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Revolution Postponed:
The Limitation of the Internet
in Promoting Democracy in China
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China is the leading country with the largest population of internet users.
While the internet is considercd effective in spreading democraric values,
creating civil societies, and bringing down authoritarian governments, its
role might be overestimated. Traditional and officially controlled media
such as TV are still the main souece of information for most Chinese. The
internet is only used by 2 small population who are educated, wealthy,
young, and urban residents. This chapter explores how new and tradi-
tional media compete to affect political atticudes (including political
trust, nationalism, pro-democsacy orientation and civil disobedience) in
China, and how political attitudes in turn affect media use, using dara
from the 2008 China Survey and 2012 World Values Survey Preliminary
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analysis has shown that political attitudes affect TV use but not internet
ase. However, the internet, instead of TV, exerts significant influence on
political astirudes. Instrumental variable regressions were employed to
deal with the problem of endogeneity between media exposure and
political attitudes

daily lives have created much hope in the West of bringing

A_ down authoritarian regimes with the help of the internet-based
social media. During the Arab Spring in 2011, social media such as
Facebook and Twitter were supposedly a driving force in connecting
the protesters domestically and across country borders, and in chal-
lenging and overthrowing authoritarian regimes in the Middle East
and North Africa.! Encouraged by the Arab Spring, the US State
Department launched a US$30 million project to promote civil liberty
in cyberspace. The project funded unnamed organisations, mostly dis-
sident groups, to break internet censorship in China and Iran.® US
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton pinned so much hope on the
internet that she called it “the public space of the 21st century” in her
February 2011 speech.? A US official even thought that Twitter should
be nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize.*

Western internet companies also joined their governments in
fighting internet censorship. After years of living under censorship,
Google was finally fed up, issued its “declaration of independence”
and heroically withdrew from China in 2010. At the request of the
US government, Twitter delayed its system maintenance in order to

' Andy Williamson, “Social Media and the New Arab Spring”, Hansard Society, 2011,
at <htepi/iwww hansardsociety.org.uk/blogs/edemociacy/archive/2011/04/19/
social-media-and-the-new-arab-spring apsx> {accessed 18 June 2012).

2Dominic Rushe, “US to Spend $30m Fighting Intesnet Censorship: America
Funding Technology to Break Web Censorship in Repressive Regimes, such as China
and Iran”, The Guardian, 12 May 2011

*Quored by Rushe, 2011.

‘Malcolm Gladwell, “Small Change: Why the Revolution will Not Be Tweeted”, The
New Yorker, 4 October 2010.

~{he rapid growth of the internet and its integration into people’s '
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support the anti-government protests in Iran in 2009. Executives
from leading American internet companies join the US government
in state dinners and overseas trips to countries like Russia and Traq,
leaving the impression that these internet companies are an extension
of the US government.’

Researchers have also found positive impact of the internet in pro-
moting civil society and democracy in China.® Yang shows that the
internet has created lively political debate and online activism against the
authoritarian state in China, making Chinese society more open and
participatory.” Based on the fifth wave of the World Values Survey con-
ducted in 2007 on the Chinese component, Lei highlights that Chinese
internet users are mote likely to show support for democratic norms,
have a sense of political discontent, and willingness to engage in collec-
tive political action than traditional media users and non-media users.?

Other researchers are however pessimistic about the internet’s role
as a force of democratic change in China. Morozov cautions against
undue optimism about the internet,® describing the hype of the inter-
net as “techno-utopianism” in the “church of Twitter-worship” and
citing several reasons for the overrated role of the internet in social
revolution. First, the internet does not only favour pro-Western
groups; rather, it empowers all groups. Authoritarian regimes and
other groups can use the new technologies just as effectively as the
dissident groups. For example, Twitter users in Mexico have effectively

>Evgeny Morozov, “The Digital Dictatorship”, 7he Wall Street Journal, 20 February
2010; and Evgeny Morozov, The Net Delusion: The Dark Side of Internet Freedom,
New Yoik, Public Affairs, 2011

Qiang Xiao, “The Rise of Online Public Opinion and its Political Impact”, in
Changing Media, Changing China, ed. Susan L Shirk, London, Oxford University
Press, 2011, pp. 202-24.

"Yang Guobin, The Power of the Internet in China, Colunbia University Press, 2009,
$Lei Ya-Wen, “Political Consequences of New Media: The Beliefs and Practices of
Chinese Netizens”, in Convergence or Divergence between the Media and Political
System in China, ed Tang Wenfang and Shanto Iyengar, Routledge, 2012.

