the United States. These efforts coincided with a decrease in public 

attention to the crisis, but may not have been its main cause since both the course of 

events and a distracting Vietnam-related meme diverted users before much propaganda 

had been published. China’s Internet management strategy also responded to this 

challenge with increased repression of netizen expression, which occurred throughout the 

high-traffic interval. Together, these measures indicate a state response of moderate 

repression, which is in line with expectations for independent nationalist challenges 

online. 
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BACKGROUND: THE SOUTH CHINA SEA DISPUTES AND THE 

HAIYANG SHIYOU 981 INCIDENT 

 The South China Sea and its associated maritime territorial disputes are among 

the most vexing diplomatic conflicts in modern international relations. The People’s 

Republic of China, the Republic of China government in Taiwan (with claims essentially 

identical to those of the PRC), Vietnam, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Brunei 

all lay claim to rights over disputed areas of the sea. Critically, China has long claimed an 

ambiguous degree of exclusive rights over nearly the entire area of the South China Sea 

indicated by the “Nine Dash Line.” The line originated after World War II under the 

Kuomintang government before its defeat in the Chinese civil war, and the PRC inherited 

the claim as the successor state on the mainland.1 This claim puts China directly at odds 

with every other state involved in the disputes, since at least some part of all of those 

nations’ claimed exclusive economic zones and other territorial claims overlap the area 

inside the Nine Dash Line (see Figure 4-1). The stakes in these disputes are high. 

According to the Council on Foreign Relations, nearly half a billion people live within 

100 miles of the South China Sea, which contains seven billion barrels of proven oil 

reserves and an estimated 900 trillion cubic feet of natural gas.2 Moreover, about half of 

global ocean-borne oil shipping transits through the Sea, representing the vast majority of 

all oil imports to China, Japan, Korea, and Taiwan. The nations which border the South 

China Sea have strong economic and security imperatives to maximize their control of 

this critical maritime crossroads. 

                                                 
1 Chris P.C. Chung, “Drawing the U-Shaped Line: China’s Claim in the South China Sea, 1946-1974,” 

Modern China 42, no. 1 (2016): 38–72. 
2 Beina Xu, “CFR Backgrounder: South China Sea Tensions” (Council on Foreign Relations, May 14, 

2014), http://www.cfr.org/china/south-china-sea-tensions/p29790. 
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Figure 4-1: Map of South China Sea and Relevant Features 

 

Key within the South China Sea are various island groups and shoals. Under the 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), islands and other 

maritime features provide the basis for the extension of a legitimate 200-nautical mile 

“exclusive economic zone” (EEZ), making control of such islands and features 

paramount. China and Vietnam are both parties to the treaty. Under UNCLOS, an 

Exclusive Economic Zone guarantees states the following rights:  

“(a) Sovereign rights for the purpose of exploring and 

exploiting, conserving and managing the natural resources, 
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whether living or non-living, of the waters superjacent to 

the seabed and of the seabed and its subsoil, and with 

regard to other activities for the economic exploitation and 

exploration of the zone, such as the production of energy 

from the water, currents and winds; 

 

(b) Jurisdiction as provided for in the relevant provisions of 

this Convention with regard to: (i) the establishment and 

use of artificial islands, installations and structures; (ii) 

marine scientific research; (iii) the protection and 

preservation of the marine environment;”3 

  

Although these rights are extensive, an EEZ does not constitute territorial waters. Other 

states are guaranteed freedom of navigation and overflight through the zone, along with 

other internationally lawful uses such as laying subsea cables. Nevertheless, the resource-

rich nature of the South China Sea and the extensive economic rights granted by 

UNCLOS within an EEZ make such claims well worth defending. 

The most serious armed conflict related to these disputes took place in 1974, 

when the PRC and South Vietnam fought a battle over the Paracel Islands that killed 71 

sailors in total and resulted in a Chinese victory. Another occurred in 1988, when 64 

Vietnamese were killed by the PLA Navy at Johnson South Reef in the Spratley Islands. 

In recent years, a collection of smaller incidents have raised tensions in the area, though 

none have yet reached the point of armed conflict. Some of these incidents have involved 

contested territorial or EEZ claims, while others, mostly involving the United States, 

have centered on differing interpretations of allowable naval actions in a foreign 

country’s EEZ.4 China has been reported to have included the South China Sea within the 

                                                 
3 “United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea” (The United Nations, 2001), 

http://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf. 
4 For example, the USNS Impeccable was involved in a series of altercations at sea as China attempted to 

disrupt sonar-based intelligence operations. Ann Scott Tyson, “Navy Sends Destroyer to Protect 

Surveillance Ship After Incident in South China Sea,” The Washington Post, March 13, 2009, 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/03/12/AR2009031203264.html. 
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scope of its “core interests” – those areas on which China will never “waver, 

compromise, or yield.”5 At the July 2010 ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), Chinese 

foreign minister Yang Jiechi addressed the gathering and undid years of careful 

diplomacy by saying, “China is a big country and other countries are small countries and 

that is just a fact.”6 More recently, China’s energetic island-building and military 

facilities expansion campaigns in the Spratly Islands left neighboring countries with little 

doubt that the PRC intends to tightly control this critical region.7 Along with a series of 

standoffs with the Philippines over Scarborough Shoal, a small collection of rocks and 

reefs in an isolated location well to the northeast of the Spratlys, these actions formed the 

backdrop for the decision of an international tribunal at the Hague convened under 

UNCLOS arbitration provisions. The recent decision strongly favored the Philippines, 

which argued that China’s extensive claims had no legitimate basis and that China had 

acted illegally in preventing Philippine fishing access to Scarborough Shoal, among other 

points.8 As of this writing, China has made no obvious move in response to the ruling. 

                                                 
5 Michael Swaine, “China's Assertive Behavior - Part One: On ‘Core Interests’.” China Leadership Monitor 

34 (February 2011). As Swaine shows, the New York Times reported in March 2010 that Chinese officials 

had identified the defense of China’s territorial claims to the South China Sea as a “core interest” in a 

private meeting with two senior US officials.  At least one media outlet also reported that an exchange 

between then-Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and State Councilor Dai Bingguo at the May 2010 

Strategic and Economic Dialogue had included a statement by Dai to this effect; Clinton herself verified 

this account  in November 2010. Note also that some Chinese press have treated the South China Sea as 

though it has been unambiguously declared a “core interest.” Da Wei, “A clear signal of "core interests" to 

the world.” China Daily, August 2, 2010. <http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/usa/2010-

08/02/content_11083124.htm>. 
6 Ian Storey, "China's Missteps in Southeast Asia: Less Charm, More Offensive." The Jamestown 

Foundation China Brief 10:25 (December 2010). 
7 Derek Watkins, “What China Has Been Building in the South China Sea,” The New York Times, February 

29, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/07/30/world/asia/what-china-has-been-building-in-the-

south-china-sea-2016.html. 
8 Tom Phillips, Oliver Holmes, and Owen Bowcott, “Beijing Rejects Tribunal’s Ruling in South China Sea 

Case,” The Guardian, July 12, 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jul/12/philippines-wins-

south-china-sea-case-against-china. 
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 The latest crisis over the Paracel Islands began on May 2nd of 2014 when the 

China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) moved its Haiyang Shiyou 981 

drilling platform to a position 17 nautical miles southwest of the island group.9 The 

location of the drilling platform placed it about 120 nautical miles from Vietnam’s 

continental coast and 180 nautical miles from China’s coast at Hainan Island. Its position 

would thus fall within the Vietnamese EEZ in any reasonably equitable settlement of the 

maritime boundary, whether according to simple equidistance, extension of the Gulf of 

Tonkin delimitation line set between the two countries in 2000, or any other plausible 

principle.10 Nonetheless, China asserts that it alone has a sovereign right to the Paracel 

Islands, and that the islands themselves generate a continental shelf and associated EEZ. 

This possibility underlies the PRC legal claim to the resources in the sea floor, despite the 

relative proximity of those resources to the Vietnamese coast.11 The placement of the HS-

981 platform, and especially the conduct of drilling operations, therefore constituted a 

significant move to buttress the Chinese claim. 

 Vietnam responded with an attempt to intentionally disrupt Chinese drilling 

operations. Hanoi dispatched 35 vessels to the area by May 8th, which were met by 80 

Chinese vessels and support aircraft.12 PRC coast guard ships used high-powered water 

cannons to fend off the Vietnamese, and both sides accused the other of ramming 

opposing vessels. A spokesperson for China’s foreign ministry claimed on the 8th that 

                                                 
9 The distance is measured from the southwest-most island in the group, Triton Island. 17 nautical miles is 

equal to approximately 20 standard miles or 31 kilometers. 
10 Ernest Bower and Gregory Poling, “China-Vietnam Tensions High over Drilling Rig in Disputed 

Waters” (Center for Strategic and International Studies, May 7, 2014), https://www.csis.org/analysis/china-

vietnam-tensions-high-over-drilling-rig-disputed-waters. 
11 As already noted, Vietnam also claims sovereignty over the Paracels, but China exerts de facto control. 
12 Bower and Poling, “China-Vietnam Tensions High over Drilling Rig in Disputed Waters.” Jonathan 

Kaiman, “China Accuses Vietnam of Ramming Its Ships in South China Sea,” The Guardian, May 8, 2014, 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/08/china-accuses-vietnam-ships-south-china-sea-oil-rig. 
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Chinese ships had already been rammed 171 times.13 The timing of this escalation was 

also significant. President Obama had visited Japan, South Korea, Malaysia and the 

Philippines from April 23rd to 29th, emphasizing the US commitment to its “rebalancing,” 

and the annual ASEAN Summit was held in Myanmar over May 10th and 11th.14 By 

moving the rig in early May, China seemed to contrast their action on the seas with 

American diplomatic efforts. 

 The crisis reached its height, however, with nearly a week of anti-Chinese protests 

and riots that began in Vietnam on May 11th. Peaceful at first, the demonstrations soon 

morphed into attacks on businesses, factories, and people perceived to be Chinese. By the 

time the Vietnamese government cracked down to end the demonstrations on May 18th, at 

least twenty-one people had been killed, hundreds more had been injured, and more than 

110,000 were temporarily put out of work.15 Many of the rioters mistakenly targeted 

Taiwanese, Korean, or Japanese companies; in the most heavily affected province of 

Binh Duong, only about 4% of the more than 350 factories attacked were actually owned 

by mainland Chinese.16 Thousands of PRC citizens were subsequently evacuated from 

                                                 
13 Kaiman, “China Accuses Vietnam of Ramming Its Ships in South China Sea.” 
14 “The President’s Trip to Japan, the Republic of Korea, Malaysia, and the Philippines,” The White House, 

2014, https://www.whitehouse.gov/issues/foreign-policy/asia-trip-spring-2014. “24th ASEAN Summit, 

Nay Pyi Taw, Myanmar, 10-11 May 2014,” Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 2014, 

http://asean.org/?static_post=24th-asean-summit. 
15 Kate Hodal and Jonathan Kaiman, “At Least 21 Dead in Vietnam Anti-China Protests Over Oil Rig,” The 

Guardian, May 15, 2014, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/15/vietnam-anti-china-protests-

oil-rig-dead-injured. Eva Dou and Richard Paddock, “Behind Vietnam’s Anti-China Riots, a Tinderbox of 

Wider Grievances,” The Wall Street Journal, June 17, 2014, http://www.wsj.com/articles/behind-vietnams-

anti-china-riots-a-tinderbox-of-wider-grievances-1403058492. Patrick Boehler, “Just 14 Factories Targeted 

in Vietnam’s Anti-China Protests Belonged to Mainland Chinese,” South China Morning Post, May 19, 

2014, http://www.scmp.com/news/asia/article/1515912/few-factories-hit-vietnams-anti-china-riots-were-

mainland-chinese-owned. 
16 Boehler, “Just 14 Factories Targeted in Vietnam’s Anti-China Protests Belonged to Mainland Chinese,” 

2014. 
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Vietnam by ship.17 This violent episode was the main focus of the media and public 

inside China, which until then had not paid much attention to the oil rig dispute. 

 Although Vietnam brought the riots under control by the 18th, the dispute near the 

Paracels had not ended. Both sides continued to harass one another at sea, and a 

Vietnamese fishing boat was sunk on May 26th after colliding with a Chinese ship. Public 

attention fluctuated but generally remained similar to the level seen in early May. The 

frictions ultimately continued into July, when China finally withdrew the rig from 

Vietnam’s claimed EEZ one month before the originally announced end date for drilling 

operations.18 

 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

The data below are used to test all five hypotheses presented in Chapter 1. As in 

previous cases, the primary substantive questions are whether the public’s interpretations 

of events significantly differed from those preferred by the state media, how any such 

differences are related to the two independent variables in this study – nationalist salience 

and the government’s propaganda handling of the issue – and last, the nature of the 

overall state response to public discourse on this issue. To foreshadow the chapter’s 

findings, public support for their leaders’ handling of the events in Vietnam was the 

lowest of any case. Nationalism also became highly salient: not only did the original 

problem arise from a territorial dispute, but the deaths of Chinese citizens abroad seemed 

                                                 
17 Martin Petty, “Vietnam Stops Anti-China Protests After Riots, China Evacuates Workers,” Reuters, May 

18, 2014, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-vietnam-idUSBREA4H00C20140518. 
18 Simon Denyer, “China Withdraws Oil Rig from Waters Disputed with Vietnam, but Warns It Could 

Return,” The Washington Post, July 16, 2014, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/china-withdraws-

oil-rig-from-waters-disputed-with-vietnam-but-warns-it-could-return/2014/07/16/51f584a0-6128-4cd4-

bad0-cb547907be30_story.html. 
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to demand justice, and Vietnam’s ability to inflict pain on China without consequence 

appeared to be yet another “humiliation.” Finally, the state’s propaganda handling was 

frequently off-target or missing entirely. In the four days after the protests began in 

Vietnam, and for two days after widespread violence had begun, no official outlets 

reported on the events. These conditions created a burst of independent, critical discourse 

online, to which the state responded with repression. 

On Sina Weibo, the dispute with Vietnam resulted in a sustained period of slightly 

elevated traffic, punctuated by a much more significant spike at the time of the anti-

Chinese riots (Figure 4-2). Posts were selected for inclusion in the corpus if they 

contained any of the following terms: “Vietnam,” “Anti-China,” “Paracel Islands,” or 

“Drilling Platform.”19 Due to a hard drive error on the server collecting the Weibo data, 

total collected posts were reduced by 90% on May 26th and by 60% on May 27th, which 

accounts for the steep trough just after the main spike has ended. However, the 

percentage of all collected posts relevant to the dispute with Vietnam actually increased 

during these two days (not shown). The ratio of unique posts to total posts averages about 

89% during the dates that the oil platform was in operation (May 2nd to July 15th) and is 

no less than 85% each day during May with one exception (80% on May 21st). These 

figures and a manual examination of duplicate posts’ content indicate that spam posts are 

very unlikely to be driving the observed trend in Weibo traffic.20 In sum, the sampled 

posts are estimated to represent about 1.3 million total real-world posts to the Sina Weibo 

service on this topic.  

                                                 
19 The Chinese terms were 越南, 反华, 排华, 西沙, and 钻井平台. Note that the second and third terms 

both mean “anti-China.” 
20 The day with the largest share of duplicates, May 21st, is a special case related to the “My Fair Princess” 

episode described in more detail below. 
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Figure 4-2: Volume of Weibo Posts (“Vietnam”/“Anti-China”/“Paracel Islands”/“Drilling 

Platform”), April 24 to July 22 

 

 

To determine the content of official media and the party-state’s apparent 

propaganda strategy during the period of heightened attention visible above, articles were 

systematically collected from the CNKI database for the month of May. Articles were 

also collected from the first three weeks of June to check whether any major shift in 

propaganda strategy occurred some weeks after the critical events; none was evident. The 

corpus described in the rest of this chapter therefore includes only those articles 

published in May. These articles were identified on the basis of a simply keyword search 

for the word “Vietnam.” After downloading all such articles available from the outlets of 

interest in the CNKI database, each article was coded by hand to ensure that it pertained 

to the South China Sea dispute or the protests and riots in Vietnam. Official coverage of 
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these events was rather weak in comparison to the coverage observed in the Japan and 

Ukraine cases. The articles in the official corpus totaled only thirty-seven for the month 

of May. As a point of comparison, thirty-six articles were published in these outlets on 

the subject of the Kiev protests during the final week of February. Forty-four articles 

mentioning Vietnam in other contexts – stories from the US-Vietnam War, articles about 

doing business in Vietnam, reports on efforts to fight human trafficking, and so on – were 

discarded.  

The graph below (Figure 4-3) shows the final proportion of collected articles 

belonging to each publication category. As described in Chapter 1, the publications 

surveyed are either Party papers listed as such by the CCP itself (People’s Daily, PLA 

Daily, Economic Daily etc.) or other outlets with important ties to central institutions or 

established official roles (Study Times, Workers’ Daily etc.).21 The largest fraction are the 

“comprehensive” outlets most commonly associated with official propaganda in China, 

consisting of People’s Daily, Xinhua Daily Telegraph, and People’s Daily Overseas 

Edition. Along with the military affairs outlets PLA Daily, Jiefang Daily, and Military 

Weekly, they account for over 80% of the articles in the corpus. Although the qualitative 

description below addresses news reported by other outlets such as Global Times and 

Sina News, these outlets are not taken as representative of a preferred party-state 

narrative. See Appendix D for a complete listing of official media articles included in the 

corpus for analysis. 

                                                 
21 The CCP lists Party outlets at the following site: “Zhongguo gongchandang xinwen [News of the 

Communist Party of China],” 2006. http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64162/116900/index.html. The 

unambiguous Party papers included in the corpus are People’s Daily, People’s Daily Overseas Edition, 

PLA Daily, Guangming Daily, Economic Daily, and Liberation Daily. The other outlets included are 

Xinhua Daily Telegraph, Workers’ Daily, Study Times, Legal Daily, China Securities Journal, Economic 

Information Daily, and Military Weekly. These outlets, and the reasons for their inclusion, are described in 

more detail under “Data Collection” in Chapter 1. 
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Figure 4-3: Articles in Vietnam Official Media Corpus by Publication Category 

 

Finally, efforts were made to check the database’s returned results against print 

copies of some of the observed outlets in order to verify a central claim about official 

coverage during this time period: that Party media failed to cover the riots in Vietnam for 

a period of up to three days after they first became violent. Both People’s Daily and PLA 

Daily were examined by hand for the days in question (May 13th to May 18th). While this 

effort did reveal some minor inconsistencies between the articles included in the CNKI 

database and those found in the hard copies, it also verified that no mention of the 

violence in Vietnam appeared in these particular outlets before May 18th. The earliest 

official coverage of the violence can be dated to a cursory online story posted at 

Xinhuanet on May 15th announcing that the Vietnamese Prime Minister had demanded 

protection for foreign factories and workers without clearly addressing the scope of the 
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riots, but even this came two days after violence had begun on the 13th and four days after 

anti-China protests began on the 11th.22  

 

ANALYSIS 

GENERAL PATTERNS  

 Both the Weibo posts and official press articles were first analyzed with 

computer-aided techniques in order to detect general trends in their content. 

Unfortunately, the low volume of press coverage meant that no valid results could be 

obtained from the official media corpus with either KWIC sentiment analysis or topic 

modeling. With no articles available on numerous days, including the critical dates of 

May 14th, 15th, and 18th, drawing trend lines would be misleading at best. Topic modeling 

across a wide range of k-values produced no coherent topic groupings that clearly aligned 

with events on the ground. Given the lack of press data, the following section discusses 

quantitative measures exclusively regarding the Weibo data before considering apparent 

trends in the press data from a qualitative perspective. 