Evgeny Morozov, “The Digital Dictatorship”, 2010; and Evgeny Morozov, The Net
Delysion, 2011
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used the service to share police information and avoid arrest for driving -

while intoxicated.

In an analysis of the nature and development of microblogging in
China, Tong and Lei discuss the important effects of microblogging on
political communication,'® but ultimately remalin pessimistic about its
democratising potential. Microblogs provide a forum for alternative

accounts of political incidents and increase the watchdog function of

the media by drawing attention to controversial issues. Though micro-
blogs may increase government accountability, Tong and Lei argue that
this is limited to specific cases and acts as a pressure relief valve for

anti-government sentiment, thus reducing pressures for democracy in

the long run.
Needless to say, the internet also greatly strengthens the surveillance

capacity of authoritarian regimes, thereby further discouraging internet
user participation in online political discussion.” Interestingly, a study
of online censorship in China by King et al. finds that censors are not
any likely to remove posts that are critical of the government, govern-
ment leaders, or policies.'2 However, there is sufficient evidence validat-
ing the use of online surveillance in China to reduce threat to the
government. King et al. find that censors remove posts that encourage
collective activities, which arguably pose greater threat to a regime than
mere criticism. Also, a campaign launched under Xi Jinping’s leader-
ship has led to arrests of hundreds of microbloggers for “rumour-
mongering”, many of which were politics-related."” The campaign has
demonstrated the state’s capacity to identify and punish Net users.

Tong Yanqi and Lei Shachua, “War of Position and Microbloggingin China”, Journal
of Contemporary China, vol. 22, no. 80, 2013, pp 292-311

Y] Mou, David Atkin and Fu Hanlong, “Predicting Political Discussion in a
Censored Online Environment”, in Tang Wenfang and Shanto Iyengar, 2012,
2Gary King, Jennifer Pan and Margaret E Roberts, “How Censorship in China
Allows Government Criticism but Silences Collective Expression”, American Political
Seience Review, vol 107, no. 2, 2013, pp. 326-43

13Chris Buckley, “Crackdown on Bloggers is Mounted by China®, The New York
Times, 11 Septerber 2013, at <hups/fwww.nytimes com/2013/09/ 1 1/world/asia/
china-cracks-down-on-online-opinion-makers btml> (accessed 16 Seprember 2013).
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Second, easier access to information does not necessarily make people
want to rebel. Before German reunification, East Germans who watched
West German television were ironically more satisfied with life in their
own country, but the 1989 protests actually took place in Dresden where
the East Germans were not exposed to West German broadcasts. Finally,
the internet breaks the link berween deliberation and participation.
Rather than mobilising people to parricipate in social revolutions, the
internet actually separates people and disengages them from collective
action. No revolution can take place without revolutionaries.™

Mazrgolis, in studying the American experience, shows the internet
as an unfulfilled promise in promoting democratic participation'® and
that most online communities are exclusive to those who hold different
views. These opinion groups make people feel unwelcome and uncom-
fortable to participate if they disagtee with the views of the groups. In
addition, the internet does not necessarily guarantee a diversity of
information. Most people seek information from sources that they are
familiar with. Morozov,'® Gladwell'” and Margolis also think that the
internet not only does not build social capital but also makes society
more fragmented. Finally, the digital divide remains a huge barrier for
equal access to information. Internet users are disproportionately the
rich, and the poor are under-represented. 8

Downey documents another negative dimension of the internet’ —
that the obsession of the Western media and Chinese dissident groups

with censorship gives one the misconception that the Chinese govern-
ment dominates the internet. In reality, except for a few issues that

" Evgeny Morozov, “The Digital Dictatorship”, 2010; and Evgeny Morozov, The Ner
Delusion, 2011,

"*Michael Margolis, “E-Government and Democracy”, in 7he Oxford Handbook of
Political Behavior, eds. Russell ] Dalton and Hans-Dieter Klingemann, Oxford
University Press, 2007, pp. 765-82.