 An unsupervised topic model analysis of the Weibo data shows a clear 

progression of public attention across five distinct topics.23 Using a k-value of 5 produced 

the most consistent and meaningful results, with distinct topics covering various aspects 

of the issue. Table 4-1 lists notable terms associated with each topic in order of their 

                                                 
22 “Yuenan Zongli Yaoqiu Gonganbumen Baohu Waiguo Touzi [Vietnamese Prime Minister Requires 

Public Security Ministry to Protect Foreign Investments],” Xinhuanet, May 15, 2014, 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2014-05/15/c_1110711949.htm. Xinhua Daily Telegraph was also first 

among official outlets to publishe a printed article on the 16th: Pengxiong Zhang, “Wo Xiang Yuefang 

Tichu Yanzheng Jiaoshe [China Sends Stern Communication to Vietnam],” Xinhua Meiri Dianxun [Xinhua 

Daily Telegraph], May 16, 2014. 
23 Recall that in contrast to a supervised topic model, an unsupervised topic model makes no use of a pre-

coded training dataset, allowing the computer (algorithm) to determine the topics present in the text. See 

Chapter 1 (“Measurement”) for further details. 
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importance (rank). Terms which appear in all topics, or which appear repeatedly and do 

not carry much semantic value (e.g. “able to”, “says”), have been eliminated to clarify the 

distinctions.24  

Table 4-1: Vietnam Weibo Post Topic Modeling Results 

Weibo Topic  Associated Terms 

South China Sea 

Politics 
“United States”25, “South China Sea”, “Japan”, “Philippines”  

Oil Rig Frictions 

“Vessel”, “Chinese Side”, “Times [i.e. number of collisions]”, 

“South China Sea”, “Collision”, “Maritime Territory”, “Foreign 

Ministry”, “Paracels”, “Oil Platform”, “Boat” 

Anti-China 

Violence 

“Anti-China [fanhua]”, “Smash”, “Business”, “Anti-China 

[paihua]”, “Deaths”, “Chinese-Invested Enterprise” 

Evacuation and 

Victims 

“Compatriots”, “Safe and Sound”, “Prayers”, “Return Home”, 

“Citizens”, “Anti-China [fanhua]”, “Safety”, “Anti-China 

[paihua]” 

“My Fair 

Princess” 

“Vietnamese Version”, “Pearl Princess”, “Video”, “Beautiful”, 

“Pearl” 

 

The observed Weibo topics also line up neatly with events in the South China Sea 

during May 2014, as seen in Figure 4-4 below, indicating their general validity. The first 

topic, “South China Sea Politics,” generally includes posts related to the various countries 

involved in the disputes and their interactions. It is the most prevalent topic initially and 

tends to be the “default” topic in the absence of more notable specific events. The “Oil 

Rig Frictions” topic relates directly to the various maneuvers at sea by both Vietnam and 

China related to the deployment of HS981 near the Paracels. It spikes around May 8, 

when a story broke revealing that Vietnamese vessels had collided with Chinese ships 

171 times between May 3rd and May 7th, and becomes the most prevalent topic again at 

                                                 
24 The first and second terms in every topic were “Vietnam” and “China,” respectively.   
25 Technically, the term “United States” also appeared in three other topics. However, its rank was quite 

low in those topics, averaging only 18.66 and peaking at 16. In comparison, it has rank 5 among the terms 

most strongly associated with the “South China Sea Politics” topic, trailing only “China” in two variations, 

“Vietnam”, and “Share”.  
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the end of the month when a Vietnamese ship capsized. The third topic, “Anti-China 

Violence,” relates directly to the protests and riots in Vietnam that targeted foreigners 

perceived to by Chinese. It becomes most prominent as these events became publicly 

known on the 13th, 14th, and 15th. A related but distinct “Evacuation and Victims” topic 

then briefly spikes as users focused on well-wishes for those returning from Vietnam and 

those who had suffered in the violence. The final topic, labeled “My Fair Princess,” is not 

directly related to the South China Sea dispute. It reflects the explosion of a meme related 

to a farcical Vietnamese video, which was in turn based on one of the most famous 

television dramas in Chinese history, “My Fair Princess.”26 The video was widely 

mocked on social media, not only for being ridiculous but because many users thought 

the female actresses looked too masculine, spawning the catchphrase, “It’s so beautiful, I 

don’t dare look!”27 This topic became common within posts related to Vietnam on May 

19th, and it remained prominent for nearly a week afterward. 

  

                                                 
26 Titled Huanzhu Gege [还珠格格], which may more literally be translated as “Returning Pearl Princess,” 

the costume drama about a Qing Dynasty servant girl’s life as an accidental princess launched the careers 

of stars including Fan Bingbing and Zhao Wei. It also cemented the Hunan Broadcasting System as China’s 

second-largest network after CCTV. 
27 “那画面太美我不敢看!” 
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Figure 4-4: Topic Prevalence in Vietnam Weibo Posts, May 2 to May 31 (3-Day 

Averages) 

 

 A KWIC sentiment analysis of language around the word “Vietnam” in relevant 

Weibo posts shows that the crisis clearly drew out negative sentiment among Weibo 

users (Figure 4-5). At the beginning of May, overall sentiment toward Vietnam was net 

positive, continuing the trend seen in April before the crisis began. Post volumes did not 

change much until May 8th, and many posts were more focused on Vietnamese cuisine or 

tourist destinations. For most netizens, the crisis only “began” on when stories on the 8th 

reported that Vietnamese boats had intentionally collided with Chinese vessels in the 

vicinity of the oil platform 171 times since the platform’s relocation. This initial, small 

spike is accompanied by a large increase in negative sentiment. The issue faded again for 

about two days, but by May 12th the initial anti-China protests were already being 

discussed online. Negative sentiment began to spike, peaking on May 15th as news of the 

destruction and deaths dominated posts about Vietnam, and remaining high except for a 
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trough around the 25th that is likely influenced by the reduction in collected posts.28 The 

large positive spike centered on May 18th reflects news about Chinese nationals returning 

from Vietnam and a surge in well-wishes for the victims of the violence. As attention 

turned back to the maritime frictions at the end of the month, negative sentiment toward 

Vietnam again clearly outpaced positive. This trend continued steadily through June (not 

shown). 

Figure 4-5: Weibo Sentiment (“Vietnam”), April 23 to June 6 (3-Day Averages) 

 

 As mentioned, no quantitative analysis of the official media data was possible due 

to the low volume of published articled. Only thirty-seven articles were available for the 

period from the positioning of the oil platform on May 2nd until the end of the month. 

Indeed, for the entire May 2nd to May 31st period, seventeen out of thirty days have no 

                                                 
28 As noted, the 25th saw a 90% reduction in collected posts due to a computer hardware error. This day is 

the only one after May 6th to show positive sentiment around “Vietnam” higher than negative sentiment, 

which is likely an artifact of a mere 15 posts being available for analysis. 
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relevant articles. The ramp-up in Weibo coverage was accompanied by near-silence from 

official outlets (Figure 4-6). The gaps and low article totals make a meaningful sentiment 

analysis impossible, and a useful topic model could not be generated.29 On the other 

hand, given the relatively small number of articles available, the qualitative analysis can 

be comprehensive. Each article was simply read directly. This allows comparison of 

media attention and public attention to the different aspects of the dispute, despite the 

absence of viable quantitative measures for the press data for this case. 

Figure 4-6: Vietnam Official Article Counts by Day from CNKI, May 2014 

 

What official press articles we do have show that state propaganda focused on 

only two major angles. The first was to cast blame on other countries, especially 

Vietnam, the Philippines, and the United States, for “manufacturing” the disputes in the 

South China Sea. The second, starting on May 16th, was to directly address the events in 

                                                 
29 The situation did not change even when additional relevant articles from June were included. 
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Vietnam by demanding justice and publicizing the government’s aid to victims. Both 

points were emphasized simultaneously, often in the same articles.30 As the month 

progressed, reporting on Vietnam moved away from the violence itself and began to 

focus more heavily on the larger ramifications of the riots, emphasizing the damage 

Vietnam had done to its own ambitions by allowing them to occur.31 However, the most 

notable characteristic of this period remains the dearth of coverage. Reviewing netizen 

comments at the time shows that this was most likely part of a more comprehensive 

media blackout strategy, which is discussed at greater length in the sections below. 

Last, it is important to address the overall level of nationalist salience of this case. 

As mentioned, the independent variables in this case take the following values: low 

public support, high nationalist salience, and incoherent state propaganda handling. 

However, it may not be obvious that this particular case is of high nationalist salience. 

The previous chapters discussed three episodes – China’s November 2013 dispute with 

Japan in the East China Sea, Prime Minister Abe’s visit to the Yasukuni Shrine, and the 

reaction of Chinese netizens to Russia’s invasion of Crimea – that were very different in 

terms of their salience to Chinese nationalism. In the East China Sea ADIZ case 

presented in Chapter 2, China’s claim to sovereignty over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands 

                                                 
30 This may partly explain the large degree of overlap in the topic model results. The most plausible topic 

model result for the press data, though still incomplete, created three topics: one related to regional 

security, one related to the maritime disputes themselves (e.g. collisions between vessels, fishermen, etc.), 

and one focused on the violence in Vietnam. The longest streak of consecutive days with any available data 

during the month of May runs from May 19th to May 23rd; that period appears to show that the media 

focused equally on the violence and regional security issues from the 19th to the 21st, but that attention to 

these aspects declined and was overtaken by attention to the maritime frictions by the 23rd. Violence also 

appeared to be the most important topic around May 16th and May 17th.  
31 Zhenshan Bi, “Yuenan banqi shitou zale ziji jiao [Shifting the stone, Vietnam smashes its own foot],” 

Gongren ribao [Workers’ Daily], May 30, 2014; Xiaohui Su, “Yuenan zai nao ye buhui decheng [No 

matter how much Vietnam makes noise, it won’t prevail],” Renmin ribao haiwaiban [People’s Daily 

Overseas Edition], May 30, 2014. 
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made the unannounced flight of American B-52 bombers through the zone intensely 

provocative. Similarly, Abe’s visit was clearly of direct relevance to Chinese nationalist 

narratives that emphasize Japan’s war guilt and lack of remorse. In comparison, Russia’s 

invasion of Crimea did not directly involve China at all, much less its territorial disputes 

or other hot-button issues for nationalists. A small minority of users did use the events in 

Ukraine and Crimea to critique Chinese policies in various ways, but the issue failed to 

generate more widespread dissent in large part because it lacked obvious relevance to 

Chinese political sensibilities. 

The present case falls between the previous cases in terms of its relevance 

Chinese nationalism. Though clearly much more meaningful to ordinary Chinese than 

events in Ukraine, the South China Sea disputes are generally not as inflammatory as the 

disagreements with Japan. For one, by virtue of not involving Japan, disagreements with 

Vietnam, the Philippines, or others lack the attendant historical and nationalist baggage. 

Additionally, the specific events themselves were somewhat less provocative from a 

nationalist point of view. Chinese citizens may feel contempt, anger, or annoyance 

toward Vietnam over a disputed oil rig and associated riots overseas, but these do not rise 

to the level of a direct affront to China’s claims by the United States military or the 

honoring of war criminals by a sitting prime minister of Japan. However, previous 

research has shown that Chinese urban residents do link the “century of humiliation” and 

issues of face to the South China Sea disputes, if at slightly lower rates than they do the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu issue.32 Therefore, the fact that a “small” country like Vietnam could 

                                                 
32 Chubb, Andrew. “Exploring China’s ‘Maritime Consciousness’: Public Opinion on the South and East 

China Sea Disputes.” Perth, Australia: Perth USAsia Centre, 2014. 

http://perthusasia.edu.au/publications/Maritime-Consciousness-Attitudes-Report. 
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“humiliate” China in its own (claimed) maritime territory raised the overall salience of 

the dispute as time went by. For these reasons, this case is best categorized as very salient 

to Chinese nationalism, with the proviso that it falls somewhat below China’s interactions 

with Japan on that scale. 

 

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS 

Frictions at Sea (May 2nd to May 10th) 

 The events of the crisis were set in motion when CNOOC moved the Haiyang 

Shiyou 981 platform to its position off Triton Island on May 2nd, as announced by China’s 

Maritime Safety Administration.33 Little attention was paid to the move within China 

initially. For example, the sampled social media traffic records no mention of the HS981 

platform from the 2nd to the 5th among over 2.2 million posts. However, once Vietnam 

issued its first formal protests on May 4th, the dispute began to grow. The first reference 

recorded in the Weibo sample came on May 6th, when a user linked to a press conference 

summary in which the PRC Foreign Ministry emphasized that the platform was in 

Chinese waters.34 By the 7th, a scattering of blog posts and news articles mentioned the 

issue and were being shared on Weibo, but official media had yet to chime in. At this 

point, both sides had deployed various coast guard ships, fishing boats, and other vessels 

of various descriptions to the area. 

                                                 
33 The original announcement can still be found online. “Hangjing 14033 (Haiyang shiyou 981 chuan 

nanhai zuanjing zuoye) [Navigational alert 14033 (Haiyang Shiyou 981 South China Sea drilling 

operations)]” (Maritime Safety Administration of the PRC, May 2, 2014), 

http://114.251.210.51/Notice/Notice/7291b46d-ab69-4949-8a88-6c55dad815e8. 
34 “Zhongguo zai nanhai zuantan shiyou, yuenan fachu kangyi [China drills for oil in South China Sea, 

Vietnam issues protest],” www.chinapipe.net, May 5, 2015, 

http://www.chinapipe.net/national/2014/21308.html. 
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 Frictions continued to grow when China’s Foreign Ministry revealed on May 8th 

that Vietnamese vessels had actively initiated 171 collisions with Chinese ships in the 

vicinity of the oil platform.35 Vietnam claimed the collisions came in response to the use 

of water cannons by the flotilla of Chinese vessels sent to defend the platform.36 Weibo 

traffic around the issue immediately doubled and remained similarly elevated on the 9th. 

Although announced by the government, official media do not seem to have covered the 

claim. Weibo users’ posts never mention either Xinhua or People’s Daily, which is 

unusual during high-traffic periods, and the majority cite either Hong Kong-based 

Phoenix News or various commercial headline-aggregator sites. Nationalist rhetoric had 

also begun to appear online at this time. One user directed his comment to a State 

Council account with the following message: 

“@ChinaGovNet I'm not enamored of foreigners or one to 

proclaim China's weakness. [But] right now I sincerely 

want to say China is useless, China is really being 

cowardly. Yesterday the Philippines detained a vessel with 

11 people, today in our own country's territory in the South 

China Sea where we extract our own country's oil, we lost 

contact with 11 more sailors when Vietnam collided with a 

ship. The reason our country's people are looked down 

upon by foreigners is because this country only knows how 

to use the Foreign Ministry to criticize, protest, and express 

concern.”37 

 

Another put it more crudely, complaining of China’s victimization by a “lesser” country: 

“Wow! Chinese officials only know how to be angry and condemn. Even small countries 

                                                 
35 “Waijiaobu fouren paichu 3 sou junjian: fashe shuipao shi zuidixiandu de cuoshi [Foreign Ministry 

denies dispatch of 3 warships: Shooting water cannons is a minimal measure],” ifeng.com [Phoenix Net], 

May 8, 2014, news.ifeng.com/a/20140508/40212344_0.shtml. 
36 Hodal and Kaiman, “At Least 21 Dead in Vietnam Anti-China Protests Over Oil Rig,” 2014. 
37 “@中国政府网 我也不是崇洋媚外，我也不是唱衰中国。现在我真心想说中国真没用，中国真窝

囊。昨天被菲律宾扣船和 11 名船员，今天在南海自己国家的海域开采属于自己国家的石油被越南

撞船又有 11 名船员失联。。我们国家的人民之所以被国外瞧不起就是因为国家只会用外交部谴责

抗议关切。” Posted May 7th, 2014. 
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like Vietnam dare to bully China. Chinese officials can all eat crap!”38 Others expressed a 

desire for violence, posted ugly rhetoric about “Vietnamese monkeys,” or appealed to 

Mao as an ideal of Chinese strength. By the 9th, about 30% of all posts related to Vietnam 

on Weibo directly mentioned the 171 collisions figure, and posts directly criticizing 

China for its handling of the issue topped 10%. The overall scope remained rather 

limited; real-world posts on the subject numbered in the tens of thousands. Still, the 

issue’s nationalist salience was growing, and public confidence in their country’s 

handling of the dispute was eroding. 

 Even at this initial stage, it appears clear that the state’s propaganda strategy was 

not to actively guide discourse with consistent expressions of a preferred official view, 

but instead to ignore it or even suppress coverage. As noted, official outlets were absent 

from the debate. On one hand, this incoherence allowed netizens a relatively free hand in 

deciding how to interpret the issue, but on the other, official silence dovetailed with a 

larger state response of repression. Tellingly, the first complaints from netizens about 

censorship and the lack of media coverage also emerged by the 9th. One posted, “Conflict 

with Vietnam has broken out again, the news has already been harmonized and only the 

headlines are left.”39 This was only the first of numerous such complaints throughout the 

episode, indicating that repression would be a significant element of the state’s response 

to events. 

 

                                                 
38 “唉！中国高官只会愤怒和谴责。就连越南这样的小国都敢欺负中国了。中国高官统统去吃大便

吧！” Posted May 9th, 2014. 
39 “又和越南发生冲突了，新闻已经被和谐只剩标题” Posted May 9th, 2014. “Harmonization” is a 

common euphemism for censorship on the Chinese Internet. 
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Riots and Repression (May 11th to May 16th) 

 Attention on Sina Weibo to the dispute with Vietnam briefly receded from May 

10th to May 12th, even as the first anti-Chinese protests began to take place in Hanoi and 

other cities on the 11th.40 By the 13th, however, the protests had grown into anti-Chinese 

riots, especially in southern Vietnam. Taiwanese factories bore the brunt of the violence, 

but numerous PRC, Korean, and Japanese facilities and workers were also targeted. 

Within 24 hours the riots became a major issue online: Weibo posting about the crisis 

grew by 118% from the 13th to the 14th and doubled again by the 16th, with estimated 

real-world posts totaling around 350,000 across those first four days. Meanwhile, the 

riots remained largely invisible in official outlets. People’s Daily Overseas Edition and 

Military Weekly both mentioned Vietnam’s harassment of HS981 on May 13th, but no 

articles in official outlets directly raised the protests.41 As mentioned above, the first 

report on the riots from official sources came on May 15th at Xinhuanet, two days after 

violence had begun in earnest and four days after the first protests.42 Print articles 

appeared the next day. 

The critical period of the crisis between May 11th and May 16th reveals three main 

facts of interest. First, the initial state media blackout observed in print outlets was only 

part of a larger strategy of suppressing coverage. Propaganda coverage was therefore 

incoherent in the sense that the public was not given a clear, official line to follow. 

                                                 
40 “Vietnam Protesters Attack China Over Sea Dispute,” BBC News, May 11, 2014, 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-27362939. 
41 Ziyan Yang, “Shei shi zai dongmeng fenghui shang jiaoju? [Who is disrupting the ASEAN summit?],” 

Renmin ribao haiwaiban [People’s Daily Overseas Edition], May 13, 2014. Chaoping Du, “Zhongguo 

jianding fanji nanhai tiaoxin [China firmly strikes back against South China Sea provocations],” Zhongguo 

guofang bao [Military Weekly], May 13, 2014. 
42 “Yuenan Zongli Yaoqiu Gonganbumen Baohu Waiguo Touzi [Vietnamese Prime Minister Requires 

Public Security Ministry to Protect Foreign Investments],” 2014. 
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Second, despite this attempt to limit information, Weibo users were not uninformed. 

Numerous online and overseas sources posted reports regarding the events in Vietnam 

that were shared online, resulting in an independent discourse on the issue. Third, dissent 

and criticism increased during this period from the already substantial level observed on 

the 8th and 9th. As before, much of this criticism was driven by nationalist concerns, 

especially fear of national humiliation and weakness. 