*Evgeny Morozov, “The Digital Dictatorship”, 2010; and Evgeny Morozov, 7he Net
Delusion, 2011

7 Malcolm Gladwell, “Small Change”, 2010,
** Michael Margolis, “E-Govetnment and Democracy”, 2007.
PTom Downey, “Chind’s Cyberposse”, The New York Times, 3 March 2010
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directly challenge the legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP), many other issues are left to the discretion of the internet
users, or netizens. The result is the reincarnation of the Culruzal
Revolution, or Red Guards 2.0. One such example is the “human flesh
search engine” (renrou sousuo yinging), which is a cyber-community of
vigilantes that investigates alleged wrongdoings and social injustices.
Participants are made up of voluntary netizens. While they are success-
ful in catching animal abusers, thereby resulting in wrongdoers™ dis-
missal from job, in many cases these vigilantes seemed to take justice in
their own hands. In one case, the human flesh search engineers accused
a local official of sexual harassment, exposed his identity and got him
fired from his job based on a questionable video clip posted online. In
another case, they tracked down and exposed the identity of a man,
whose separation from wife had led to her suicide; under the pressure
generated by the human flesh search engine, the man’s company fired
him and his girlfriend. Chinese netizens also resort to secking revenge

when they vandalised the house of the mother of a Chinese student at

Duke University who tried to mediate between the Tibetan independ-
ence campaign and the pro-Chinese view' Internet cops are often too
busy watching out for dissidents. Not only internet cops do not inter-
cept netizens’ activities, government-controlled traditional media in
fact often encourage such investigations to pick up news story.”? Some
scholars comment that the Chinese government is overly responsive to
public opinion on the internet *

The study examines the extent to which the internet can promote
democratic political change in China. The optimistic view suggests that

2 Tang Wenfang, Public Opinion and Political Change in China, Stanford Univessity
Press, 2005.

2tTom Downey, “China’s Cyberposse”, 2010,

“1bid.

#Susan L Shirk, “Changing Media, Changing Foreign Policy”, in Susan L Shirk,
2011, pp. 1-37; Tong Yangi and Lei Shaohua, 2013; and Tang Wenfang, Populist
Authoritavianism: Chinese Political Culture and Regime Sustainability, Oxford
University Press, 2016.
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increased use of the interner will generate social capital, encourage
political participation, promote democratic values and eventually top-
ple the authoritarian regime. The pessimist view, however, sees no such
effects and posits that authoritarian regimes can use the internet just as
effectively in imposing political control,

The authors used data from the 2008 China Survey, which is a
project of the College of Liberal Arts at Texas A&M University in col-
laboration with the Research Center for Contemporary China (RCCC)
at Peking University. The multistage stratified random sample contains
3,989 respondents from 75 counties and county-level urban districts
scattered in seven official geographic regions of the country. The
25-page questionnaire includes nearly 600 questions contributed by a
team of researchers in political science, economics, sociology and com-
munication studies. For the purpose of this study, the 2008 China
Susvey provides rich information on the respondents’ media use, gov-
ernment evaluation, political behavious, national identity, and actitudes
towards demociacy, social trust and tolerance. Any potential sample
biases were corrected using weighting which is a statistical technique
that uses known characteristics of the population to correct any prob-
lems in the sample. In this analysis, the authors used weighting adjust-
ments on statistical results of regional population, age and gender
distributions in the population census.

The authors first examined how Chinese survey respondents use the
news media and their socio-economic characteristics associated with
different types of media consumption. Next, the authors attempted to
predict the causal relationship between the survey respondents’ politi-
cal attitudes and behaviour and their media consumption. Finally, a
comparative study is made on socio-economic characteristics of
Chinese netizens and non-netizens.

Media Use

On the surface, the intetnet is tightly controlled by the government
in China. The regime’s media strategies ate formulated at the highest
level in the Communist Party’s Standing Committee of the Political
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Bureau of the Central Committee and implemented by the Publicity
Department of the Central Committee, which supervises operations
of the state media organisations. These organisations include the
Ministry of Information Industry (digital media control), the State

Administration of Radio, Film and Television (broadcast media con- :

trol), and the State Press and Publication Administration (print media
control). These state agencies control the full spectrum of media
programming, either through ownership or the power to issue licences

and to regulate. > To some observets, while broadcast and print media  <:

tend to be more controlled than the internet in many countries such
as France, Sweden, the United States, the United Kingdom, Mexico,
Ghana and Lebanon, China is supposedly the only country where
media control is equally applied to different types of media® Yer in
recent years many China observess have noted the same differentiated
control over different types of media. They pointed out thar the internet
is much less controlled than broadcast and print media in China.®
Several questions in the 2008 China Survey are related to respond-
ents’ use of the internet, television and newspapers, and how they
acquire political news through these media types. On the use of the
internet, respondents were simply asked whether they ever go online
(shangwang). Respondents were then asked the avenue through which
they obtain political news: (i) domestic websites; (ii) international
websites; (ili) Hong Kong-Macau-Taiwan websites; (iv) internet blogs;

(v} intesnet chat rooms; and (vi) internet forums. Respondent is coded -

“0” if he/she never uses any of these channels to acquire political news,
“1” if only one channel is used, “2” if ewo channels are used, and “6” if
all channels are reported. To compare with other media types, the 0-6

#Tang Wenfang, Public Opinion and Political Change in China, 2005; Tang Wenfang
and Shanto Tyenga, “The Emerging Media System in China: Implications for Regime
Change”, in Tang Wenfang and Shanto Iyengar, 2012.