The state’s propaganda strategy in the immediate wake of the crisis was to ignore 

the issue and attempt to suppress discussion. As outlined, print coverage from official 

sources was nonexistent. A Sina News article with the headline, “Smashing of Chinese-

owned businesses happening in Vietnam, PRC embassy reminds [people] to take 

caution,” was cited by users on May 14th, but it has been deleted.43 Netizens also 

remarked repeatedly on the lack of CCTV coverage. One wrote about, “Some news that 

CCTV doesn’t dare to report, the cruel crimes of Vietnamese against Chinese 

compatriots,” and another mocked habitual supporters of the government: “Big anti-

China wave in Vietnam, [but] CCTV and such media are all silent, Sima Nan, ordinary 

guy Wang Xiaoshi, ruthless Chen Xiang and such wumaodang are all silent, haven’t they 

gotten their orders yet? These wumaodang and propaganda are totally aligned, how 

patriotic!”44 Others noted that messages on the subject were being deleted and that the 

news didn’t appear on Weibo’s list of current “hot” topics: “Do events in Vietnam still 

                                                 
43 “越南发生打砸中资企业事件 我使馆提醒注意安全  （分享自 @新浪新闻）[link]” Posted May 14th, 

2014. 
44 “一些中央电视台，不敢报告的事实，越南人们对中国同胞们的残酷罪行” Posted May 14th, 2014. 

“越南大规模排华，央视等电视媒体集体失声，司马南、平民王小石、老辣陈香等五毛集体缄默，

大概都未接到指令？这些五毛与宣宣高度一致，真爱国啊！” Posted May 15th, 2014. 
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not make the [trending topics] list? Or are they not being allowed onto the list?”45 One 

user expressed outrage, contrasting the PRC response with that by Taiwan:  

“… Taiwan’s media continuously broadcast [news] and 

they soon sent numerous airplanes to bring back Taiwanese 

citizens. Only the mainland provided no news, and not only 

didn’t report on it, but also continued to delete related 

information. What a marvelous country! Today, as a 

mainlander, I feel incomparable shame!”46  

 

The theme of criticizing censors for deleting calls for help was also taken up by netizens. 

One wrote, “… our great Celestial Empire [i.e. the CCP] not only doesn’t report or speak, 

it also deletes information requesting help, [I’m] speechless, how can I live in this kind of 

China, shame!”47 Another implored Sina Weibo’s customer service (and Party secretary) 

not to delete such calls for help from those in Vietnam: “@WeiboSecretary @WeiboCS 

Personally I think Weibo must not delete appeals for help from compatriots in Vietnam! 

Because we are all Chinese!!!!”48 In combination with the lack of press coverage, such 

messages strongly indicate that the Party was attempting to limit discussion with a news 

blackout and, at minimum, targeted repression of online discourse.  

Despite these actions, however, Weibo users were well aware of the goings-on 

abroad. Hong Kong, Taiwan, and other overseas media, rebroadcast at times by mainland 

online media, were readily available to PRC netizens. One widely-referenced story on the 

14th came from Phoenix News, noting that anti-Chinese destruction of property was 

                                                 
45 “越南事件还上不了榜？还是不让上榜？[link]” Posted May 16th, 2014. 
46 “中国人越南遭难，世界一片哗然，台湾各大电视台滚动播出，相继派出多架飞机把越南台民接

回。唯中国大陆，无声无息，不但不报道，反而还持续删除相关消息。奇葩国家！今天我做为一个

中国大陆人，已经感到了无比的耻辱！事实告诉你“有这样祖国，你狗屁都不是。” Posted May 

18th, 2014. 
47 “越南出了那么严重的事，我大天朝居然不报道不说，还把求助的信息都给删除了，无语了，我

怎么活在这么个中国，耻辱！” Posted May 15th, 2014. 
48 “@微博小秘书 @微博客服 我个人认为微博不能删除来自越南的同胞的求助！因为我们都是中国

人！！！！ Posted May 14th, 2014. 
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occurring in Ho Chi Minh City and that the Chinese embassy had warned PRC citizens to 

be cautious.49 Numerous other reports were linked online that cited Vietnamese, 

Taiwanese, or Western news sources.50 Some users shared stories from Sina News or 

news aggregator Today’s Headlines [jinri toutiao / toutiao.com] which were later taken 

down. Interestingly, Global Times, which is often cited as an outlet that incites angry 

nationalist opinion, was almost totally absent from the discourse over the riots in 

Vietnam. The Global Times website only posted editorials remarking on the violence on 

May 15th, the same day as the first Xinhua story, and these article were cited by only 2% 

of Weibo users on that day and fewer than 1% of Weibo users on the following day. As 

the rapid increase in Weibo traffic shows, even the limited sources available before the 

15th were sufficient to spread news of the riots and attract netizens’ attention.  

Moreover, the absence of any official interpretation or narrative during this 

interval allowed users to offer their own views with few if any countervailing opinions. 

Most netizens’ views were highly unfavorable, and many were deeply critical of their 

government’s handling of the crisis. By May 16th, about 15% of all posts were direct 

criticisms of the CCP for its inaction.51 Numerous others were more general statements of 

dismay that are not explicitly anti-government but hardly give the impression that the 

                                                 
49 “Zhongguo zhu yuenan dashiguan tixing zhongfang renyuan zuohao anquan fangfan [Chinese embassy 

in Vietnam reminds Chinese individuals to practice safety and security],” ifeng.com [Phoenix Net], May 

14, 2014, news.ifeng.com/a/20140514/40290748_0.shtml. In a potential case of the right hand not knowing 

what the left is doing, the Phoenix News report cites a page at CRI, China’s international radio broadcast 

service. That page has since been deleted. 
50 “Yuenan taishang huyu ma ‘zhengfu’ xiezhu cheli, suopei qiuchang [Taiwanese businesses in Vietnam 

call on Ma ‘government’ to assist with evacuation, seeking compensation],” Sina News, May 14, 2014, 

http://news.sina.com.cn/c/2014-05-14/131430134023.shtml. Xi Ai, “Yuenan baoli chongtu qinli: 120 duo 

ming huaren zhuang jingcha silitaosheng [Personal accounts of Vietnam violence: over 120 Chinese escape 

by dressing as police],” ifeng.com [Phoenix Net], May 15, 2014, 

http://news.ifeng.com/exclusive/focus/detail_2014_05/15/36327959_0.shtml.  
51 Since many posts are simply links which individual users choose to share, 15% of all posts represents an 

even larger fraction of those users expressing an opinion.  
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poster is satisfied with leaders’ actions, e.g. “How much will China suffer this time?!” or 

“Mother, please save your children!”52 This date coincides with the maximum value for 

negative sentiment and the focus on violence measured in Figures 4-4 and 4-5 above. In a 

hand-coded sub-sample of posts from the 16th, users often couched their criticism of 

officials in terms of their own patriotism. As one put it, “Disgraced by the government's 

weakness, proud of my country's strength, ah motherland! Don't disappoint me 

again!!!”53 Another wrote that, 

“Vietnam is once again smashing, burning, and killing, 

causing Chinese casualties, many have been injured and are 

scared to the point that they don’t even dare to speak 

Chinese. The government always condemns and protests. 

There’s not even the most minimal punishment. It’s not that 

we aren’t patriotic, it’s that we feel ticked off! Why does 

this little country dare to provoke us like this, think about 

it!”54 

 

Some sarcastically complimented Chinese officials (“Chinese in Vietnam are in deep 

peril, but mainland officials are absolutely calm. I’m very impressed.”) while others 

pleaded for a stronger response: “China can you be a bit stronger! So many small 

countries bully China…”55 Those that did not directly criticize Chinese leaders often 

verbally abused Vietnam; some combined anger at Vietnam with criticism of CCP 

                                                 
52 “中国这次吃多大亏？！” Posted May 14th, 2014. “[link] 妈妈 救救您的孩子吧！” Posted May 16th, 

2014. 
53 “为政府的软弱而耻辱，为祖国的强大而自豪，祖国啊！你别再让我失望了！！！！！” Posted 

May 16th, 2014. 
54 “马来西亚航空公司把 100 多名中国人弄丢了，杳无音信。菲律宾抓了 10 多名中国渔民，要判

刑。越南又烧杀打砸，造成中国人伤亡，多人受伤，怕的连中国话都不敢说。政府一直是谴责、抗

议。连最起码的制裁都没有。不是我们不爱国、不拥护政府，是我们感觉活的好窝囊！这小国为什

么敢如此挑衅我们，需要反思！” Posted May 16th, 2014 
55 “越南华人水深火热，大陆官方波澜不惊。我太崇拜了。” Posted May 14th, 2014. “中国你能不能强

大一点！这么多的小国家都在欺负中国，难道你睡着了吗？不知道吗？日本欺负中国，越南欺负中

国，菲利宾欺负中国，这些弹丸之地的小国家都敢来欺负我们，你都没有一点反应，只会谴责，有

个屁用！看来迟早要完蛋的！[link]” Posted May 16th, 2014. 
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policies: “Vietnam's savage aggression is the result of Chinese weakness and 

indulgence!”56 Only a single post among the two hundred coded by hand explicitly 

defended the government, saying, “Trust the government, trust the national policy.”57 

Online discourse at this point was clearly independent of whatever CCP leaders may have 

preferred. 

 

Victims and Distraction (May 17th to May 31st) 

 While condemnations of government policies from Chinese netizens continued to 

be posted, the overall discourse began to turn away from anger as the riots receded. By 

the 16th and 17th, officials appeared to recognize that more forceful propaganda 

messaging was required. Although coverage was hardly extensive, articles did begin to 

appear that highlighted the Party’s efforts to evacuate thousands of mainland citizens 

living in Vietnam.58 Other press coverage began to lay out China’s diplomatic response 

and its demands for restitution.59 The 17th and 18th see the “Victims” topic rank highest in 

the Weibo discourse (Figure 4-4), with the hashtag “Pray for the safe return of 

compatriots from Vietnam” becoming increasingly common.60 30% of all posts on May 

                                                 
56 “越方的猖狂侵略，是中国的软弱和放纵造成的！[link]” Posted May 16th, 2014. 
57 “相信政府，相信国家政策。支持正能量。 — 「外交部就越南反华致一中国公民死亡提出严正抗

议-搜狐新闻」[link]” Posted May 16th, 2014. 
58 Hua Wei et al., “4 sou fu yue chuan: wuzi zhunbei chongzu, zui kuai mingri jiu neng fanhui [4 ships head 

to Vietnam: sufficient supplies prepared, will return tomorrow at soonest],” Xinhua meiri dianxun [Xinhua 

Daily Telegraph], May 19, 2014; Zhongkai Zhang et al., “Sanqianduo ming zaiyue zhongfang renyuan 

chengchuan di haikou [Over 3,000 Chinese arrive at Haikou from Vietnam],” Xinhua meiri dianxun 

[Xinhua Daily Telegraph], May 21, 2014. 
59 Hongmei Lin, Zhongxi Qi, and Chunxian Qian, “Zhongfang zanting zhongyue bufen shuangbian 

jiaowang jihua [China temporarily suspends some China-Vietnam bilateral plans],” Xinhua meiri dianxun 

[Xinhua Daily Telegraph], May 19, 2014; He Lin, “Zhonguo yaoqiu yuenan yancheng fanhua baotu [China 

demands that Vietnam punish anti-Chinese thugs severely],” Zhongguo guofang bao [Military Weekly], 

May 20, 2014. 
60 In Chinese, the hashtag is “#祈祷在越南的同胞平安归国”.  
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18th, the second-highest day for total posting on the crisis, included the phrase in their 

messages. Complaints did not evaporate overnight – one user followed the “Pray for safe 

return” hashtag with a condemnation of the media for bringing shame on the country by 

suppressing the news – but the government no longer appeared to be completely inactive 

in the face of events.61 

Intriguingly, a short-lived meme burst onto Weibo on the 19th, becoming the most 

closely associated topic for that day and each day through May 22nd (Figure 4-4). The 

meme made reference to a Vietnamese video posted online that was very loosely based 

on a famous Chinese television drama, “My Fair Princess,” and circulated under the 

phrase “Vietnamese-edition My Fair Princess” [yueban huanzhugege]. Most users who 

posted links did so to laugh at the video, not with it, and the actresses’ appearance was 

the subject of ridicule. The video was not new and had been included in a sampled post as 

early as May 4th, but for unknown reasons began to dominate Vietnam-related posting at 

this time. It is certainly possible that users searching for “Vietnam” across the Internet 

stumbled upon the video and popularized it on their own. However, the timing was 

auspicious for China’s Internet managers. For example, over 40% of posts referencing 

“Vietnam” on May 21st are related to the meme. No evidence exists to show that the 

meme was created by officials for the purpose of distracting users from the crisis and 

burying other search results related to Vietnam, but the meme’s appearance must have 

done both, to the benefit of Chinese authorities.62 

                                                 
61 “#在越中国公民注意安全#作为国内的媒体平台，不在第一时间报道国家大事，反而去管人家偶

像的事，中国为有你们这样的媒体而感到耻辱！！希望在越南的同胞们一切安好，注意安全！
[heart emoji] [link]” Posted May 18th, 2014. 
62 Recent work has suggested that paid government posters in China focus on distraction rather than 

rebuttal of opposing viewpoints. Manufacturing memes would fit with this broader strategy and make good 

use of wumaodang posters. Gary King, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret Roberts, “How the Chinese Government 
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For the rest of May and through June and July, Weibo posting settled at a slightly 

elevated rate with no further major spikes. Users remained generally negative, but anti-

government criticism was no longer a major focus. Not even the withdrawal of HS981 on 

July 17th drew much notice: it was only the fifth-highest local spike in posting after May 

21st. State media maintained its criticism of Vietnam and pointed out that the riots had 

cost it 60,000 local jobs.63 Propaganda also increasingly focused on the perceived 

American and Japanese role in “stirring up” trouble in the South China Sea.64 By the end 

of May, Weibo users’ attention had mainly returned to the maritime frictions that had 

first sparked the crisis. 

 

The State Response to Independent Discourse 

This case provides the clearest example in the study of government repression of 

dissenting discourse. A news blackout in official media, deletion of articles from online 

domestic media, and expanded deletion of posts were all carried out during the crisis. 

Such a finding appears to support Hypothesis 3, which stated that repression would 

follow from nationalist challenges to the state. However, the use of repression in this case 

also raises additional questions. For one, the first references to content deletion occurred 

on May 9th, after the news about Vietnamese collisions with Chinese vessels near HS981 

had been widely commented on for two days. This indicates that authorities may have 

decided to enhance the level of online censorship even before the riots occurred. Events 

                                                 
Fabricates Social Media Posts for Strategic Distraction, Not Engaged Argument,” Working Paper, 2016, 

http://gking.harvard.edu/files/gking/files/50c.pdf. 
63 Jianhua Zhang and Wei Yang, “Baoli shijian daozhi yuenan 6 wan ren shiye [Violence leads to loss of 

60,000 Vietnamese jobs],” Xinhua meiri dianxun [Xinhua Daily Telegraph], May 28, 2014. 
64 E.g. Junshe Zhang, “Meiguo ‘zaipingheng’ shi yatai bu taiping [American ‘rebalance’ makes Asia-

Pacific less ‘pacific’],” Renmin ribao haiwaiban [People’s Daily Overseas Edition], May 31, 2014. 
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on the 8th and 9th also attracted nationalist criticism, and therefore do not challenge 

Hypothesis 3. However, if increased censorship was already in evidence on those dates, 

then the threshold for such a response must be quite low. 

Second, it is unclear without additional data how successful authorities were in 

suppressing this discourse. Protests in Hanoi began on the 11th and riots began on the 

13th, with Weibo users frequently commenting on censorship and the lack of news 

coverage in the days immediately after. Nonetheless, netizens’ rate of posting continued 

to grow through May 16th and, though it declined sharply on the 17th, remained at a level 

higher than posting had been the day after the riots. If the goal of the Propaganda 

Department and China’s Internet censors had been to suppress discussion of events in 

Vietnam, they would appear to have failed. Similarly, criticism of the government was 

posted for days. Even if deleted after the fact, individuals continued to make dissenting 

views known despite the hostile media environment. On the other hand, it is possible that 

official actions kept the conflagration from growing. In any case, it would appear that the 

state did find these events deeply concerning and worth responding to with force, even if 

that caused some netizens’ views of their own government to deteriorate still further. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The coverage and online discussion of the anti-China riots in Vietnam give 

evidence in favor of all three hypotheses tested in this study (see Table 4-2). In this case, 

nationalist salience was already high due the territorial dispute originally at issue and 

only grew with the deaths of Chinese citizens. Online dissent grew to its highest level in 

any of the four cases examined here. Simultaneously, the news media blackout actually 
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provided another angle from which netizens attacked their leaders’ handling of the issue. 

Hypothesis 1 states that independent discourse will emerge if and only if nationalist 

salience is high at the same time that propaganda handling is incoherent. Both of these 

conditions were met. Hypotheses 2 and 3 speak to the state’s response to online 

discourse, the first predicting that tolerance of discourse will follow from accord or 

limited discourse and the second stating that repression is likeliest in cases of nationalist 

challenges that occur in the absence of official narratives. As stated, accord was not a 

significant feature of the discourse in this case, but the public did generate a significant 

degree of nationalist challenge online. This discourse was met with apparently moderate 

or targeted repression: posts were deleted and news coverage from non-official sources 

was blocked, but the measures do not appear to have been severe enough to quickly end 

wide discussion of the topic on Sina Weibo. Overall, however, the data support the theory 

being tested. Nationalist salience and a lack of official propaganda narratives created an 

opening for independent public discourse, much of which expressed dissatisfaction or 

even challenged the government directly. 

Table 4-2: Theoretical Features of Vietnam Case 

Case 
Nationalist 

Salience 

State 

Propaganda 

Observed 

Discourse Type 
State Response 

Vietnam HS981 

Dispute and Anti-

China Protests 

High Incoherent Independent Repression 

 

The combination of nationalist insult and low public support for state handling of 

the situation may initially appear similar to the events described in Chapter 2 regarding 
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the East China Sea ADIZ announcement. In this case, however, the propaganda handling 

of events by the state was much weaker. Official sources barely covered the events for 

the first two weeks, leaving netizens to get their news from online outlets or other users 

without a clearly dominant political interpretation. Moreover, four days elapsed between 

the first reports of anti-Chinese demonstrations in Vietnam and the first coverage by an 

official media source, and two days elapsed between the initiation of violence and official 

coverage. Even once coverage of these events had begun, it remained relatively 

inconsistent, with few articles published by People’s Daily or Xinhua and many of the 

published articles more focused on the larger geopolitical context of the South China Sea 

than the specific violence that was of most interest to readers.  This propaganda opening 

coincided with intense public anger. As a fraction of the total online discussion on 

Weibo, dissatisfaction with the Chinese government even slightly outstripped the 

disappointment expressed over China’s handling of the ADIZ announcement aftermath. 

The slow introduction of positive state narratives did eventually begin to stem the tide, 

which fully dissipated once Chinese citizens had been evacuated from Vietnam and 

attention shifted elsewhere. While speculative, it is also possible that censors made use of 

a specific Vietnam-related meme to distract the public from the crisis at hand.  

This case reveals two important dynamics in Chinese politics. First, it 

demonstrates the malleability of nationalist salience over time. Previous literature has 

stressed relations with Japan and Taiwan’s status as the focal points of the nationalism 

promoted and inculcated by the Party. Yet, the long-term effects of Party propaganda in 

society may not align with its short-term goals. In this case, the “insult” of China by a 

smaller country was more frequently cited as humiliating than seemingly higher-stakes 
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disputes with Japan or the United States, combining the official emphasis on China’s 

newfound strength and “national rejuvenation” with the politics of victimhood ingrained 

in Chinese understandings of foreign relations. In comparison to the ADIZ dispute with 

Japan and the United States described in Chapter 2, this incident received significantly 

more attention online and saw a higher proportion of posts criticizing the Chinese 

government.  

Second, it illustrates that even a commercialized media environment which does 

not significantly deviate from the official line may nonetheless undermine official efforts 

to guide public opinion. Based on apparent efforts at censorship and a distinct lack of 

official coverage during the days after the riots began, one can infer that the primary 

strategy of the Propaganda Department and State Council Internet Information Office 

was to minimize public attention to these events. Despite this strategy, a complete 

blackout was never realistic: most victims of the violence were Taiwanese, and 

preventing Taiwanese and Hong Kong reporting from being shared in mainland social 

media is essentially impossible without severely disrupting many users’ Internet access. 

Thus, outlets like Sina News, Wangyi News, and others carried short pieces 

acknowledging the protests or reprinting stories from abroad, and users also had direct 

access to popular Chinese-language sites from outside the mainland like Phoenix News. 

None of the news stories examined in these outlets were directly critical of the PRC 

government, and those from domestic sources were deleted, but their mere presence and 

reporting of basic facts cast the state’s own lack of reporting and increased censorship in 

a poor light. This limited officials’ ability to shape the public discourse. Even without a 
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direct challenge to official narratives from alternative media, the more complex 

environment which propaganda authorities must navigate does not lend itself to control.  
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Chapter 5 

Summary and Findings 
 

SUMMARY  

 This study has argued that neither popular feelings nor state propaganda signals 

alone are sufficient to explain the emergence of online dissent regarding foreign policy 

issues in China. Only by examining the interrelationship of state efforts and netizen 

sentiment can the form which online discourse takes on these issues be accurately 

predicted. In some cases, like the East China Sea ADIZ announcement of November 

2013, nationalist anger may independently emerge during a propaganda opening but find 

itself successfully channeled and dissipated by state efforts. In others, like the anti-China 

protests in Vietnam during May of 2014, netizens may actively contend with repression 

from authorities in order to offer independent criticisms of policy. The case of Prime 

Minster Shinzo Abe’s visit to the Yasukuni Shrine in December 2013 illustrates the 

power of state propaganda to dominate discourse even on an issue of great nationalist 

significance. Meanwhile, the Russian invasion of Crimea in spring 2014 shows that 

dissent in the absence of nationalist salience is unlikely to spread to the broader public, 

even when the state’s narratives may have difficult addressing an issue. Neither 

nationalism, as in the Yasukuni case, nor a propaganda opening, as in the Ukraine case, 

are sufficient by themselves to generate widespread dissent. 

 In addition, this study has examined the state’s response to various types of online 

discourse that may emerge as a result of different combinations of the two independent 

variables. This response consists primarily of whether or not the state decides to increase 

the degree of censorship over an issue, a decision likely taken within the State Council 



228 

 

Internet Information Office (now Cyberspace Administration of China) but implemented 

predominately by the private companies which run China’s social networks and 

commercial news sites. To a lesser degree, it also involves decisions made by the 

propaganda apparatus to change media content and official narratives over time in 

response to public discourse. The Yasukuni Shrine and Ukraine cases were relatively 

straightforward in terms of the state response. In the first, the state dominated discourse 

throughout the interval with a multi-week wave of propaganda on consistent themes. In 

the second, accord generally prevailed between Sina Weibo users and the government. 

No direct repression was visible or cited by users in these two episodes, and the 

respective state propaganda responses were relatively strong and consistent. Official 

narratives that blamed Abe and warned of militarism in Japan began on the day after the 

Yasukuni visit and never wavered thereafter, while an anti-Western framing began during 

the Kiev protests and was then carried through the Russian invasion and annexation of 

Crimea, which helped compensate for the inability of official media to directly interpret 

Russian actions in Crimea. The ADIZ and Vietnam cases were different in that a 

significant degree of nationalist dissent emerged online. However, the response to each 

was also distinct. In the former, official media responded to news of the US B-52 flight 

with silence after initially trumpeting the East China Sea ADIZ announcement. Even as 

netizens turned on the formerly popular ADIZ announcement, the issue was kept out of 

the media beyond a single brief acknowledgement by a Ministry of Defense spokesperson 

in PLA Daily. No obvious increase in censorship took place, but within a few days, 

officials were able to diffuse the situation with a combination of silence and attention to 

upcoming developments like the visit of Vice President Biden to Beijing. In contrast, the 
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riots in Vietnam attracted not only a blackout across television and print media but also 

online censorship affecting both news stories and individual Weibo posts. This notable 

difference in response is a surprising finding, the implications of which are explored 

further below. 

 The theory tested here proposed three hypotheses. The first addresses the nature 

of online discourse and the emergence of widespread public dissent from state views, 

while the latter two address the state’s response to different types of online discourse.  

As Hypothesis 1 predicts, independent discourse emerges from the combination of these 

two factors, as in the ADIZ and Vietnam cases, and their various combinations predict 

the remaining types of discourse likely to be observed online (Table 5-1). This hypothesis 

was not falsified by any of the case studies. 

H1: The type of online discourse observed will depend on the combination of 

nationalist salience and state propaganda handling. An issue will generate 

discourse online that is independent of state narratives if and only if it combines 

high nationalist salience with incoherent propaganda handling. 

 

Table 5-1: Predicted Discourse Types (Reprinted) 

 Incoherent 

Propaganda 

Coherent 

Propaganda 

Low 

Nationalist 

Salience 

Limited Accord 

High 

Nationalist 

Salience 

Independent 
State 

Domination 

  

Though not stated as formal hypotheses, prior research has suggested that only one factor 

or the other may be sufficient to explain public challenges to the state. However, the 

cases do not support such a conclusion. Nationalist salience is not a sufficient condition 
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for broad dissent: the dissatisfaction expressed by a small minority in the Yasukuni 

Shrine case was not taken up more widely on social media under conditions of state 

dominance. Similarly, propaganda openings cannot explain the emergence of dissent on 

their own. The state’s inability to directly address the complexities of Russian actions in 

Crimea did not lead to widespread divergence from state narratives, despite the presence 

of minority strands of dissent in that case. 

Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3 address the relationship between online discourse 

and authorities’ response to it. Hypothesis 2 posits that official tolerance will always 

follow from conditions of accord or limited discourse, which do not present a nationalist 

challenge to the state. 

H2: If the public discourse type is accord or limited, then the state response will 

be tolerance. 

 

This hypothesis was not falsified by any of the cases. Tolerance prevailed in each episode 

of accord: the Kiev protests and Russia’s invasion of Crimea, and the first segment of the 

ADIZ announcement case. Moreover, tolerance was absent in the other cases studied. 

Hypothesis 3 addresses these cases, stating that repression (the active suppression of 

discussion on the issue) will only occur when the state loses control of narratives online.   

H3: If dissenting online discourse emerges outside official narratives, then the 

state response will be repression. Otherwise, the response will be guidance. 

 

This hypothesis was falsified by the ADIZ announcement case. Despite being a case of 

high nationalist salience which directly addressed China’s relations with Japan and the 

East China Sea territorial dispute, management of social media discourse took the form 

only of light guidance through the media, not outright repression. However, repression 

was employed in the Vietnam case. This difference suggests that while a nationalist 
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challenge may be necessary for repression, it is not by itself sufficient. Table 5-2 

summarizes the relationship of each case to the independent and dependent variables 

described in the hypotheses. 

Table 5-2: Theoretical Features of All Cases 

Case 
Nationalist 

Salience 
State Propaganda 

Observed 

Discourse 

Type 

State 

Response 

ADIZ 

Announcement 
High 

Coherent concerning 

announcement, but 

Incoherent 

concerning B-52 

flight 

Accord, then 

Independent 

Tolerance, then 

Guidance 

Yasukuni 

Shrine Visit 
High Coherent Accord Guidance 

Kiev Protests 

and Crimea 

Crisis 

Low 

Coherent concerning 

Kiev protests, partly 

Incoherent 

concerning Crimea 

Accord Tolerance 

HS981 

Dispute and 

Anti-China 

Protests 

High Incoherent Independent Repression 

  

 The principle findings of this study are therefore as follows. First, nationalism and 

propaganda openings in combination can explain the occurrence of dissenting discourse 

on Chinese social media concerning foreign policy topics. Second, absent such discourse, 

the state is likely to respond with simple tolerance. Third, even in cases of high 

nationalist salience, coherent state propaganda efforts can overwhelm expressed dissent. 

Fourth, when independent discourse does occur, the state sometimes employs repression 

but will not necessarily do so. All but the final finding fit the contours of the theory 
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presented here, and this discrepancy is discussed at greater length below. Furthermore, 

these findings show that theories developed to describe foreign policy preferences in 

Western countries can travel, with modification, to the Chinese context. Just as in 

democracies, wider debate and dissent tends to emerge when elite messaging is confused, 

while elite unity (propaganda coherence) tends to induce the large majority of citizens to 

accept official framings. The difference is that, lacking multiple parties from whom to 

take policy cues, Chinese citizens faced with propaganda incoherence will tend to turn 

toward nationalist narratives as the basis of opinion and criticism. 

 The larger significance of this study is twofold. First, it shows that the Chinese 

public continues to use the Internet to post content which challenges the state despite 

media controls, state censorship, and the government’s opinion guidance work. Even in 

the midst of repression online, significant fractions of netizens continued to post content 

directly challenging their leaders on nationalist grounds. This fact speaks to the Internet’s 

role as a “new public sphere,” one which may not be as free as that found in liberal 

democracies but which is nonetheless significantly more free than other venues for 

expression in the PRC. While unable to directly address the possibility of public 

influence in foreign policy, this study indicates that a crucial prior first step is in place: 

the public can express itself independently of state preferences. The public does not 

merely parrot propaganda or wait to be activated by the state during a crisis, but 

frequently offers its own views on important topics of the day. These views may 

themselves be derived from other state propaganda, so that netizens focus on “holding the 

party to its word” rather than outright rejection of Party leadership. Nonetheless, they 

indicate a continuing gap in sentiment which could fuel the various mechanisms of 
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protest, normative belief, and elite conflict that have been hypothesized to link public 

opinion to foreign policy.1 On balance, this makes the idea that the public influences 

foreign policy through such mechanisms marginally more likely.  

 Second, this study reveals the selective nature of repression over foreign policy 

topics. The theory predicted that nationalist challenges in the absence of a countervailing 

official narrative would be most threatening to the state and that issues generating such 

challenges would be repressed, but in fact repression did not follow the expected pattern. 

Three of the four cases examined here possessed high nationalist salience: the East China 

Sea ADIZ announcement, the Yasukuni Shrine visit by Shinzo Abe, and the anti-Chinese 

riots in Vietnam. Minority strands of critical discourse on topics of very high sensitivity 

to the Party, such as the status of Taiwan, were apparent in the Ukraine/Crimea case, but 

at volumes too low to be of concern to authorities.  In the Yasukuni case, a smaller 

amount of nationalist criticism initially appeared before being overwhelmed by state 

narratives. In the other two cases, however, large-scale dissent did emerge in the absence 

of clear narrative framings by the state. Yet, only in the Vietnam case did authorities 

attempt to repress the online discourse. Below, particular explanations for the divergent 

state strategies in the ADIZ and Vietnam cases are first considered before turning to the 

broader implications of selective repression. 

 

WHY SELECTIVE REPRESSION? 

 What can explain the more relaxed approach of authorities to independent, critical 

discourse in one case (i.e. the East China Sea ADIZ case) as compared to outright 

                                                 
1 See for example Alastair Iain Johnston, “How New and Assertive Is China’s New Assertiveness?,” 

International Security 37, no. 4 (Spring 2013): 7–48. 
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repression in another (i.e. the Vietnam riots)? Multiple explanations are possible for this 

discrepancy. First, it may be the case that authorities did respond to the ADIZ case with 

repression, but that this repression was not detected by the methods available to this 

study. However, this seems very unlikely. For example, users repeatedly commented on 

the ongoing censorship of the Vietnam case but made no such comments regarding the 

ADIZ case. In theory, this could have resulted not from a lack of censorship in general 

but from a highly successful effort by the CAC or Sina to keyword censor any mentions 

of terms like “delete,” “block,” “harmonize,” and so on. But this possibility simply raises 

a further question: if such a system is available, why not employ it in the Vietnam case as 

well, which appeared by virtue of the media blackout to be at least as sensitive from an 

official standpoint? In addition, official media openly acknowledged the B-52 flight even 

if they did not comment on it directly, and post volumes were multi-peaked with a slow 

decline in traffic over time. These facts fit uneasily with the idea that Vietnam-style 

repression of information was being employed but went undetected. 

 Second, contrary to most observers’ expectations, it may be the case that the 

Vietnam dispute was seen as more sensitive to the Chinese government than the East 

China Sea case involving Japan and the United States. For this to be the case, though, the 

events in the South China Sea would have to have been perceived as such from the 

outset. Repression began even before the anti-China protests and riots in Vietnam. 

Although some recent research has found that the Chinese urban public increasingly 

views the South China Sea disputes in similar terms to the Diaoyu/Senkaku dispute, this 

cannot explain why Chinese officials would have treated the incident in the South China 
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Sea with significantly greater caution than that in the East China Sea.2 In an interview, a 

professor at China’s Central Party School offered a potential explanation to this 

dilemma.3 Starting from the observation that nationalist sentiment in China can both help 

and threaten the party-state, he noted that one way to resolve the dilemma and reduce 

public pressure on officials is to more strictly control information. At the same time, 

officials are aware of the steep difficulties in totally suppressing a major international 

event. It therefore may be the case that authorities had hoped to keep the initial, maritime 

dispute with Vietnam under wraps precisely because it is lower profile than relations with 

Japan, while not even attempting to hide the bomber flight in the East China Sea. Here 

again, though, the facts do not fully align with the theory: on May 8th, it was China’s own 

official media that revealed the collisions at sea that initially set off discontent online. 

 A third possible explanation for the difference in repression is division within the 

state. Officials in charge of foreign policy may hope for one outcome, but propaganda or 

Internet management officials serve their own imperatives and do not necessarily take the 

larger strategic situation into account. This explanation would undermine any attempt to 

explain repression of foreign policy discourse according to a strategic interpretation of 

“state” interests, since different parts of the state may operate with different incentives.4 

This study has attempted to describe the actions of Internet management authorities like 

the State Council Internet Information Office and the official propaganda apparatus 

governed primarily through the Propaganda Department separately, while presuming that 

                                                 
2 Andrew Chubb, “Exploring China’s ‘Maritime Consciousness’: Public Opinion on the South and East 

China Sea Disputes” (Perth, Australia: Perth USAsia Centre, 2014), 

http://perthusasia.edu.au/publications/Maritime-Consciousness-Attitudes-Report. 
3 Interview 50-74, conducted July 2015. 
4 A more complex strategic explanation involving multiple state actors, foreign counterparts, and the public 

may still be possible. 
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some degree of imperfect coordination exists through Leading Groups and high-level 

officials within the CCP. Unfortunately, the observed difference between the handling of 

the ADIZ case and the handling of the Vietnam case also does not seem likely to have 

resulted from potential bureaucratic divisions. In the Vietnam case, official propaganda 

and Internet management appear to have been highly coordinated. A blackout of 

coverage across both print and television media was matched with ongoing deletion of 

online posts and other content. Conversely, in the ADIZ case, propaganda was incoherent 

in the immediate aftermath of the B-52 flight, but it acknowledged the incident before 

going on to emphasize China’s ability to control the zone. Meanwhile, no enhanced 

censorship was evident on Sina Weibo. This would not seem to strongly suggest that one 

part of the bureaucracy favored repression while another opposed it, and that such 

divisions can therefore explain the lack of repression relative to the Vietnam case. 

Furthermore, experts interviewed for this study were divided on whether such internal 

divisions remain a significant issue for policymaking.5 

 In the end, the most straightforward explanation for the discrepancy in the state 

response to these two cases may fall to the nature of the events themselves. The B-52 

flight was surprising and occurred suddenly. Netizens learned of it before any reports had 

been published in Chinese media, and once known it demanded a response. In 

comparison, events in Vietnam grew slowly over a period of weeks. Chinese officials 

could easily have anticipated that some friction was likely once the Haiyang Shiyou 981 

platform was sent to its location near the Paracel Islands, and they may have decided in 

advance to suppress discussion of any conflict. While events in Vietnam eventually grew 

                                                 
5 Interview 72-78, conducted June 2015 (Peking University foreign policy expert). Interview 62-82, 

conducted July 2015 (People’s University foreign policy expert). 
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out of control, Chinese propaganda and Internet management authorities may already 

have been on a “repression” footing. Such measures may not have been anticipated to be 

necessary in the ADIZ case, which met with wide public approval at first. In this telling, 

the state would have responded to the two cases similarly – by implementing repression 

from the start – if it had known in advance that the United States or Japan would respond 

with a provocative military move in the East China Sea. 

 More broadly, a finding of selective repression of discourse challenges two 

alternative narratives about the relationship between online society and the CCP. The first 

is that the Internet is meaningless, and that the government cares little about what 

individuals may post online. As discussed in the introduction to this study, official 

actions intended to constrain and shape online discourse already bely this notion. Still, 

finding that the state selectively represses discourse in some situations but not in other, 

outwardly similar situations emphasizes that authorities are almost certainly paying 

attention to public opinion and attempting to manipulate expression in order to achieve 

some goal. At least some Internet discourse is considered worth suppressing. This is 

despite the costs of repression outlined in Chapter 1: the tangible costs of paying 

thousands of censors, the informational costs of enforcing a degree of ignorance about 

public sentiment, and the political costs of exposing users to censorship.6  

At the same time, a second narrative asserts that the CCP is paranoid, seeking 

constantly to narrow the political space of its citizens in order to head off any potential 

opposition movement or alternative base of political authority. From this perspective, the 

                                                 
6 40% of users who experience censorship report feeling anger and exhibit lower support for the regime. 

Bruce Dickson, The Dictator’s Dilemma: The Chinese Communist Party’s Strategy for Survival (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2016), pp. 257-258. 
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question is not why authorities censored discourse around the riots in Vietnam in spite of 

the costs, or even why they repressed discourse around Vietnam but not the East China 

Sea ADIZ, but instead why they did not repress discourse around all of the events 

discussed here. Each event generated a greater or lesser degree of anti-regime criticism. If 

repression can be employed relatively easily, and Party leaders fear allowing the public 

any political room for maneuver, then surely the safest route would be general censorship 

of any critical discourse. King, Pan, and Roberts argue that the state foregoes general 

censorship in order to appear responsive to citizen demands and build long-term support 

at the expense of short-term friction online, but this argument is unlikely to hold in the 

area of foreign policy. By the very nature of foreign relations, officials have no way to 

guarantee that they will have the freedom to appear responsive in the ways that netizens 

desire. Indeed, netizens consistently perceive the state to be particularly unresponsive in 

this area, implying that the CCP is paying a political cost for its inability to act and 

moreover allowing discussion on the subject to continue in certain cases.   

One potential resolution of this question could involve the special status of Japan 

in Chinese nationalism. As anyone who has watched Chinese television knows, Japan 

plays a central role as aggressor, victimizer, and foil in the CCP’s modern history of the 

nation. Recent political science research has also found that Japan alone is deeply linked 

to the narratives of humiliation and victimization which the party-state expounds in its 

“patriotic education” materials and other media.7 Despite recent diplomatic conflicts and 

flashpoints like the Belgrade Embassy bombing in 1999, not even the United States is 

viewed in similar terms. As others have repeatedly noted, critical nationalist discourse 

                                                 
7 Jackson Woods and Bruce Dickson, “Victims and Patriots: Disaggregating Nationalism in China,” 

Journal of Contemporary China, Forthcoming 2016. 
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adopts the cloak of patriotism to legitimate itself, giving it a unique degree of protection 

in comparison to other lines of dissent.8 Either for normative reasons – Chinese officials 

themselves would feel it inappropriate to censor criticism ultimately grounded in anger 

towards Japan – or for strategic reasons – the costs to Party legitimacy of repressing 

criticism related to Japan may be considered too high – China’s censors may give 

invective around Sino-Japanese relations a wider degree of latitude than other foreign 

policy dissent. Such a dynamic would explain the lack of repression to nationalist 

challenges in both the Yasukuni and ADIZ cases, while assuming that the very minor 

degree of nationalist dissent in the Ukraine case was too small to warrant attention from 

authorities. Additional case studies, or better and more extensive longitudinal data on 

censorship, would be required to fully address this possibility. 

 

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS 

 The results of this study have other important implications for a variety of 

research agendas in political science, both within comparative politics and within 

international relations. On the comparative politics side, it speaks to debates about online 

censorship and the overall political potential of Internet discourse in the wake of China’s 

ongoing crackdown on social media. On the international relations side, this study speaks 

to ongoing debates about the potential role of the public in Chinese foreign policy. This 

role has often been asserted to be growing and to influence official actors via nationalism, 

potentially by driving them to take hardline stances that they would otherwise prefer to 

                                                 
8 Peter Gries, “Popular Nationalism and State Legitimation in China,” in State and Society in 21st Century 

China: Crisis, Contention, and Legitimation, ed. Peter Gries and Stanley Rosen (New York, NY: 

Routledge, 2004), 180–96; Andrew Nathan and Andrew Scobell, China’s Search for Security (New York, 

NY: Columbia University Press, 2012). 
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avoid. However, extrapolating the logic of the theory presented here suggests that if 

nationalist sentiments among the public do have an influence on foreign policy, they may 

actually incentivize more conciliatory behavior during crises.  