B Robert McKenzie, Comparing Media from around the World, Boston, Pearson
FEducation, Inc., 2006.

%Qiang Xiao, “The Rise of Online Public Opinion and its Political Impact”, 2011;
Yang Guobin, The Power of the Internet in China, 2009; and Tom Downey, “China’s
Cyberposse”, 2010,
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scale was converted to a 01 scale for standardisation (i.e. number of
t.:hannels divided by six, newsnet). Zero indicates no use of the internet
in obtaining political news and “1” suggests 100% use of the internet
to obtain political news (Web news junkie).

. On television viewing, respondents were asked the number of days
in the previous week spent watching political news through (a) central
televilsion channels; (b) local television channels; and (c) documentaries
and feature stories. If the respondent spent every day in the previous
week watching political news through (a), (b) and (c), the total number
of days will be coded as “21” (i.e. 7#3 = 21). If the respondent did not

watch TV at all to obtain political news, it should be coded as “0”. For

comparison with the internet, the 0~21 scale was converted to a 01

scale (by dividing the total number of days spent on TV watching

political news by 21, newstv). Zero denotes not watching political news

on TV and “1” is the maximum time spent watching political news

(W news junkie). The study also attempts to establish the percentage

of total respondents who watch TV (not only for political news) and

those who do not watch TV, '

On newspaper use, respondents were posed this question, “Do you
ever read newspapers?” The next question attempts to establish the
number of days in the previous week respondents obtained political
news through (a) national newspapers; (b) provincial newspapers; and
(c) local newspapers. If the respondent spent every day in the previous
week obtaining political news through (a), (b) and (c), the total num-
ber of days will be coded as “21” (i.e. 7%3 = 21). If the respondent did
not read newspaper at all to learn about political news, it should be
coded as “0”. For comparison with the internet and television, the
0~1~21 scale was converted to a 0-1 scale (by dividing the total number
of days spent on reading newspaper for political news by 21, news-
{Eaper), Zero denotes not reading newspaper at all for political news and

1”7 denotes the maximum time spent reading newspapers to obtain
political news (newspaper junkie).

Findings from 2008 show that 18% of the respondents were inter-
net users and only 10% of the total respondents used the internet to
get political news (Table 1). In contrast, traditional media were still
dominant. Almost everyone in the survey was a TV viewer (91%) and
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Table 1 Media Use and Political News Channels

2008 2012
Internet users 18% ' 40%
News through internet 10%
TV viewers 91% 88%
News through TV 73%
Paper readers 42% 49%
News through paper 27%

Note: All percentages are caleulated based on n = 3,991.

Source: The 2008 China Survey, at <http:/fthechinasurvey.tamu edu/htmi/home. heml>
{accessed 12 April 2014); and 2012 World Values Suzvey, at <htep:/forww worldvaluessurvey,
org/> (accessed 12 April 2014) '

73% of all respondents received political news through TV pro-
grammes. Newspapers were not as popular as the television, but both
were still more frequently used than the internet: 42% of the
respondents were newspaper teaders and 27% of total respondents
read political news. These results suggest that as far as the general
population is concerned, the internet is by no means a main source
of news, while the traditional media, in particular the television, isa
far more important soutce of political information.

The 2012 China Survey also reveals some findings about informa-
tion use. Although the survey does not include specific questions that
establish the media source from which individuals get political news, it
is possible to infer the general trends in media use from changes in the
data. Comparing data from the 2008 and 2012 surveys, TV viewership
decreased slightly by 3% to 88% and newspaper readership increased
by 7% to 49%. As expected, internet use experienced the fastest
growth, soaring from 18% of total respondents surveyed in 2008 to
40% in 2012. However, the 2012 World Values Survey did not attempt
to establish the number of internet users acquiring political news. The
authors derived a rough estimate of the proportion of internet users
who obtain political news online in 2012 by extrapolating the data
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from the 2008 China Survey. In 2008, 18% and 10% of total respond-
ents were internet users and got political news through the internet,
respectively; online political news consumers therefore constitute 56%
of all internet users, calculated by simple division of 10% by 18%. The
percentage of total respondents who obtained political news through
the internet for 2012 was 22%, calculated by simple proportions of
40% (percentage of total respondents who were interner usets) of 56%
(percentage of total internet users who were online political news con-
sumers). The number of people who acquired political news through
the internet had therefore more than doubled from 10% in 2008 to
22% in 2012. Nevertheless, at least by 2012, the proportion of interner
political news consumers at 22% of total respondents is small by sig-
nificance as compared to more than 70% of the total respondents who
continued to watch TV for political news.