 

COMPARATIVE POLITICS: CENSORSHIP AND THE INTERNET  

First, recent work concerning censorship on the Chinese has advanced the 

argument that such efforts focus on content connected to real-world collective 

mobilization, not general criticisms of the government.9 The findings here suggest that 

while this argument may well be true in the aggregate, it is not necessarily true within 

specific subdomains like foreign policy discourse. Contrary to some popular 

interpretations of the argument, the data presented by King, Pan, and Roberts does not 

show that posts unrelated to collective action are never censored, but rather that messages 

related to events with collective action potential are disproportionately targeted for 

deletion as compared to other categories of objectionable material. In the case studies 

here, only the Yasukuni Shrine visit produced significant attention to potential protests by 

Weibo users. Yet, only the Vietnam case saw a significant degree of repression from 

Chinese authorities, and there is no significant evidence of potential related real-world 

protest. Commentary that has cited the possibility of anti-Vietnam protests in China 

references a blog post from an expatriate in Kunming, who noticed that a small gathering 

of Sino-Vietnamese War veterans was broken up in a public square.10 Little evidence has 

                                                 
9 Gary King, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret Roberts, “How Censorship in China Allows Government Criticism 

but Silences Collective Expression,” American Political Science Review 107, no. 2 (2013): 326–43. 
10 Brian Eyler, “The Anti-Vietnam Protest That Didn’t Happen,” East by Southeast, May 19, 2014, 

http://www.eastbysoutheast.com/anti-vietnam-protest-didnt-happen/; John Ciorciari and Jessica Weiss, 

“China and Vietnam: Riots and the Risk of Escalation in the South China Sea,” China-US Focus, May 29, 

2014, http://www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-policy/china-and-vietnam-riots-and-the-risk-of-escalation-in-

the-south-china-sea/. 
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been published of more widespread collective action around the dispute with Vietnam in 

2014. This result suggests that, as argued in Chapter 1, foreign policy issues are 

qualitatively different from domestic political issues. This does not constitute evidence 

that King et al. are wrong per se; specific messages regarding protests may well have 

been most frequently censored.11 However, the larger pattern of repression observed here 

does not appear to have been based on the threat or reality of collective action. Instead, 

the CCP’s general strategy of suppressing collective action-related content online may be 

secondary to concerns about reducing domestic pressure over foreign policy issues, or the 

Party may intend to use public discourse as a means of signaling to an adversary or 

allowing the public to “blow off steam.”12  

Second, the overall influence of the Internet and social media in authoritarian 

states remains a major outstanding question in comparative politics. Recent commentary 

regarding the politics of the Internet in the PRC has emphasized the ongoing crackdown 

on social media and media more generally. This crackdown began in September 2013 

with attacks designed to bring the so-called “Big V” users to heel. With millions of 

individual followers, these users were perceived to have grown too influential within 

public discourse. Since that time, the potential for repression has been expanded with a 

new anti-“rumor” law that punishes spreading false information on the Internet, as well as 

regulations like limiting political content from unofficial sources to private WeChat 

groups.13 Most recently, the Party has banned original reporting by online news sites like 

                                                 
11 Note, however, that the specific complaints of netizens highlighted especially the deletion of posts that 

appealed for help from within Vietnam. 
12 Christopher Cairns and Allen Carlson, “Real-World Islands in a Social Media Sea: Nationalism and 

Censorship on Weibo during the 2012 Diaoyu/Senkaku Crisis,” The China Quarterly 225 (2016): 23–49. 
13 Ben Blanchard, Hui Li, and Paul Carsten, “China Threatens Tough Punishment for Online Rumor 

Spreading,” Reuters, September 9, 2013, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-internet-

idUSBRE9880CQ20130909; Ned Levin, “Hina Tightens Restrictions on Messaging Apps,” The Wall Street 
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Sina News.14 Such reporting was already technically against regulations, but the ban will 

now be enforced. All of these moves have undermined faith in the Internet as a site of 

freer expression within China, with the potential to weaken authoritarian structures over 

time. However, the findings presented here suggest that all hope is not (yet) lost. Users 

continued to post widely critical content well after the crackdown was initiated; indeed, 

many posted direct criticisms of the government in the midst of active repression of 

related public discourse. While the particular content of these messages was hardly pro-

democracy, it would appear that at least as of the time of these cases, users remained 

interested in posting content that disagreed with state narratives at a wide scale. Overall, 

this study gives evidence in favor of the Internet as a location for a “public sphere” that, 

while limited, is more substantial than any that previously existed in the PRC.15 As work 

has shown in other countries, the emergence of such alternative discourse can lead over 

the long term to significant challenges to authoritarian rule.16 

  

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS: PUBLIC OPINION AND CHINESE FOREIGN POLICY 

 In addition to the comparative politics debates mentioned above, this study speaks 

to a particular subset of international relations work: the idea that public opinion may 

influence foreign policy in authoritarian states. This influence is posited mainly to occur 

via the mechanism of protest, but this is not exhaustive. For instance, Alistair Iain 

                                                 
Journal, August 7, 2014, http://www.wsj.com/articles/china-issues-new-restrictions-on-messaging-apps-

1407405666. 
14 “China Bans Internet News Reporting as Media Crackdown Widens,” Bloomberg News, July 25, 2014, 

http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-07-25/china-slaps-ban-on-internet-news-reporting-as-

crackdown-tightens. 
15 Guobin Yang, The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism Online (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2009). 
16 Marc Lynch, Voices of the New Arab Public: Iraq, Al-Jazeera, and Middle East Politics Today (New 

York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2006). 
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Johnston has hypothesized that in addition to fear of nationalist protests that can threaten 

the state, normative or elite conflict mechanisms could also explain the transmission of 

public preferences to elite policymakers.17 In comparison, Weiss’s argument turns the 

relationship on its head, arguing that authoritarian states can utilize apparent public 

opinion in order to indicate their resolve. In this view, public opinion does not influence 

policymakers, but policymakers can take advantage of both how those abroad perceive 

Chinese public opinion and of the assumed risk to the state of allowing public opinion to 

be expressed. 

 This study cannot directly measure the (potential) influence of public opinion on 

foreign policy, since we lack direct access to Chinese policymakers. Even if one could 

ask Chinese officials directly to explain whether or not they take public opinion into 

account, those policymakers would have incentives to exaggerate their constraints so as 

to improve bargaining leverage vis-à-vis other countries. However, this research can 

provide evidence on the question of whether or not the state’s management of critical 

online discourse appears to follow patterns established in offline contention. One obvious 

application of existing theory would be to ask whether online dissent follows similar 

patterns to offline dissent. That is, if we accept that a strategic logic explains real-world 

protests, how likely is it that a similar logic links critical online foreign policy discourse 

to China’s foreign policy? 

If there is a strategic logic to the state’s engagement with online discourse, it is 

unlikely to reflect the Party’s international bargaining considerations. Japanese and 

American officials probably are not tuned to Weibo or other social media in hopes of 

                                                 
17 Johnston, “How New and Assertive Is China’s New Assertiveness?,” 2013. 
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discerning the Chinese government’s position or future actions; leaders’ statements, 

media coverage, and actions on the ground should all be much more influential. Given 

the difficulty of controlling it with any finesse, Weibo discourse is unlikely to be useful 

as a signal of government priorities anyway. Alternatively, there may be a certain 

domestic logic between society and state that explains the probability of repression, but 

interactions between Weibo users and authorities are not a game of chess in which each 

side has equal potential to make moves. The state can shut down discourse whenever it 

wants and directly manipulate the “rules” of the game in a variety of ways.  

Instead, a better analogy for the strategic implications of China’s online discourse 

might be a drive on an expressway. As the driver, the Chinese government has done this 

many times before and has honed a range of skills in order to guarantee that it arrives 

safely at its “destination.” Nonetheless, each trip holds the potential for the unexpected: 

the driver may fall asleep, a third party can cause an accident, and so on. Though the 

specific risk to the Party is relatively small at any given moment, the potential always 

exists to mishandle a high-speed situation and create a real problem in which online 

critical sentiment metastasizes and moves into the real world. To state it plainly, online 

dissent may enable offline protest. This risk is the presumed source of the Party’s heavy 

emphasis on controlling the Internet, manipulating discourse, and censoring other 

collective action incidents. 

 Strategic logic suggests that the Party need only fear that such a risk exists for that 

risk to affect the CCP’s behavior, whether it is ultimately real or not. We cannot directly 

observe Party members evaluating the risk of surprising or unchecked independent online 

discourse growing into a wider social movement. Nonetheless, their actions, both in 
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terms of effort spent to manage the Chinese Internet and in terms of the repression and 

guidance cited in this study’s cases, would appear to indicate that they evaluate such a 

risk to be real. If this is the case, then different sorts of crises – crises that more directly 

implicate nationalist values, and crises that are unusual or sudden and thus challenge the 

propaganda apparatus’s ability to respond effectively – will generate a somewhat higher 

intrinsic pressure to exit the situation due to the marginal risk of social unrest. In other 

words, when the two independent variables in this study take a high value, the overall 

risk to the Party of a larger social disturbance grows with the expansion of online dissent, 

and officials would prefer to minimize this risk.18 The marginal risk of allowing 

dissenting online discourse is also additive, layered on top of the existing risk of status or 

material loss relative to an international adversary in a crisis. If this is the case, then the 

indirect influence of popular opinion on Chinese foreign policy behavior may be opposite 

to that usually posited: instead of bowing to nationalist pressures for hardline stances, the 

Chinese government may actually be somewhat more likely to seek a restrained exit 

when the nationalist stakes are high than when they are low. Accepting short-term public 

anger over a “weak” response may be preferable to running an ongoing risk that the 

situation could escalate. Of course, it must be reiterated that this suggestion is an 

extrapolation from theory, not the result of direct evidence. For now, it remains merely a 

logical possibility that would be consistent with the data presented in this study.  

                                                 
18 This may initially sound similar to Jessica Weiss’s logic regarding the decisions officials make to run or 

avoid the risk of protest, but is actually quite different. In Weiss’s formulation, the Party allows protests in 

order to generate a small risk that they will turn against the state. The very act of knowingly running this 

risk is what communicates leaders’ resolve. In contrast, this argument suggests that protests do generate a 

degree of risk to the Party, but that leaders in all cases prefer not to run this risk. Dissenting online 

discourse, as a potential source of mobilization via coordination or preference revelation, therefore 

marginally increases the overall risk to the Party. See Jessica Weiss, “Autocratic Signaling, Mass 

Audiences, and Nationalist Protest in China,” International Organization 67, no. 1 (January 2013): 1–35. 
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EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

 In addition to the core findings and theoretical implications already outlined, this 

study has produced new evidence on empirical questions related to the study of the 

Chinese Internet, Chinese media, and online public opinion over foreign policy issues. 

Specifically, this research sheds new light on the state of online public opinion and the 

sources of netizens’ information regarding foreign policy issues.  

Data regarding the nature and content of Chinese public opinion over foreign 

policy issues has often been rare. One general contribution of this study, therefore, is to 

enhance our empirical knowledge of public opinion about political topics – in this case, 

foreign policy issues – within Chinese society. Due to a lack of consistent public opinion 

polling, much of our knowledge comes instead from anecdotal evidence, interviews with 

elites, or established conventional wisdom. Often, this has led scholars and other China-

watchers to assume that angry nationalism is a strong and growing force within the PRC. 

In contrast, the data presented here speak for millions of everyday social media users and 

paint a somewhat different picture. Nationalism is a major factor in how users understand 

foreign policy events, but that nationalism is not a constant force and only becomes 

relevant under certain circumstances. A limited amount of survey research in China has 

suggested similar conclusions.19 On some issues, rage toward China’s adversary does 

dominate the discourse, but on other issues (e.g. the ADIZ announcement before the B-52 

flight, the Ukraine crisis) netizens primarily used Weibo simply to seek out information. 

                                                 
19 Andrew Chubb, “Exploring China’s ‘Maritime Consciousness’: Public Opinion on the South and East 

China Sea Disputes” (Perth, Australia: Perth USAsia Centre, 2014), 

http://perthusasia.edu.au/publications/Maritime-Consciousness-Attitudes-Report. Woods and Dickson, 

“Victims and Patriots: Disaggregating Nationalism in Urban China,” 2016. 
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When nationalist salience becomes particularly high, as with the deaths of PRC nationals 

abroad in Vietnam or a serious insult by the Japanese prime minister, it certainly 

undergirds the majority of dissatisfaction with both the opponent and Chinese leaders, but 

even then it is hardly a universal trait of Weibo posters. One should note, however, that 

the data in this study can speak only to the opinions of Weibo users, not to those of 

society as a whole. Weibo is unrepresentative. Those posting on Weibo tend to be 

younger, more urbanized, and to live in the richer eastern provinces as compared to their 

non-Weibo using counterparts. Given that urban Chinese youth tend to be somewhat less 

nationalist than their older peers, it is possible that the trends observed online understate 

the overall degree of nationalist sentiment in Chinese society.20 While this study can 

reveal trends among social media users, only comprehensive survey work can address the 

issue of public opinion at large. 

 A second empirical finding of note concerns netizens’ sources of information 

online. By observing the frequency with which users cite different outlets, it is possible to 

create rough estimates of a newspaper or website’s influence during a foreign policy 

event. In line with experts’ views on the subject, most users cite commercialized or non-

mainland sources like Sina News, Wangyi News, and Phoenix News.21 However, Xinhua 

and People’s Daily both remain relevant, with significant numbers of users citing the key 

official outlets as well. Importantly, media outside mainland China play a major role in 

shaping the discourse. Although Western outlets like the Wall Street Journal or New York 

Times may be blocked in the PRC, the information which they publish is often relayed to 

                                                 
20 Ibid. 
21 Interview 59-04, conducted June 2015 (Tsinghua University political science professor). Interview 62-

82, conducted July 2015 (People’s University foreign policy expert). 
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netizens via unblocked Taiwan or Hong Kong media. Even domestic news sites may cite 

Western outlets when needed, as seen when the Wall Street Journal broke the story of the 

US B-52 flight through the East China Sea ADIZ. The primary implication of this 

dynamic is that, despite the “Great Firewall” and the general lack of interest among most 

users in “climbing the wall” to access foreign news, major stories originating outside the 

mainland are difficult to keep out of the Chinese Internet. Finally, a cottage industry of 

Global Times-watchers in the West have elevated that publication’s position, often 

quoting it as representative of either the state or the true sentiments of many Chinese. If 

this is the case, relatively few people netizens appear to be treating it as a key source of 

information. When compared to Xinhua and Phoenix News, Global Times has fewer 

mentions by netizens in every case with the sole exception of the Yasukuni Shrine visit, 

in which it outpaced Xinhua by 50% and attracted a good deal of attention with its call to 

ban Prime Minister Abe from returning to China. For reference, Phoenix News was cited 

by users at a rate 18 times higher than that for Global Times in the ADIZ case, 6 times 

that of the nationalist tabloid in the Ukraine and Vietnam cases, and at twice the rate in 

the Yasukuni Shrine case. Global Times did play a significant role in the discourse at 

certain moments, but at others it was almost completely ignored. It should not be 

uncritically taken as a unique window into current popular opinion, even on foreign 

policy issues that concern Chinese nationalism. 

  

LIMITATIONS, EXTENSIONS, AND CONCLUSION 

 Going forward, this study could be improved by overcoming a variety of current 

limitations and extended into profitable new areas of research. The most significant 
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limitations are the sole focus on Sina Weibo users, the timespan of social media data 

collection, and the availability of good data regarding censorship rates. On the other 

hand, the most obvious future extensions would be to incorporate a focus on highly 

influential Weibo users, to connect this research more directly with the line of work 

studying the emergence of nationalist protests in China, and to expand it to include cross-

national comparisons. Each of these limitations and extensions is discussed briefly in turn 

before concluding. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

One major limitation of the study at present is its focus solely on Sina Weibo as a 

representative of social media and online opinion more generally. While Sina Weibo 

remains the largest traditional social network on the Chinese Internet, its active users 

necessarily represent only a fraction of all Chinese Internet users, much less the Chinese 

population at large. Future work would benefit from the inclusion of additional social 

networks that are amenable to scraping or which provide an open API, such as Tencent 

Weibo, Renren, and others. Although many now focus on Weixin/WeChat as the social 

network of choice in China, it should be emphasized that WeChat functions in a 

fundamentally different way: it is designed to enable messaging between people or within 

groups, not to broadcast public messages. Weibo and similar networks will remain 

valuable sources of data for the foreseeable future, and aggregating multiple such sources 

would increase the overall validity of conclusions as applied to Internet users in general. 

 A second limitation of the study is the timespan of data collection. Collection via 

the automated client spans the period from August, 2013 to July, 2016. However, a 

change in the Sina Weibo API in March of 2015 significantly reduced by 92% the 
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volume of data which researchers are able to collect via a single account. This means 

that, for all practical purposes, only the data gathered between August, 2013 and March, 

2015 is sufficient to examine cases in detail. Since that time, additional restrictions have 

been placed on the Chinese Internet and media which may influence the findings of this 

study. It is also possible that new developments in the Chinese Internet since then, such 

as further expansion of use among Chinese citizens or changing patterns of media and 

service consumption, may have altered the dynamics observed in this research. 

 The third and perhaps most significant limitation of the study is the lack of direct 

data regarding state censorship on the Internet. Throughout, indirect data like the 

progression of Weibo posting volumes, Weibo users’ own comments, and patterns in the 

state media are used to infer the relative level of repression in the state’s response to an 

issue. However, accurate measurement of post deletion would enhance the precision of 

these estimates and increase confidence in the overall findings. This problem is 

technically difficult to implement for the average political scientist and beyond the 

resources of most individuals. Collected posts must have their individual URLs extracted 

and then tested to see whether the message is returned, and this process must be ongoing 

as the messages are collected because most censorship occurs within twenty-four hours of 

posting. Despite these difficulties, research computing teams at institutions including 

Hong Kong University, Harvard University, and Carnegie Mellon University have 

successfully measured the rate of censorship in online media in a variety of ways.22 The 

                                                 
22 David Bamman, Brendan O’Connor, and Noah Smith, “Censorship and Deletion Practices in Chinese 

Social Media,” First Monday 17, no. 3 (2012), 

www.uic.edu/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/3943/3169; King-wa Fu, Chung-hong Chan, 

and Michael Chau, “Assessing Censorship on Microblogs in China,” IEEE Internet Computing 17, no. 3 

(2013): 42–50; King, Pan, and Roberts, “How Censorship in China Allows Government Criticism but 

Silences Collective Expression,” 2013. 
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implications of selective repression outlined in this chapter would especially benefit from 

a similarly improved ability to measure censorship on Chinese social media.    

 

EXTENSIONS 

  Two extensions of this work appear likely to be especially fruitful. The first 

would be to examine more thoroughly individual posters in the dataset and to study the 

potential role of influential users. Weibo users are not all equal; some merely post for 

their own amusement, while others broadcast to millions of followers. The role of such 

“super-users” in the discourse should be considered, since they may reach as many 

netizens as any media outlet. Fortunately, many of their messages already exist in the 

collected data, and other datasets have focused explicitly on notable users.23 The current 

study explicitly sought to describe discourse among netizens as a whole in order to better 

gauge the breadth of sentiments over foreign policy events, but the sources of such 

sentiments may include especially influential individuals. Adding this dimension to the 

present study would likely be a relatively feasible undertaking. 

 Second, remarks by netizens regarding the possibility of real-world nationalist 

protest offer the possibility of connecting this work to the line of study that has 

investigated the origins of nationalist protest in China. Such a connection would involve 

two primary tasks: establishing a single theory that incorporates online dissent into the 

emergence of protests, and empirically studying how protestors and the state utilize social 

media to organize or discourage protest activities. As described in the “Theoretical 

Implications” section above, the theory presented here may imply that Chinese leaders 

                                                 
23 Fu, Chan, and Chau, “Assessing Censorship on Microblogs in China,” 2013. 



252 

 

are more likely to deescalate a crisis precisely when it touches on nationalist issues or 

poses specific challenges to the state’s propaganda handling. However, this implication 

requires real-world protest as a mechanism. Further developing this theory and testing it 

against real-world events may help better explain both strategic logic of nationalist 

protests and the occurrence of selective repression of online discourse. 

 Last, this study should be expanded with comparisons to countries outside of 

China in order to test the broader applicability of the theory. The theory’s scope is limited 

to authoritarian countries that allow more or less open Internet use, but Vietnam, Iran, 

and Russia might all prove worthwhile cases that would give insight into the dynamics of 

online dissent over foreign policy in such regimes. Such an expansion of the study would 

require collaboration with other scholars, however, due to the language, cultural 

competency, and software development hurdles. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 This study has argued that the combination of two variables – the nationalist 

salience of a specific issue and the state’s propaganda handling of it – can explain the 

variety of online discourse types observed on Chinese social media. Most importantly, 

widespread online dissent over foreign policy topics occurs only when the issue at hand is 

directly relevant to Chinese nationalist narratives and the state propaganda response is 

incoherent. The state’s response to this discourse, in turn, will tend to hinge upon the 

level of control which it has thus far been able to exert over public discourse. When 

discourse runs outside of preferred channels, repression becomes more likely. The study 

tested this argument in the context of four cases: China’s December 2013 ADIZ 

announcement in the East China Sea, Shinzo Abe’s November 2013 visit to the Yasukuni 
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Shrine, the Ukrainian revolution and subsequent invasion of Crimea by Russia in spring 

2014, and the dispute between China and Vietnam in May 2014 that escalated to the point 

of anti-Chinese riots in Vietnam. The findings generally supported the theory, with the 

exception of the state response to online discourse around China’s ADIZ announcement, 

which was less heavy-handed than anticipated. Various potential explanations for this 

more selective degree of state repression have been offered in this concluding chapter, 

with the most likely candidate at present being the differences in the two events: Chinese 

authorities could prepare for the friction with Vietnam, but appeared to be caught by 

surprise when the US took the provocative step of sending two B-52 bombers through the 

new zone. 

What may be most striking about China’s online discourse to a Western observer 

is its sheer normality. Gaps in cultural assumptions aside, any politically engaged 

American who has spent time on the Internet would feel comfortable if he or she were to 

find themselves suddenly immersed in Chinese social media. The majority of users are 

not fire-breathing nationalists. Chinese netizens behave much like those in the rest of the 

world: they read and share news, vote in online polls, add their own thoughts to the day’s 

headlines, and try to convince other posters of their point of view. Overall, netizen 

discourse on Sina Weibo looks much like online discourse elsewhere: messy, colorful, 

and often surprising. This similarity does not mean that it is uninteresting, however. 

Social phenomena like dissent and argument that are “normal” from a Western 

perspective can be notable in a closed political regime, and the possibility of state 

intervention looms at all times. The rapidly-changing Chinese Internet landscape will 

continue to warrant close attention well into the future. 
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APPENDIX A: OFFICIAL MEDIA ARTICLE CORPUS, JAPAN 

Section 1: ADIZ Case, November 23, 2013 – December 7, 2013 

Date Publication Title English Title First 

Author 

11/24/2013 PLA Daily 

 
国防部新闻发言人

就划设东海防空识

别区答记者问 

Ministry of Defense Spokesperson 

Answers Reporters' Questions 

about ADIZ Establishment 

 

11/24/2013 PLA Daily 维护国家主权与安

全的正当合法之举 

Protect Appropriate and Legal Acts 

of National Sovereignty and 

Security 

解法

苑 

11/24/2013 People’s 

Daily 
中国宣布划设东海

防空识别区 

China Announces Establishment of 

East China Sea ADIZ 
李宣

良 

11/24/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
维护我领土领空主

权和安全的正当之

举 

Protect China's Territorial / 

Airspace Sovereignty and 

Reasonable Measures for Security 

李宣

良 

11/25/2013 PLA Daily “双重标准”怎能

维护地区和平 

How can a Double Standard 

Maintain Regional Peace? 
钧保

言 

11/25/2013 PLA Daily 中国划设东海防空

识别区合理合法 

China's Establishment of the ECS 

ADIZ is Reasonable and Legal 
吕德

胜 

11/25/2013 People’s 

Daily 
敦促美日停止说三

道四 

Urge US and Japan to Stop 

Speaking Nonsense 

 

11/25/2013 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

防的是觊觎 护的

是安全 

Protecting against Covetousness 

[toward Chinese territory], 

Safeguarding Security 

孟彦 

11/26/2013 Military 

Weekly 
外媒热议我东海防

空识别区 

Foreign Press Heatedly Discusses 

Our ECS ADIZ 
杜朝

平 

11/26/2013 Military 

Weekly 
划设东海防空识别

区正当其时 

Establishment of ECS ADIZ is 

Timely 
曲方

东 

11/26/2013 Military 

Weekly 
我军有能力对识别

区实施管控 

Our Military has Capability to 

Implement Control over ADIZ 
王永

伟 

11/26/2013 PLA Daily 日美无权对中国划

设东海防空识别区

说三道四 

Japan and US Have no Right to 

Thoughtlessly Criticize China's 

Establishment of ECS ADIZ 
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11/26/2013 PLA Daily 强化防空预警 维

护国家安全 

Strengthen Anti-Aircraft Defense 

and Early Warning; Protect 

National Security 

吕德

胜 

11/26/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
外交部: 抗议日美

方的无理指责 

MFA: Protest Japan and US's 

Unreasonable Criticism 
 

11/26/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
我有关部门驳回日

方的无理交涉 

Our Relevant Ministries Reject 

Japan's Unreasonable Negotiation 
熊争

艳 

11/26/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
我划设东海防空识

别区理直气壮 

Our Establishment of the ECS 

ADIZ is Bold and Just 
廖雷 

11/26/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
国防部: 日美有关

表态毫无道理 

MND: Relevant Japanese and US 

Declarations Wholly without Merit 
 

11/26/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
“只许州官放火”

日美逻辑荒唐 

"Only Allow High Officials to Set 

Fires": Japanese and American 

Logic is Preposterous1 

吴黎

明 

11/27/2013 PLA Daily 究竟谁在制造危

险？ 

Who After All is Manufacturing 

Danger? 
钧保

言 

11/27/2013 People’s 

Daily 
坚定的意志 有力

的行动 

Firm Will, Forceful Action   

11/28/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
马朝旭大使就我划

设东海防空识别区

向澳方表明严正立

场 

Ambassador Ma Chaoxun Makes 

Clear to Australia Our Resolute 

Position on Establishment of ECS 

ADIZ 

李佳

彬 

11/28/2013 PLA Daily 中国军队进行了全

程监视及时识别 

Chinese Military Has Carried Out 

Comprehensive Oversight and 

Timely Identification  

吕德

胜 

11/28/2013 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

谁才是真正的“地

区安全破坏者” 

Who at Last is the True "Disruptor 

of Regional Security"? 
苏晓

晖 

11/28/2013 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

民进党应痛下决心

弃“独” 

DPP Should Deeply Resolve to 

Abandon "Independence" 
王平 

11/29/2013 PLA Daily 常万全与新西兰国

防部长会谈、会见

Chang Wanquan Meets with New 

Zealand Defense Minister, Kyrgyz 

Army Chief of Staff 

张旗 

                                                 
1 The title references an aphorism, “Officials set fires but don’t allow commoners to light lanterns.” 
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吉尔吉斯斯坦军队

总参谋长 

11/29/2013 PLA Daily 我军主战飞机在东

海防空识别区常态

化巡逻 

Our Military Stations Warplanes in 

ECS ADIZ, Normalizes Patrols 
李建

文 

11/29/2013 PLA Daily 中方全面掌握进入

东海防空识别区航

空器的情况 

Chinese Authorities 

Comprehensively Control the 

Situation for Aircraft Entering the 

ECS ADIZ 

徐琳 

11/29/2013 People’s 

Daily 
防空识别区并非

“禁飞区” 

ADIZ is not "No-Fly Zone" 倪光

辉 

11/29/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
国防部发言人四问

日方不当言论 

MND Spokesperson Repeatedly 

Questions Japanese Side's 

Improper Remarks 

赵薇 

11/30/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
拜登亚洲行推“再

平衡”战略 

Biden Visits Asia Pushing 

"Rebalancing" Strategy 
王传

军 

11/30/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
空军查证进入东海

识别区的外国军机 

Air Force Investigates Foreign 

Warplanes Entering ECS ADIZ 
张玉

清 

11/30/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
“防空识别区”的

“前世今生” 

The Previous Incarnations and 

Present Life of "Air Defense 

Identification Zones" 

胡若

愚 

12/01/2013 PLA Daily 美建议民航遵从中

国防空识别区 

US Advises Civilian Aircraft to 

Comply with China's ADIZ 
信莲 

12/01/2013 People’s 

Daily 
美政府建议民航飞

机尊重中国东海防

空识别区 

US Government Advises Civilian 

Aircraft to Respect Chinese ECS 

ADIZ 

廖政

军 

12/03/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
日方拒绝对话暴露

其虚伪性 

Japan's Refusal of Dialogue 

Exposes its Hypocritical Nature 
张鹏

雄 

12/04/2013 PLA Daily 东海防空识别区是

安全区而不是风险

区 

ECS ADIZ is Security Zone, not 

Danger Zone 
 

12/04/2013 People’s 

Daily 
相关国家和地区绝

大部分航空公司已

通报飞行计划 

Great Majority of Relevant 

National and Regional Airlines 

already Submit Flight Plans 

李琰 
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12/04/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
“中国威胁论”冒

出“咕咚”版，老

狐狸冒充小白兔 

"China Threat Theory" Put Out as 

"Big Splash," Cunning Old Fox 

Pretends to be an Innocent Rabbit 

傅云

威 

12/04/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
中国军队完全能对

东海防空识别区实

施有效监管 

Chinese Military Absolutely Able 

to Exercise Effective Control over 

ECS ADIZ 

 

12/05/2013 People’s 

Daily 
牢牢把握构建中美

新型大国关系正确

方向不动摇 

Firmly Hold to the Construction of 

a New Type of Great Power 

Relations between China and the 

US, Do not Move from the Proper 

Direction 

杜尚

泽 

12/05/2013 People’s 

Daily 
日本设立国家安全

保障会议 

Japan Establishes National 

Security Council 
刘军

国 

12/05/2013 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

中美有比识别区更

重要的事 

There are More Important Things 

for China and US than ADIZ 
沈丁

立 

12/05/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
日本正式启动国家

安全保障会议 

Japan Formally Launches National 

Security Council 
吴谷

丰 

12/05/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
东海防空识别区获

更多国家理解认同 

ECS ADIZ Receives More 

Countries' Recognition and 

Understanding 

王慧

慧 

12/06/2013 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

日本时常看不懂中

美关系 

Japan Frequently Misunderstands 

China-US Relations 
贾秀

东 

12/07/2013 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

在亚太，美国寻求

“左右逢源” 

In Asia-Pacific, US Searches for a 

Way to "Have it All" 
张红 
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Section 2: Yasukuni Shrine Visit Case, December 27, 2013 – January 9, 2014 

Date Publication Title English Title First 

Author 

12/27/2013 Worker's 

Daily 
2013 国际十大关键

词 

Ten Keywords in International 

Affairs for 2013 
毕振山 

12/27/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
安倍参拜是在美化侵

略历史 

Abe's Paying Respects 

Whitewashes a History of Invasion 
严圣禾 

12/27/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
日本多个政党批评安

倍参拜靖国神社 

Numerous Japanese Political 

Parties Criticize Abe's Visit 
谢宗睿 

12/27/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
日本首相安倍悍然参

拜靖国神社 

Japanese PM Abe Outrageously 

Visits Yasukuni Shrine 
谢宗睿 

12/27/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
中国驻日本大使就安

倍参拜靖国神社向日

方提出强烈抗议 

China Ambassador to Japan Raises 

Strong Protest against Abe's Visit 

to Yasukuni Shrine 

谢宗睿 

12/27/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
国际社会强烈谴责安

倍参拜靖国神社 

International Society Strongly 

Condemns Abe's Visit to Yasukuni 

Shrine 

 

12/27/2013 PLA Daily 安倍“拜鬼”令人愤

慨 

Abe's "Paying Respects to Spirits" 

Causes Resentment 
钧保言 

12/27/2013 Economics 

Daily 
安倍在右倾道路上越

走越远 

Abe Moves Farther and Farther on 

Rightist Road 
郭岩 

12/27/2013 Liberation 

Daily 
“硬招”迭出终将作

茧自缚 

Repeated "Strong-Arm Moves" will 

Lead to Disaster of One's Own 

Making 

王少普 

12/27/2013 People's Daily 日方必须对严重政治

后果承担全部责任 

Japanese Side Must Take Total 

Responsibility for Serious Political 

Reprecussions 

王远 

12/27/2013 People's Daily 开历史倒车绝无出路 Driving History Backwards Leads 

Nowhere 

 

12/27/2013 People's Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

安倍坐实“亚洲祸

水”身份 

Abe Takes on Status of "Asia's 

Source of Calamity" 
刘江永 

12/27/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
安倍悍然“拜鬼”，

中国政府严厉谴责 

Abe Outrageously "Pays Respect to 

Spirits," Chinese Government 

Severely Condemns 

郭一娜 

12/27/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
我驻日大使紧急约见

日外务省事务次官，

表示极大愤慨 

Chinese Ambassador Arranges 

Emergency Interview with 

Japanese Foreign Ministry 

Undersecretary for Political 

Affairs, Expresses Maximum 

Indignation 

 

12/27/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
如果安倍真的对邻国

怀有敬意，应去南京

大屠杀纪念馆 

If Abe Truly Respects Neighboring 

Countries, He Should Go to the 

Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall 

张鹏雄 

12/27/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
韩国政府表示愤怒 South Korean Government 

Expresses Anger 
张青 



285 

 

12/27/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
安倍“拜鬼”遭到国

际社会谴责，在国内

也招致批评 

Abe's "Paying Respects to Spirits" 

Meets with Condemnation from 

International Community, Also 

Incurs Criticism Domestically 

 

12/27/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
继续向右 走向不归 Continuing to Move Right, No 

Change in Direction 

 

12/27/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
向右狂奔 非常危险 Mad Rush to the Right, Extremely 

Dangerous 
李学梅 

12/27/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
安倍“拜鬼”，站到

世界道义的对立面 

Abe's "Paying Respect to Spirits" 

Stands Opposite to World Morality 
白洁 

12/28/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
美国不满安倍“拜

鬼” 

America Dissatisfied with Abe's 

"Paying Respects" 
王传军 

12/28/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
安倍参拜使饱受二战

之苦人民心痛 

Abe's Visit Causes Pain to the 

Peoples Who Suffered in WW2 
汪嘉波 

12/28/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
巴外交部对安倍参拜

表示遗憾 

Pakistan Foreign Ministry 

Expresses Regret over Abe's Visit 
周戎 

12/28/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
澳主流媒体批评安倍

参拜靖国神社 

Mainstream Australian Press 

Criticizes Abe's Visit to Yasukuni 

Shrine 

李佳彬 

12/28/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
泰国媒体抨击安倍参

拜靖国神社 

Thai Press Attacks Abe's Visit to 

Yasukuni Shrine 
吴建友 

12/28/2013 PLA Daily 安倍再开历史倒车 Abe Again Drives Train of History 

Backwards 
高洪 

12/28/2013 Liberation 

Daily 
须警惕日本政治右倾

化加剧 

Vigilance Required against 

Intensifying Rightism in Japanese 

Politics 

王泰平 

12/28/2013 People's Daily 全国人大外事委员会

负责人发表谈话 

NPC Foreign Affairs Committee 

Head Publishes Dialogue 

 

12/28/2013 People's Daily 全国政协外事委员会

发表谈话 

CPPCC Foreign Affairs Committee 

Publishes Dialogue 

 

12/28/2013 People's Daily 国际社会强烈谴责安

倍拜鬼 

International Society Strongly 

Condemns Abe's Visit 
王远 

12/28/2013 People's Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

对日本逆潮不遏制即

纵容 

Not Holding Back Japanese 

Backsliding Equivalent to 

Indulgence 

林文 

12/28/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
外交部: 安倍的言行

“虚伪狂妄自相矛

盾” 

Foreign Ministry: Abe's Words and 

Actions "False, Arrogant, Self-

Contradictory" 

张鹏雄 

12/28/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
美方因安倍“拜鬼”

取消日美防长通话 

US Cancels Japan-US Defense 

Minister Call over Abe's "Paying 

Respects" 

 

12/29/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
美防长拒绝与日方通

话 

US Defense Minister Refuses to 

Speak with Japanese 
王传军 

12/29/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
欧盟批评安倍参拜 EU Criticizes Abe's Visit 何农 

12/29/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
日本舆论猛批安倍参

拜 

Japanese Public Opinion Fiercely 

Criticizes Abe's Visit 
谢宗睿 
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12/29/2013 PLA Daily 安倍揭去假和平面具 Abe Throws Off the False Mask of 

Peace 
吕德胜 

12/29/2013 People's Daily 杨洁篪就安倍晋三参

拜靖国神社发表谈话 

Yang Jiechi Publishes Comments 

on Shinzo Abe's Visit to Yasukuni 

Shrine 

 

12/29/2013 People's Daily 国际社会继续强烈谴

责安倍拜鬼 

International Society Continues to 

Strongly Condemn Abe's Visit 
吴云 

12/29/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
安倍必须认错，中方

绝不会不了了之 

Abe Must Admit Error, Chinese 

Side Will Never Resolve Issue by 

Ignoring It 

孙奕 

12/30/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
美媒批评安倍“拜

鬼”加剧地区紧张 

American Press Criticizes Abe's 

"Paying Respects" for Increasing 

Regional Tension 

王传军 

12/30/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
欧洲舆论揭露安倍

“真面目” 

European Public Opinion Uncovers 

Abe's "True Colors" 
方祥生 

12/30/2013 People's Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

安倍出丑 日本陪绑 Abe Makes a Fool of Himself and 

Drags Japan with Him 
张云 

12/30/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
历史坐标中的安倍拜

鬼 

Abe's Visit on the Historical Map 吴黎明 

12/30/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
“盟友”媒体痛批安

倍“挑衅之举” 

Press from "Allies" Severely 

Criticizes Abe's "Provocative Act" 
徐超 

12/31/2013 Legal Daily 安倍拜鬼: 搬起石头

砸自己的脚 

Abe's Yasukuni Visit: "Dropping 

the Stone on One's Own Foot" 
张超 

12/31/2013 Legal Daily 日本人士批评安倍恶

化中日关系 

Japanese Figures Criticize Abe for 

Damaging China-Japan Relations 
汪闽燕 

12/31/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
国际社会应共同对安

倍说不 

International Community Must 

Jointly Say No to Abe 
严圣禾 

12/31/2013 Guangming 

Daily 
澳大利亚专家及媒体

谴责安倍参拜行径 

Australian Specialists and Media 

Denounces Abe's Conduct in 

Visiting Yasukuni 

李佳彬 

12/31/2013 PLA Daily 安倍政治投机行不通 Abe's Political Opportunism Won't 

Work 
武养浩 

12/31/2013 People's Daily 安倍在历史问题上

“抓狂” 

Abe "Blows His Top" on History 

Question 

 

12/31/2013 People's Daily 安倍自己关闭了同中

国领导人对话的大门 

Abe Himself Has Closed Door on 

Dialogue with Chinese Leaders 
王迪 

12/31/2013 People's Daily 华侨华人强烈谴责安

倍拜鬼 

Overseas Chinese Intensely 

Criticize Abe's Visit 
张亮  

12/31/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
假如有时光碎纸机 If a Time Period Could be 