In the following section, the authors exarnine the characteristics of
media usess, namely the internet users, newspapers readers and TV
viewers. Demographics, socio-economic status and political atticudes
are the three broad categories being analysed. Examining the demo-
graphic factors of age and gender, the authors expected that younger
respondents, being highly likely to catch up with new technologies, are
more likely to be internet users. Female respondents are expected to be
less likely to acquire political news, regardless of the media type. This
hypothesis is based on a simple correlation test berween gender and
respondents’ interest in politics in the 2008 survey. Results have shown
that female respondents are less interested in politics than male
respondents and the correlation coefficient is ~.22.

Education, family income strata (“0” = minimum and “1” = maxi-
mum) and urbanisation (coded as urban residents, urban migrants and
rural residents) are variables and indicators of socio-economic status.
The authors expect that socio-economic status has positive effects on
internet use, since other studies found that a digital divide based on
socio-economic status existed in other societies in the internet era.?
In contrast, socio-economic status should not have any significant

¥ Michael Margolis, “E-Government and Democtacy”, 2007.
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impact on the use of traditional media, particularly television, since the
Chinese government had pushed for extensive TV coverage country-
wide in the 199052

Party membership is an indicator of political mobilisation and
control. The authors expected Communist Party members to be more
likely to use traditional media than the internet to get political news,
compared to the public as they are probably required to receive political
indoctrination through the more tightly controlled television than the
internet.

On media use, the three variables constructed earlier to represent
acquiring political news through the internet (newsnet), television
(newstv), and newspapers (newspaper) were used. All three dependent
variables have a 0-1 scale and are regressed by age, gender, education,
income, utbanisation, and Party membership (ccp) in three ordinary
least squared regression equations.

The OLS regression results are presented in Table 2. The results
proved the authors’ assumptions on the age factor. Respondents from
the two youngest age groups (18-29 and 30-39) were more likely to
use the internet to get news than the three older groups (4049, 50-59,
60+). Tt is also obvious that the two youngest groups were less likely to
watch TV than the older groups. Respondents from the oldest age
group (60+) preferred to read the newspaper more than those of other
age groups.

As expected, female respondents were less likely to use traditional
media including both television and newspapess. Intetestingly, the
internet seemed to blur the gender divide. Women showed no differ-
ence from men in using the internet to acquire news.

The results also largely corroborated the authots’ assumption on
socio-economic status. Education, family income and urbanisation all
had statistically significant positive effects on obtaining news thiough
the internet. Yet such effects were not limited to the internet. It is,
howeves, unexpected that education, income and utbanisation were
also related to increased use of television and newspapers. In other

®Tang Wenfang, Public Opinion and Political Change in China, 2005.
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Table 2 Individual Characteristics of Media Users

Newsnet Newsty Newspaper
Age 1829 0.034%%* —0.095% ¥ ~0 0347k
Age 3039 0.011%% ~0 083%#* ~0.020%
Age 4049 0 —0.039%* —0.023%%
Age 5059 0.003 —0.023 ~0.021%
Age 60+ As Comparison
Female 0.001 —0.069%*% —0.020%*#
Education (year) 0005 0.016%%% 0.015%%%
faminc07 0 Q22%%* 0.095%%* 0.074#%*
Urban (.05 5% 0.042%8% 0.079%%*
Migrant ~0.007 0.005 0.022%%*
Rural As Comparison
ccp 0,032 0.006 0 067%%%
Constant ~( (g 3k 0 242%*% (3,040 *
Observarions 3,773 3,773 3,773
R-squared 0.183 0.095 0202

#25p < 0.01; #%p < 0.05; *p < 0.1
Source: The 2008 China Survey, at <htrpi/fihechinasurvey.tamu edu/humlfhome heml>
(accessed 12 Aprit 2014).

words, those in the higher socio-economic strata used all types of
media, not only the internet, more than those in the lower strata. There
is clearly a class divide in media use.