Shredded 
徐剑梅 

12/31/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
朝鲜媒体: 安倍参拜

相当于“宣战” 

North Korean Press: Abe's Visit 

Equals a "Declaration of War" 
惠晓霜 

12/31/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
朴槿惠: 参拜是“揭

开历史伤疤” 

Park Geun-Hye: Visit "Reopens 

History's Scars" 
张青 

12/31/2013 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
美学者: 拜战犯如同

致敬本·拉丹 

American Scholars: Paying Respect 

to War Criminals is Like Paying 

Respect to Bin Laden 

惠晓霜 
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1/1/2014 Guangming 

Daily 
安倍这回选错了牌 Abe Played the Wrong Card this 

Time 
杨伯江 

1/1/2014 Guangming 

Daily 
捷媒体谴责安倍向邻

国挑衅 

Czech Media Condemns Abe's 

Provocation toward Neighbors 
夏茂盛 

1/1/2014 Guangming 

Daily 
德国敦促日本正视历

史 

Germany Urges Japan to Squarely 

Face History 
柴野 

1/1/2014 People's Daily 严防日本军国主义死

灰复燃 

Guard Against Rekindling of 

Japanese Militarism 

 

1/1/2014 People's Daily 王毅分别同美国韩国

外长通电话 

Wang Yi Speaks Separately with 

US and South Korean Foreign 

Ministers 

 

1/1/2014 People's Daily 中韩都主张日方必须

正视和深刻反省历史 

China and South Korea both Assert 

that Japanese Side Must Squarely 

Face and Profoundly Reflect Upon 

History 

 

1/1/2014 People's Daily 美国德国新加坡政府

反对安倍拜鬼 

American, Germany, Singaporean 

Governments Oppose Abe's Visit 
李博雅 

1/1/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
膜拜“东方纳粹”就

是加速倒退 

Kneeling Before "Oriental Nazism" 

Accelerates Regression 
徐剑梅 

1/1/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
外交部: 对于任何挑

衅行为，必将予以坚

决应对 

Foreign Ministry: Any Provocative 

Action Must be Receive a Firm 

Response 

张媛 

1/2/2014 Guangming 

Daily 
倒行逆施，安倍必遭

谴责 

Trying to Turn Back History, Abe 

Inevitably Meets Criticism 
谢宗睿 

1/2/2014 PLA Daily “安倍之战”注定失

败 

"Abe's War" Is Destined for Defeat 
 

1/2/2014 People's Daily 国际社会抨击安倍新

年讲话 

International Society Attacks Abe's 

New Year's Speech 
刘军国 

1/2/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
日阁员元旦拜鬼，中

方强烈抗议 

Japanese Cabinet Minister Visits 

Shrine on New Year's Day, China 

Strongly Protests 

郑一晗 

1/3/2014 Guangming 

Daily 
美媒指责安倍行径 US Media Denounces Abe's 

Conduct 
王传军 

1/3/2014 People's Daily 国际社会批驳安倍参

拜靖国神社和新年讲

话 

International Community Criticizes 

Abe's Yasukuni Visit and New 

Year's Speech 

万宇 

1/3/2014 People's Daily 世界和平力量有责任

阻止安倍胡来 

World's Peaceful Powers have 

Responsibility to Prevent Abe from 

Causing Trouble 

 

1/3/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
日本执政伙伴促安倍

倾听国际呼声 

Japanese Office-Holders Urge Abe 

to Listen Closely to International 

Voices 

郭一娜 

1/4/2014 Guangming 

Daily 
安倍伤害了亚洲人民 Abe has Harmed the People of Asia 周戎 

1/4/2014 People's Daily “华沙之跪”为德国

赢得尊严 

"Kneeling in Warsaw" Wins 

Dignity for Germany 
管克江 

1/4/2014 People's Daily 国际社会继续批驳安

倍参拜和新年讲话 

International Community 

Continues to Attack Abe's 
李秉新 
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Yasukuni Visit and New Year's 

Speech 

1/4/2014 People's Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

东南亚，你为什么对

安倍噤若寒蝉？ 

Southeast Asia, Why Keep Quiet 

Out of Fear of Abe? 
杨子岩 

1/4/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

欧元下滑可期 日元

澳元或回调 

Slide in Euro to be Expected, Yen 

and Australian Dollar May Fall 

Back 

周尧 

1/5/2014 Guangming 

Daily 
法媒抨击安倍参拜 French Media Attack Abe's Visit 梁晓华 

1/5/2014 Liberation 

Daily 
政客的品位 Politicians' Quality 廉德瑰 

1/5/2014 People's Daily 支持中国政府抗议安

倍拜鬼  揭露日本侵

略者罪恶行径 

Support Chinese Government's 

Protest Against Abe's Visit; Expose 

the Japanese Invaders' Criminal 

Behavior  

李景卫 

1/5/2014 People's Daily 全美中国和统会联合

会谴责安倍拜鬼 

Association for China's Peaceful 

Reunification (US) Condemns 

Abe's Visit 

陈一鸣 

1/6/2014 People's Daily 为侵略翻案 为战犯

张目 

Reversing the Verdict on Invasion, 

Opening Eyes to War Criminals 

 

1/6/2014 People's Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

美国还能不能管住日

本 

Can America Still Manage Japan? 思楚 

1/6/2014 Study Times 不要用正常思维看日

本右翼 

Can't Use Normal Thinking to 

Consider Japanese Right Wing 
张仕荣 

1/7/2014 Legal Daily 战后秩序不容被质疑

和被推翻 

The Post-War Order Must Not Be 

Questioned or Overthrown 
邹强 

1/7/2014 Guangming 

Daily 
安倍晋三害了日本人

民 

Shinzo Abe has Harmed the 

Japanese People 
周戎 

1/7/2014 Guangming 

Daily 
日本媒体要求安倍改

善近邻外交 

Japanese Media Demand that Abe 

Improve Relations with Neighbors 
谢宗睿 

1/7/2014 Military 

Weekly 
安倍拜鬼是违宪行径 Abe's Visit is Unconstitutional 

Behavior 
朱克寒 

1/7/2014 Military 

Weekly 
安倍“仰慕”的畅销

小说作家 

The Best-Selling Author whom 

Abe "Admires" 
子歌 

1/7/2014 Military 

Weekly 
安倍频频展露敌意挑

衅中国 

Abe Repeatedly Reveals Hostility 

and Provokes China 
杜朝平 

1/7/2014 Liberation 

Daily 
美国为何“失望” Why US Is “Disappointed” 吴正龙 

1/7/2014 People's Daily 对良知和公理的公然

挑战 

An Open Challenge to Conscience 

and Logic 

 

1/7/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
安倍老调重弹打不开

对话大门 

Abe Playing Same Old Tune Won't 

Open Door to Dialogue 
丁宜 

1/7/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
安倍亲手关闭与中国

领导人对话的大门 

Abe Has Personally Closed the 

Door to Dialogue with China's 

Leaders 

张鹏雄 

1/8/2014 Guangming 

Daily 
把安倍晋三与日本人

民区分开来 

Distinguish Abe from the Japanese 

People 
宫春科 
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1/8/2014 People's Daily 靖国神社游就馆美化

侵略战争 

Yasukuni's Yushukan Museum 

Whitewashes Invasion and War 

 

1/8/2014 People's Daily 政治右倾化必然之举 Necessary Actions as Politics 

Moves Rightward 

 

1/8/2014 People's Daily 美化侵略战争必将受

到历史审判 

Whitewashing Invasion and War 

Will Be Judged by History 
万宇 

1/8/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
我外交部驳斥日本大

使关于中国扮演“伏

地魔”言论 

Chinese Foreign Ministry Refuted 

Japanese Ambassador's Remarks 

on China Playing Role of 

"Voldemort" 

张鹏雄 

1/9/2014 Guangming 

Daily 
崔天凯大使谴责安倍

拜鬼 战后国际秩序

决不能被质疑 

Ambassador Cui Tiankai 

Denounces Abe's Visit, Post-War 

International Order Absolutely 

Cannot be Called into Question 

余晓葵 

1/9/2014 Guangming 

Daily 
安倍晋三应受到谴责 Shinzo Abe Must Be Denounced 马朝旭 

1/9/2014 PLA Daily 安倍为日战犯“翻

案”严重违反国际法 

Abe's "Reversing the Verdict" on 

War Criminals Seriously Violated 

International Law 

郭季 

1/9/2014 People's Daily 肆意冲击东亚安全稳

定 

Wantonly Attacking East Asia's 

Security and Stability 

 

1/9/2014 People's Daily 对安倍的挑衅不能无

动于衷 

Cannot Be Indifferent to Abe's 

Provocations 
沈丁立 

1/9/2014 People's Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

别被安倍忽悠了 Don't Be Duped by Abe 张红 

1/9/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
自民党删“不战誓

言”要继续“拜鬼” 

LDP Deletes "No-War Pledge" and 

Demands Continued "Paying 

Respects" 
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APPENDIX C: OFFICIAL MEDIA ARTICLE CORPUS, UKRAINE 

 

Date Publication Title English Title First 

Author 

2/20/2014 Jiefang Daily 乌克兰危机深深深几

许? 

How profound is the Ukraine crisis? 杨成 

2/20/2014 People’s 

Daily 
乌克兰紧张局势升级 Tense state of affairs in Ukraine 

increases 
陈效卫 

2/20/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰首都爆发冲突 

26  人遇难 

Conflict erupts in Ukraine's capital; 

26 people killed 
张志强 

2/21/2014 Jiefang Daily “休战”仅数小时，

基辅又变“战场” 

After "cease-fire" of mere hours, 

Kiev again becomes a battlefield 
王钰深 

2/21/2014 People’s 

Daily 
乌克兰局势进一步恶

化 

Situation in Ukraine continues to 

deteriorate 
谢亚宏 

2/21/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

外力之下起“内伤” Outside pressure gives rise to 

"internal harm" 
郝薇薇 

2/21/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰: “战场”般

的独立广场 

Ukraine: Independence Square as a 

battlefield 
刘红霞 

2/22/2014 Jiefang Daily 一纸协议能否平息乌

克兰危机 

Whether or not an agreement can 

settle the Ukraine crisis 
王钰深 

2/22/2014 People’s 

Daily 
乌克兰各方签署解决

危机协议 

Ukrainian parties sign crisis 

settlement agreement 
陈效卫 

2/22/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰政府与三个反

对派签署协议 

Ukrain government signs agreement 

with three opposition parties 
 

2/22/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

俄何以克制对待乌克

兰危机 

Why Russia has shown restraint in 

treatment of Ukraine crisis 
韩梁 

2/22/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

中方吁乌各方保持最

大克制 

China implores all Ukraine parties 

to maintain utmost restraint 
侯丽军 

2/23/2014 People’s 

Daily 
乌克兰局势出现急剧

变化 

Ukraine situation shows rapid 

change 
陈效卫 

2/23/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰局势再变，议

会“解除总统职务” 

Ukraine situation changes again, 

Parliament "relieves President of 

duties" 

 

2/24/2014 PLA Daily 东拉西扯，乌克兰何

去何从？ 

As talk rambles on, which direction 

for Ukraine? 
庞清杰 

2/24/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌议长履总统职，前

政权高官面临“清

算” 

Ukrainian speaker takes on 

presidency, previous regime 

officials face "settling of accounts" 

岳连国 

2/24/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

季莫申科现身独立广

场，呼吁继续示威 

Timoshenko appears on 

Independence Square, calls for 

continued demonstrations 

岳连国 

2/24/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

多方缠斗角力，撕裂

乌克兰 

All sides take part in test of 

strength, tearing apart Ukraine 
郝薇薇 
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2/24/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

普京默克尔通话 讨论

乌克兰局势 

Putin, Merkel discuss Ukraine 

situation via telephone 
胡晓光 

2/24/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰“困局”变化

令人屏息 

Changes in Ukraine "predicament" 

cause people to hold their breath 
王雅楠 

2/25/2014 Legal Daily 乌克兰局势仍面临诸

多变数 

Ukraine situation still faces many 

variables 
朱冬传 

2/25/2014 Military 

Weekly 
谁将引领乌克兰的未

来? 

Who will show the way to 

Ukraine's future? 
王权 

2/25/2014 Military 

Weekly 
风云突变中的乌克兰 Ukraine amid turbulent weather 陈宇 

2/25/2014 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

乌克兰从“平衡木”

上跌落 

Ukraine falls from the "balance 

beam" 
杨子岩 

2/25/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰代总统: 重归

入欧盟轨道 

Acting Ukraine President: return 

once again to European path 
田野 

2/25/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

基辅“帐篷城”炊烟

袅袅，无丝毫拆除迹

象 

Cooking smoke rises from Kiev's 

"tent city", no hint of dismantling in 

sight 

岳连国 

2/25/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰局势为何一日

之内大逆转 

Why the Ukraine situation was 

reversed in a single day 
王龙琴 

2/26/2014 PLA Daily 乌克兰，路在何方？ Where is the road in Ukraine? 张桂芬 

2/26/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰似面临分裂危

险，组阁延期 

Seeming to face danger of division, 

new Ukraine cabinet is delayed 
张旌 

2/27/2014 People’s 

Daily 
冷战思维，该翻篇儿

了 

Should turn over a new leaf on Cold 

War thinking 
 

2/27/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰以涉蓄意杀人

罪通缉亚努科维奇 

Ukraine uses "involvement in 

intentional homicide" to order arrest 

of Yanukovych 

岳连国 

2/28/2014 Worker’s 

Daily 
乌克兰局势明争暗斗

不止 

Endless fighting, both open and 

covert, in Ukraine situation 
毕振山 

2/28/2014 Economic 

Information 

Daily 

乌克兰紧张局势加剧

经济溃败 

Tense situation in Ukraine 

intensifies economic collapse 
周武英 

2/28/2014 Economic 

Information 

Daily 

亚太股市多数攀高 Majority of Asia-Pacific stock 

markets climb higher 
廖冰清 

2/28/2014 People’s 

Daily 
警惕民主陷阱下的治

理失灵 

Beward of the governmental 

failings hidden in democracy trap 
赵嫣 

2/28/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰组新内阁，美

警告俄勿武力干涉 

Ukraine forms new cabinet, US 

warns Russia against military 

involvement 

胡晓光 

3/1/2014 PLA Daily 从乌克兰政局看西方

干预主义 

Viewing Western interventionism 

through the lens of Ukraine 
崔洪建 

3/1/2014 Jiefang Daily 克里米亚，乌克兰的

一个“结” 

The Ukraine/Crimea "knot" 张屹峰 
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3/1/2014 People’s 

Daily 
俄美欧对乌局势态度

不一 

Russia, US, EU have different 

attitudes toward Ukraine situation 
谢亚宏 

3/2/2014 Jiefang Daily 俄罗斯频繁军事调动

为“敲山震虎” 

Russia's frequent troop maneuvers 

are show of strength as warning 
王少喆 

3/2/2014 People’s 

Daily 
俄罗斯决定在乌克兰

动用军事力量 

Russia decides to use its military 

strength in Ukraine 
谢亚宏 

3/2/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

普京提议在乌克兰动

用俄军事力量 

Putin suggests using Russian 

military power in Ukraine 
 

3/3/2014 People’s 

Daily 
乌克兰危机外溢效应

加剧 

External effects of Ukraine crisis 

intensify 
林雪丹 

3/3/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

奥巴马与普京通话，

“关切”乌克兰局势 

Obama and Putin speak, "greatly 

concerned" by Ukraine situation 
周而捷 

3/3/2014 Study Times 经济外交：全球竞合

新动向 

Economic diplomacy: new trends in 

global competition 
徐剑梅 

3/3/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

3 月新兴市场资金仍

将持续外流 

Emerging markets will continue to 

see capital outflows in March 
张枕河 

3/3/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

标普 500 指数再创新

高 

S&P 500 again reaches new heights 蒋寒露 

3/4/2014 Legal Daily 乌克兰乱局愈演愈烈

引发俄美角力 

Ever worse chaos in Ukraine 

triggers Russia-US trial of strength 
朱冬传 

3/4/2014 Legal Daily 俄罗斯恢复杜马混合

选举制 

Russia reinstates blended election 

system for Duma 
春法 

3/4/2014 Legal Daily 乌若执意入欧俄不会

袖手旁观 

If Ukraine insists on entering 

Europe, Russia will not stand idly 

by 

王正泉 

3/4/2014 Legal Daily 大国博弈下乌克兰向

何处去 

Whither Ukraine amidst great 

power games? 
阙天舒 

3/4/2014 Military 

Weekly 
乌克兰新总理不好当 Ukraine's new premiere takes office 

at difficult moment 
张晓红 

3/4/2014 Military 

Weekly 
俄或武装干涉乌克兰

与西方战略博弈加剧 

Possible Russian armed forces 

intervene in Ukraine, intensify 

strategic games with the West 

陈宇 

3/4/2014 Military 

Weekly 
剑拔弩张! 俄罗斯出

兵克里米亚 

Swords are drawn! Russia sends 

troops to Crimea 
柳玉鹏 

3/4/2014 Military 

Weekly 
俄空降兵陆战队率先

出击 

Russian paratroopers land, squads 

take initiative in attack 
陈雷 

3/4/2014 Jiefang Daily 俄罗斯“出兵”后退

路何在？ 

Once Russia "sends troops," what 

path does it have to retreat? 
张屹峰 

3/4/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

西方七国向俄施压，

俄斥责西方制裁威胁 

Seven western countries pressure 

Russia, Russia lashes out at 

Western threat of sanctions 

 

3/4/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

地缘局势趋紧 市场避

险情绪飙升 

Regional situation increasingly 

tense, mood of escape in market 

soars 

张枕河 

3/5/2014 Legal Daily “中国式民主”愈发

有序有效 

"Chinese-style democracy" is 

increasingly orderly and effective 
秦平 
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3/5/2014 Economic 

Daily 
乌克兰危机引发全球

市场波动 

Ukraine crisis causes global market 

turbulance  
张伟 

3/5/2014 People’s 

Daily 
习近平同俄罗斯总统

普京通电话 

Xi Jinping phones Russian 

president Putin 
 

3/5/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

克里米亚局势胶着，

各方博弈加剧 

Crimea situation stalemates, all 

parties intensify maneuvering 
曹妍 

3/5/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

欧洲粮仓遇危 农产品

或迎升机 

Europe's breadbasket in crisis, 

agricultural products may welcome 

helicopter [sic] 

王姣 

3/5/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

局势缓解 原油黄金涨

势遇阻 

Crisis abates, crude oil and gold 

trends are interrupted 
王超 

3/5/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

地缘局势趋缓 市场避

险情绪降温 

Regional situation eases, market's 

dangerous mood cools 
张枕河 

3/6/2014 Jiefang Daily 打破沉默，普京讲话

为何成竹在胸 

Breaking silence, Putin addresses 

why precautions [were necessary] 
张耀 

3/6/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰局势见缓，多

国吁对话解决 

Ukraine situation stalls, multiple 

countries call for settlement by 

dialogue 

 

3/6/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

多空交织催生商品套

利机会 

Interwoven factors produce 

commodity arbitrage opportunity 
王姣 

3/7/2014 Jiefang Daily 第二个科索沃？ A second Kosovo? 吴正龙 

3/7/2014 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

克里米亚战火一触即

发？ 

Crimea on the verge of war? 杨宁 

3/7/2014 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

五海三洲之地的冲突 Clash in the land of "five seas and 

three continents" 
杨宁 

3/7/2014 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

乌克兰问题的前世今

生 

Ukraine problem's previous lives 

and current incarnation 
董涵潇 

3/7/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

克里米亚议会通过加

入俄罗斯的决议 

Crimean assembly passes resolution 

to join Russia 
张志强 

3/7/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

克里米亚地位问题俄

罗斯暂拒绝表态 

Russia temporarily refuses to 

express opinion on question of 

Crimea's status 

刘怡然 

3/7/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

非农数据发威 黄金短

线仍将下行 

Non-agricultural data shows 

strength, gold still trending down in 

short term 

田艳杰 

3/8/2014 Worker’s 

Daily 
乌克兰危机五问 Five questions on the Ukraine crisis 毕振山 

3/8/2014 People’s 

Daily 
俄与美欧对立加剧 Antagonism between Russia and 

US/EU intensifies 
张晓东 
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3/8/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

乌克兰的砸钱游戏 Ukraine's investment game 刘洪 

3/8/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

避险情绪左右市场当

心金价获利盘乌云压

顶 

Mood of risk avoidance controls 

market, caution for gold price 

profits, black cloud presses down 

高宏亮 

3/9/2014 Jiefang Daily 克里米亚公投，对俄

未必利好 

Crimea referendum isn't necessarily 

to Russia's advantage 
张屹峰 

3/9/2014 People’s 

Daily 
就中国外交政策和对

外关系答中外记者问 

Response to foreign and domestic 

reporters' questions on Chinese 

foreign relations and foreign policy 

 

3/9/2014 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

2014  不是 1914  更

不是 1894 

2014 is not 1914, much less 1894 杨子岩 

3/10/2014 People’s 

Daily 
习近平同德国总理默

克尔通电话 

Xi Jinping phones German 

chancellor Merkel 
 

3/10/2014 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

乌克兰局势为何“事

出有因” 

Why the Ukraine situation "was 

unavoidable" 
贾秀东 

3/10/2014 Study Times 复杂的乌克兰局势及

未来走势 

The complex Ukraine situation and 

future trends 
张仕荣 

3/10/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

就业数据向好 地缘阴

云难消 

Unemployment data improves, 

geopolitical cloud remains 
蒋寒露 

3/10/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

标普指数五年累计上

涨 178% 

S&P Index has gained 178% over 5 

years 
 

3/11/2014 Legal Daily 从乌克兰危机看新一

场俄美争斗 

Viewing a new Russia-US struggle 

through the Ukraine crisis 
王正泉 

3/11/2014 Legal Daily 克里米亚公投令乌政

局再起突变 

Crimean resolution causes another 

sudden shift in Ukraine political 

situation 

朱冬传 

3/11/2014 Military 

Weekly 
克新总理:争议中上台 New Crimean premier: coming to 

power amidst controversy 
刘圣任 

3/11/2014 Military 

Weekly 
克里米亚公投的连锁

反应引人关注 

Crimean resolution's chain reaction 

draws attention 
陈宇 

3/11/2014 Military 

Weekly 
乌克兰剧变:网络斗争

启示录 

Changes in Ukraine: internet 

struggle revelations 
杨承军 

3/11/2014 Military 

Weekly 
乌克兰危机:俄美过招

谁是赢家 

Ukraine crisis: Russia and US fight 

over who will be winner 
步少华 

3/11/2014 Military 

Weekly 
俄潜心编织海外基地

网 

Russia concentrates on weaving net 

of bases abroad 
刘圣任 

3/11/2014 Military 

Weekly 
美俄舰队司令黑海对

峙 

US and Russian fleet commanders 

confront one another on Black Sea 
吴奇 

3/11/2014 People’s 

Daily 
习近平同美国总统奥

巴马通电话 

Xi Jinping calls US President 

Obama 
 

3/12/2014 Jiefang Daily 不满美版乌克兰方

案，俄另起炉灶 

Resentful of US-made plan for 

Ukraine, Russia starts over 
王钰深 
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3/13/2014 Worker’s 

Daily 
克里米亚在入俄路上

“暴走” 

Crimea "resorts to violence" on 

road to entering Russia 
刘滢 

3/13/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

世界不欢迎“新冷

战” 

The world doesn't welcome a "new 

Cold War" 
吴黎明 

3/14/2014 People’s 

Daily 
李克强应约同波兰总

理图斯克通电话 

Li Keqiang answers phone 

appointment with Poland PM Tusk 
 

3/14/2014 People’s 

Daily 
西方与俄罗斯博弈不

断升温 

Game intensifies between West and 

Russia 
吴成良 

3/14/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

美意外释放战略储备

油，油价或再探底 

US unexpectedly releases oil from 

strategic reserve, prices may 

continue to fall 

刘雪 

3/14/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰危局逼人，美

俄互有几张牌？ 

Facing perilous situation in 

Ukraine, what cards do US and 

Russia hold? 

高春霄 

3/15/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

适时布局低估蓝筹 Timely opening undervalues blue 

chips 
王晶 

3/16/2014 People’s 

Daily 
中方提出政治解决乌

克兰危机三点建议 

China offers three proposals on a 

political resolution to the Ukraine 

crisis 

吴云 

3/17/2014 Worker’s 

Daily 
克里米亚公投的背后 Background on the Crimea 

resolution 
刘滢 

3/17/2014 Economic 

Daily 
世界经济需要和平稳

定正能量 

World economy needs peace, 

stability, proper capabilities 
顾金俊 

3/17/2014 People’s 

Daily 
克里米亚公投牵动各

方神经 

Crimea referendum changes each 

party's thinking 
张晓东 

3/17/2014 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

乌克兰危机的四点启

示 

Four lessons of the Ukraine crisis  

3/17/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

克里米亚举行公投，

西方与俄较量白热化 

Crimea holds referendum, contest 

between West and Russia turns 

white hot 

 

3/17/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

黄金基金获大规模资

金净流入 

Large-scale capital flows into gold 

funds 
张枕河 

3/17/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

美国股市情绪相对稳

定 

Mood in US market rather stable 霍华

德·斯

韦尔布

拉特 

3/17/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

美元或继续探底 US dollar may continue to fall 关威 

3/17/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

耶伦联储例会首秀受

关注 

Yelen's Federal Reserve leadership 

receives attention 
蒋寒露 

3/18/2014 Legal Daily 结果毫无悬念 影响难

以预测 

A result without suspense, but 

influence hard to predict 
朱冬传 

3/18/2014 Legal Daily 国际人道法取得长足

发展 

International humanitarian law has 

obtained remarkable development 
汪闽燕 
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3/18/2014 Worker’s 

Daily 
克克里米亚公投结束 

有关各方反应不一 

Crimea referendum concludes, 

reactions differ across interested 

parties 

郭吉 

3/18/2014 Military 

Weekly 
乌克兰危机中的舆论

战 

The battle of public opinion in the 

Ukraine crisis 
那哲 

3/18/2014 Military 

Weekly 
克里米亚公投:无悬念

背后的悬念 

Crimea resolution: suspense 

without suspense in the background 
柳玉鹏 

3/18/2014 Military 

Weekly 
俄空降兵挺进北极战

场 

Russian paratroopers advance on 

arctic battlefield 
刘圣任 

3/18/2014 Jiefang Daily 普京今就克里米亚

“入俄”讲话 

Putin gives "enter Russia" speech 

on Crimea today 
王钰深 

3/18/2014 Jiefang Daily 动武制裁行不通 对话

大门关不得 

Force and sanctions won't work, 

closing off dialogue isn't an option 
吴正龙 

3/18/2014 Economic 

Information 

Daily 

美国“能源牌”暂难

奏效 

US "energy card" temporarily 

ineffective 
高攀 

3/18/2014 People’s 

Daily 
国际社会对克里米亚

公投反应不一 

International community has 

differing reactions to Crimea 

resolution 

张晓东 

3/18/2014 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

乌克兰的折腾与被折

腾 

Tormenting and tormented in 

Ukraine 
贾秀东 

3/18/2014 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

克里米亚公投，最多

是个逗号 

Crimean resolution is at most a 

comma  
张红 

3/18/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

奥巴马宣布制裁部分

俄乌官员 

Obama announces sanctions on 

some Russian and Ukrainian 

officials 

周而捷 

3/18/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

克里米亚宣布独立成

为主权国家 

Crimea announces it is a sovereign 

and independent nation 
卢敬利 

3/18/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

千四关口需防金价

“倒春寒” 

Passing $1400/oz, gold prices guard 

against "cold snap" 
王超 

3/18/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

原油难破百元大关 Crude oil will have difficulty 

breaking past $100/barrel 
王姣 

3/18/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

地缘局势持续胶着 金

融市场现“拉锯” 

Stalemate in geopolitical situation 

persist, markets now "back and 

forth" 

张枕河 

3/19/2014 People’s 

Daily 
复杂问题要不得“片

面论” 

"One-sided views" are unacceptable 

for complex problems 
 

3/19/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

俄与克里米亚签入俄

条约，乌不承认 

Russia and Crimea approve treaty 

on Crimean entry, Ukraine refuses 

to recognize it 

刘怡然 

3/19/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

克里米亚危机加剧，

全球市场情绪“不

安” 

Crimean crisis intensifies, global 

markets remain worried 
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3/19/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

避险情绪降温令金银

涨势遇阻 

Risk-averse mood cools, halting 

gold and silver's upward trend 
官平 

3/20/2014 Economic 

Information 

Daily 

新能源引发地缘政治

新博弈 

New energy leads to new 

geopolitical games 
解路英 

3/20/2014 People’s 

Daily 
制裁俄罗斯让欧盟国

家很纠结 

Sanctions against Russia leave EU 

nations at a loss 
李增伟 

3/20/2014 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

美天然气出口难补欧

洲能源软肋 

US natural gas exports face 

difficulty in filling Europe's energy 

gap 

高攀 

3/20/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

克里米亚入俄，美欧

出台多项制裁措施 

As Crimea enters Russia, US and 

EU launch numerous sanctions 
曹妍 

3/21/2014 Worker’s 

Daily 
克里米亚公投之后 After the Crimea resolution 王定 

3/21/2014 PLA Daily 俄军改革的实战检验 Real-world test of the Russian 

army's reforms 
车军辉 

3/21/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

普京支持率创 5 年来

新高 

Putin's approval rating reaches 5-

year high 
刘怡然 

3/21/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

北约称俄对乌行动威

胁欧洲安全 

NATO says Russia's actions in 

Ukraine threatent European security 
穆东 

3/22/2014 People’s 

Daily 
乌克兰变局影响百姓

生活 

Turbulent situation in Crimea 

influences ordinary life 
谢亚宏 

3/22/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

普京签署克里米亚入

俄条约 

Putin signs Crimea accession treaty 刘怡然 

3/22/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

欧盟决定加大对俄制

裁力度 

EU decides to increase strength of 

sanctions on Russia 
周珺 

3/22/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

普京调侃美制裁 暂弃

反制裁措施 

Putin mocks US sanctions, 

abandons anti-sanction measures 

for present 

刘怡然 

3/23/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰居民忧心俄乌

开打“签证战” 

Ukraine residents worry that Russia 

and Ukraine will start a "visa war" 
杨舒怡 

3/24/2014 People’s 

Daily 
习近平会见联合国秘

书长潘基文 

Xi Jinping meets with UN Sec-

General Ban Ki Moon 
杜尚泽 

3/24/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

潘基文访乌克兰，俄

希望危机缓解 

Ban Ki Moon visits Ukraine, Russia 

hopes for resolution to crisis 
 

3/24/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

惠誉标普下调俄罗斯

评级展望 

Fitch, Standard & Poor's 

downgrade Russian [debt] rating 

outlook 

张枕河 

3/24/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

美股不惧耶伦加息表

态 

US stocks don't fear Yelen's 

decision on whether to raise rates 
霍华

德·斯

韦尔布

拉特 

3/25/2014 Military 

Weekly 
单挑西方俄罗斯毫无

惧色 

No fear of “color” in US-Russia 

duel 
杜朝平 
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3/25/2014 Military 

Weekly 
克里米亚危机中的

“能源牌” 

The "energy card" in the Crimea 

crisis 
肖克易 

3/25/2014 Military 

Weekly 
“普京亲信”发表

“核反击论” 

"Trusted aid of Putin" publishes 

"nuclear counter-strike doctrine" 
于小禹 

3/25/2014 Military 

Weekly 
克里米亚正式入俄  

东部局势值得关注 

Crimea formally enters Russian 

Federation, situation in east 

[Ukraine] deserves attention 

陈宇 

3/25/2014 Military 

Weekly 
乌海军司令: 克岛难

回 

Crimean Navy commander: 

Crimean peninsula will be hard to 

get back 

刘圣任 

3/25/2014 Economic 

Information 

Daily 

趋势向好但不确定性

仍存 

Good overall trend, but uncertainty 

remains 
周武英 

3/26/2014 Economic 

Daily 
有失风范的评级与制

裁 

Rating and sanctions have an air of 

failure 
顾金俊 

3/26/2014 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

醒醒吧欧盟，国还没

打算交出权杖 

Wake up EU, countries still aren't 

planning to hand over authority 
杨子岩 

3/26/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

七国集团拒绝赴俄参

加八国峰会 

G7 refuses to allow Russia to 

participate in G8 summit 
闫磊 

3/26/2014 China 

Securities 

Journal 

金价千三关口恐难守

住 

Fears that at $1300/oz, gold prices 

can't hold on 
官平 

3/27/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰强烈抗议俄军

“侵略行动” 

Ukraine intensely protests Russian 

army's "invasion" 
张志强 

3/27/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

联合国秘书长鼓励俄

乌两国直接对话 

UN Secretary General encourages 

direct dialogue between Russia and 

Ukraine 

王雷 

3/28/2014 PLA Daily 克里米亚，俄罗斯的

痛与梦 

Pain and dreams of Crimea and 

Russia 
李瑞景 

3/28/2014 PLA Daily 起来，筑起我们新的

长城 

Arise, construct our new great wall 叶征 

3/28/2014 Economic 

Information 

Daily 

美欧峰会商讨强化能

源合作 

US-EU summit discusses 

strengthening energy cooperation 
王婧 

3/28/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

联大通过“乌克兰的

领土完整”决议 

UN General Assembly passes 

"Ukraine territorial integrity" 

resolution 

王雷 

3/29/2014 People’s 

Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

推广民主须适时适地 Spreading democracy requires 

appropriate conditions  
杨子岩 

3/31/2014 PLA Daily 美欧俄博弈下乌克兰

局势之走向 

The direction of the Ukraine 

situation amidst US, EU, and 

Russian moves 

左天泽 

3/31/2014 Xinhua 

Daily 

Telegraph 

乌克兰: 非常时期的

非常大选 

Ukraine: extraordinary election at 

an extraordinary time 
张志强 
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3/31/2014 Study Times 美国全球战略调整下

的乌克兰危机 

Ukraine crisis in the context of US's 

global strategy adjustment 
张仕荣 

3/31/2014 Study Times 从古巴导弹危机看乌

克兰乱局 

Looking at chaos in Ukraine 

through the lens of the Cuban 

Missile Crisis 

梁亚滨 
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APPENDIX D: OFFICIAL MEDIA ARTICLE CORPUS, VIETNAM 

 

Date Publication Title English Title First 

Author 

5/12/2014 People’s Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

南海问题考验东盟 South China Sea question tests 

ASEAN 
贾秀东 

5/13/2014 Military Weekly 中国坚定反击南海

挑衅 

China firmly strikes back against 

South China Sea provocations 
杜朝平 

5/13/2014 People’s Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

是谁在东盟峰会上

搅局？ 

Who is disrupting the ASEAN 

summit? 
杨子岩 

5/13/2014 PLA Daily 谁在破坏南海和平

秩序 

Who is breaking the peaceful 

order in the South China Sea? 
侯毅 

5/16/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
我向越方提出严正

交涉 

China sends stern message to 

Vietnam 
张鹏雄 

5/17/2014 People’s Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

越南排外暴乱的三

点警示 

Three warnings from the anti-

foreign riots in Vietnam 
梅新育 

5/17/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
“亮明立场和底

线，有助妥处问

题” 

"Clear positions and baselines are 

conducive to settling problems" 
熊争艳 

5/19/2014 China Securities 

Journal 
市场信心回升 欧洲

基金遭热捧 

Market confidence rises, 

European funds are hot 
张枕河 

5/19/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
4 艘赴越船: 物资

准备充足，最快明

日就能返回 

4 ships head to Vietnam: 

sufficient supplies prepared, will 

return tomorrow at soonest 

魏骅 

5/19/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
中方暂停中越部分

双边交往计划 

China temporarily suspends some 

China-Vietnam bilateral plans 
林红梅 

5/20/2014 Military Weekly 中国要求越南严惩

反华暴徒 

China demands that Vietnam 

punish anti-Chinese thugs 

severely 

临河 

5/20/2014 Military Weekly 中美军事交流正步

入成熟期 

China-US military interactions 

enter mature era 
李岩 

5/20/2014 Military Weekly 外媒关注中美总长

坦诚交流 

Foreign media focus on long-term, 

candid China-US exchanges 
晓北 

5/20/2014 People’s Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

台商或因暴乱停止

对越巨额投资 

Taiwanese businesses cease large 

investments in Vietnam in 

response to riots 

王大可 

5/20/2014 People’s Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

亚信峰会：把脉亚

洲安全 

CICA summit: taking the pulse of 

Asian security 
杨宁  

5/20/2014 PLA Daily 常万全分别会见缅

甸国防军总司令，

越南国防部长 

Chang Wanquan meets separately 

with Myanmar military 

commander-in-chief, Vietnamese 

defense minister 

 

5/21/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
三千多名在越中方

人员乘船抵海口 

Over 3,000 Chinese arrive at 

Haikou from Vietnam 
张钟凯 

5/22/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
“看到五星红旗，

我们就不再焦虑” 

"Once I saw the five-star red flag, 

I wasn't worried anymore" 
袁震宇 
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5/23/2014 People’s Daily 美国挑动“以小取

闹”破坏地区稳定 

US provocations "make 

mountains out of molehills," 

damage regional stability 

钟声 

5/23/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
中方称越方严重影

响航行自由与地区

稳定 

China says Vietnam has severely 

influenced freedom of navigation 

and regional stability 

熊争艳  

5/23/2014 Legal Daily 中国公民海外安全

保护立法迫在眉睫 

Legislation regarding protection 

of overseas Chinese citizens is 

imminent 

赵丽 

5/27/2014 Military Weekly 海洋维权: 策略灵

活手段坚决 

Maritime rights defense: nimble 

tactics, resolute methods 
魏国安 

5/27/2014 People’s Daily 休拿“法律渠道”

为不法张目 

Don't seize "legal channels" to 

illegally gain power through 

sympathy 

钟声 

5/27/2014 People’s Daily 中国人是西沙群岛

无可争辩的主人 

Chinese people are the 

indisputable masters of the 

Paracels 

王远 

5/27/2014 People’s Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

美国非理性  中国

有耐心 

America is unreasonable, China 

shows patience 
沈丁立 

5/27/2014 People’s Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

亚洲应该摒弃狭隘

民族主义 

Asia should abandon narrow-

minded nationalism 
杨子岩 

5/27/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
中方敦促越方严惩

打砸抢烧不法分子 

China urges Vietnam to severely 

punish vandals and law-breakers 
刘华 

5/27/2014 Legal Daily 越南负有保护外国

投资者法定义务 

Vietnam has a legal obligation to 

protect foreign investors 
马乐 

5/28/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
在西沙近海，越南

渔船撞击我渔船后

倾覆 

Near the Paracels, Vietnamese 

fishing boat capsizes after 

ramming Chinese fishing boat  

张艺  

5/28/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
暴力事件导致越南 

6  万人失业 

Violence leads to loss of 60,000 

Vietnamese jobs 
章建华 

5/28/2014 Economic Daily 越南经济复苏态势

低迷 

Vietnamese economic recovery 

slumps 
崔玮祎 

5/30/2014 People’s Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

越南再闹也不会得

逞 

No matter how much Vietnam 

makes noise, it won't prevail 
苏晓晖 

5/30/2014 Workers’ Daily 越南搬起石头砸了

自己脚 

Shifting the stone, Vietnam 

smashes its own foot 
毕振山 

5/30/2014 Xinhua Daily 

Telegraph 
日军机搞危险动

作，距中方飞机仅 

10  米 

Japanese SDF plane performs 

dangerous maneuver, comes 

within 10 meters of Chinese plane 

王经国 

5/31/2014 China Securities 

Journal 
5 月经济数据或反

弹 

May economic numbers appear to 

bounce back 
任晓 

5/31/2014 China Securities 

Journal 
处于诡谲时代的亚

洲 

Asia in a treacherous age 刘洪 

5/31/2014 People’s Daily 

Overseas 

Edition 

美国“再平衡”使

亚太不太平 

American "rebalance" makes 

Asia-Pacific less "pacific" 
张军社 

 