Finally, findings on CCP members interestingly defied the authors’
expectation. They showed no greater interest in watching television
than the public. Instead, they were more likely to look for news
through the internet and newspapers. They did not seem to conform
with the traditional stereotype of “simple-minded ideologues” who
would unconditionally accept the Party’s political indoctrination.
They sought news through the less-controlled channels of the internet
and newspapers.
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In sum, the findings in this section demonstrate that despite the

hype about the internet, it is still an insignificant media channel -

through which people in China gathered political news. This still holds
true even taking into consideration of the recent surge of internet use
from 2008 to 2012. Second, there is an age disparity in media use. The
older generations relied on traditional media and younget ones tended
to use the internet. Third, access to the media is not equal. The rich
and educated consume media mote than the poor and less educarted.
Such inequality in access is not only observed in internet usage, but
also in access to television and newspapers. Finally, CCP members
appear to be far more sophisticated as media consumets than one

might expect. They seek out political news through less-controlled |

sources such as the internet and newspapers, and show no particular
interest in the government-controlled television news.

How is Media Use Related to Political Attitudes
and Behaviour?

This section discusses the media demographics in China and further
examines the relationship between media use and people’s political
attitudes and behaviour. Traditional media are more tightly con-
rrolled.?” One may expect traditional media help promote regime sup-
port, resistance to democracy and political obedience. The internet, on
the other hand, is 2 market place of competing ideas*® Compared to
non-users, internet users are expected to be mote critical of the regime
and more accepting of democratic values.

The authors used eight different measures of regime conformity
and democratic attitudes and behaviour: government satisfaction,
national identity, interpersonal trust, social tolerance, pro-democracy,
civil disobedience, political participation, and political efficacy. These
concepts are not only important to studying political change in

» Anne-Marie Brady, Marketing Dictatorship: Propaganda and Thought Werk in
Contemporary China, Rowman & Litlefield Publishers, Inc., 2008.
%Yang Guobing, The Power of the Internet in China, 2009
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China, but also widely discussed both theoretically and empirically in
political science literature and particularly in the study of public
opinion and political behaviour.®* The 2008 China Survey includes
questions that can be used to measure these concepts. These measures
ate explained below.

Government satisfaction (sathj) is measured by the following single
question: Are you satisfied with the performance of the central govern-
ment? (“0” = least satisfied and “10” = most satisfied)

Nationalism uses factor indices to measure respondents’ answers
(agree strongly, agree, neither agree nor disagtee, disagree or disagree
strongly) to the following statements: (1) I would rather be a citizen of
China than of any other country in the world; (2) thete are some things
about China today that make me feel proud of China; (3) the world
would be a better place if people from other countries were more like
the Chinese; (4) generally speaking, China is a better country than
most other countties; (5) people should support their country even if
the country is in the wrong; (6) when my country does well in interna-
tional sports, it makes me proud to be Chinese.

Interpersonal trust (trust) is based on this single question: Do you
think most people can be trusted? (“Yes” or “No”).

Sacial tolerance (tolerance) also uses factor indices to reflect whether
respondents would accept (= “4”), ignore but do not accept (= “3”), do
not accept and report to authotities (= “2"), or do not accept and openly
confront (= “17) the following types of people: (1) people who criticize
the Chinese Communist Party; (2) prostitutes; (3) homosexuals; and
(4) drug users.

Pro-democratic attitudes (prodemo) uses factor indices to reflect
whether respondents agree strongly, agree, neither agree nor disagree,
disagree or disagree strongly with the following statements: (1) public
demonstrations can easily turn into social disturbances and impact
social stability; (2) a system with just one main party is currently the
most stable institution in China; (3) public demonstrations should be

*'Russell ] Dalton and Hans-Dieter Klingemann, eds, The Oxford Handbook of
Politival Behavior, Oxford University Press, 2007,
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forbidden; (4) we need a strong government to handle today’s complex
economic problems; (5) if everybody does not share the same thinking,
society can be chaotic; (6) if a country has multiple parties, it can lead
to political chaos. Coding for each question is reversed to show pro-
democratic attitudes.

Civil disobedience (disobey) is another indicator of modern demo-
cratic personality.?? It is measured by a factor index of the respondents’
answets to the following questions: As far as you are concerned person-
ally, on a scale of “0” to “10”, where “0” is not at all important and “10”
is very important, how important is it: (1) Never to tty to evade taxes?
(2) Always to obey laws and regulations? (3) To be willing to serve in
the military at a time of need? Again, coding for each question is
reversed to show pro-democratic attitudes.

Political participation (partic) is a core concept that defines politi-
cal behaviour and democratic politics.”® It is measured by another
factor index of the following questions: Here are some different forms
of political and social action that people can take. Please tell us, for
each one, whether you have done any of these things <5> in the past
year, <4> in the more distant past, <3> in the past, but would never
do it again, <2> never yet but might do it, <I> never and would never
do it under any circumstances: {1) Attended a political meeting?
(2) Contacted or artempted to contact any official to express your
views? (3) Contacted or appeared in the media to express your views?
(4) Contacted a civic (i.e. non-governmental) organization? (5) Donated
money or raised funds for a civic organization or a social activity?

(6) Signed a petition? (7) Taken part in a demonstration? (8) Joined

an organization or group in support of a particular cause? And within
the past five years, did you happen to vote in a village commitree,
residential council, or community election?

52 Pippa Nortris, ed, Critical Citizens: Global Support for Democratic Government, New
York, Oxford University Press, 1999.

%Sidney Verba, Participation and Political Equality: A Seven-nation Comparison,
University of Chicage Press, 1978
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Finally, political efficacy (efficacy) is an important component of
civic culture.* Factor indices are used to reflect respondents’ answers to
the following questions: Do you agree strongly, agree, neither agree nor
disagree, disagree or disagree strongly with the following statements?
(1) People like me don’t have any say about what the government does
(reversed); (2) I don’t think the government cares much what people
like me think (zeversed); (3) I feel I have a pretty good understanding
of the important political issues facing China; (4) I think I am better
informed about politics than most people; (5) I consider myself to be
well qualified to participate in politics; (6) I feel that I could do as good
a job as a cadre as other people; (7) Sometimes polirics and government
seem so complicated that a person like me can’t really understand
what's going on. (reversed).

Thar the above indices all have different scales — some range from
“0” to “17, some have a 0-10 scale, and others are measured by factor
loadings — pose analytical problem. The authors hence standardised
these measures by converting to 0-1 scales. This unified scale males
comparing statistical results much casier (Appendix 1).

It is often difficult to determine the causal direction when study-
ing the relationship between media and political attitude. While
media consumption can encourage the development of political
attitudes and behaviour, it is equally likely that people with precon-
ceived political beliefs would want to validate their opinions by
consuming political news selectively. For example, a study by the Pew
Research Centet for the People and the Press shows that in the United
States, Republicans are more likely to watch the politically conserva-

tive Fox News and Democrats prefer the more liberal (or neutral)
CNN.3*»

*Gabriel A Almond and Sidney Vetba, The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes in Five
Western Democracies, Princeton University Press, 1963
*See Pew Rescarch Center, Partisanship and Cable News Audiences, 2009, at <hup://

www pewresearch. org/2009/10/30/ partisanship-and-cable-news-audiences/> (accessed
12 April 2014).
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Tiwo statistical methods yielding two sets of analyses were employed
to solve the causality problem berween media consumption and politi-
cal attitude. Firse, the authots conducted two sets of OLS regressions
switching some of the dependent and independent variables. Second,
the authors used two-stage least square (2SLS) regressions with TV

access and internet access as the instrumental variable (IV) for TV news -

and internet news, respectively.

The first set of OLS regression used political attitude and behaviour
as dependent variables and media consumption as independent varia-
bles. The second set of OLS regression used media consumption as
dependent variables and political attitude and behaviour as independ-
ent variables. ‘The causality of each pair of variables can be derermined
by comparing the regression coefficients in the two sets of analyses. For
example, the causal relationship between getting internet news {news-
net) and interpersonal trust (trust) can be determined by running two
regression analyses, one using newsnet as the independent variable
(iv) and trust as the dependent variable (dv), and the second analysis
using newsnet as the dependent variable and trust as the independent
variable. Tf the first regression coefficient is significantly larger than the
second one, the causality is likely to be associated with newsnet (iv), i.e.
getting internet news, rather than interpersonal trust (dv).*

Figure 1 shows the OLS regression coeficients generated from the
two sets of analyses as mentioned above. Two variables have charac-
terised media consumption, namely getring political news through
television (newstv) and getting political news through the internet
(newsnet). Television embodies characteristics of a more controlled
rraditional media and the internet represents the more liberal new
media.

TV news watchers are politically conservative and their political
views seemed to be preconceived. Watching political news on TV is a
way to validate their political beliefs. Respondents who were more

%For similar acempt to determine the causal relationship between US governiment
foreign aid and NGO activities, see Kim Youngwan, The Unveiled Power of NGOs:
How NGOs Influence States’ Foreign Policy Bebaviors, 2011, PhD Dissertation,
Department of Political Science, University of lowa.
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Figure 1 Media and Political Actitudes (OLS Coefficients, 2008 China Survey)
Note: The authors acknowledge their appreciation to Ms Yao Jielu for producing che diagram

Seurce: 'The 2008 China Survey, at <herp://thechinasurvey tamu edu/heml/home hrmls
(accessed 12 April 2014).

satished with the government, more nationalistic, less tolerant of other
views, less supportive of liberal democracy, and mote politically obedi-
ent tended to watch more of the officially controlled TV news. TV
news watchers also seemed to be the politically active ones as they show
greater political participation and have greater sense of political
empowerment (efhicacy). The regression coefficients indicate that the
effects of political attitude and behaviour variables (ivs) on TV news-
watching (dv) are stronger than the effects of TV news-watching
(iv) on political atritude and behaviour variables (dvs). The only excep-
tion is interpersonal trust {dv), which seems to increase by watching TV
news (iv). These findings are consistent with the Pew Research Center
study about the American TV news viewers who select TV channels
based on their pre-existing political views »

¥See <http://www pewtesearch org/2009/10/30/partisanship-and-cable-news-
audiences/> (accessed 12 April 2014)
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The relationship between internet news and political attitude is
interestingly different from the relationship between TV news and
political attitude. While TV viewers watched TV news to validate their
pre-existing opinions, internet users went online to read internet news
for information. In this process, internet news consumption (iv) is
likely to change people’s political attitude and behaviour (dvs), reduc-
ing internet users’ political conservatism and promoting their liberal
atticude. Internet news also wields certain impact in reducing senti-
ments of nationalism and increasing social trust, tolerance and pro-
democratic ideas. Internet news also encourages political participation
and instils greater political empowerment (efficacy) in internet news
consumers. In contrast to TV news users, internet news users are less
likely to look for news online to validate their pre-existing political
views, as shown by the relatively weak regression coefficients across the
board from political attitude and behaviour variables (ivs) to internet
news consumption (dv}).

Instrumental variables regression is an important tool for isolating
endogenous effects between two variables.?® In statistical sense, a
strong inserumental variable has to satisfy two conditions: it should be
highly correlated with the endogenous independent variable but not
with the error term.? In other words, instrumental variable can only
directly cause changes in endogenous independent variable but not
dependent variable. However, if the endogenous independent variable
is a real cause of the dependent variable, the instrumental variable and
dependent variables will be significantly correlated.

Based on characteristics of instrumental variables, the authors
selected TV access as the instrument for TV news, and internet access

% For a good survey of the applications of instrurmental variables regression, see Joshua
D Angrist and Alan B Krueger, “Instrumental Variables and the Search for

Identificantion: From Supply and Demand to Natural Experiements”, Journal of

Eeomomic Perspectives, vol. 15, no. 4, Fall 2011, pp. 69-85.

9WH Greene, Econometric Analysis, 5th ed., Pearson Education India, 2003; and
Douglas O Staiger and James H Stock, “Instrumental Variables Regression with Weak
Instruments”, National Bureau of Economic Research Cambridge, MA, USA, 1994,
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as the instrument for interner news. Both instrumental variables are
dummy variables that are coded as “1” if the respondent has TV set/
internet at home, and coded as “0” if otherwise. According to the 2008
China Survey, 95% of respondents owned at least one TV set, and 10%
of respondents can access the internet at home Those who have easy
access to TV programmes and internet websites at home should be able
to watch TV news and online news more frequently. However, there
should not be a strong direct causal relationship between TV and
internet availability and political attitudes and behaviour.

The findings in Figure 1 on the causal relationship between political
attitudes and media consumption are further confirmed by the IV
regression analysis in Table 3. First, except for interpersonal trust, TV
news has no significant effect on political attitudes and behaviour. The
Wu-Hausman endogeneity test (see Appendix 5) has shown that TV
news is exogenous to political satisfaction, nationalism, tolerance, pro-
democracy values, civic disobedience, political participation and effi-
cacy. The causality between television and political attitudes/behaviour
is therefore unidirectional, that is, people watch TV news in order to
validate their preconceived political beliefs. Second, online news has
played a significant role in shaping political beliefs that tend to be more
liberal. Online news users tended to be less nationalistic, less satisfied
with the Chinese government and had higher propensity for civil dis-
obedience, but these had not shown to be statistically significant in the
OLS regression models. In addition, IV regression models had proven
that the impact of internet news on tolerance and pro-democracy
values was not only statistically significant, but had also increased
matkedly compared to the OLS regression models. The coefficient for
tolerance increased from 0.101 to 0.794, and the coefficient for pro-
democracy values increased from 0.166 to 0.689. The Wu-Hausman
endogeneity test (see Appendix 5) also demonstrates that political
satisfaction, nationalism, tolerance, pro-democracy values, civil dis-
obedience are endogenous to internet news. Thus, the causality berween
media consumption and political attitudes/behaviour for online news
should manifest a two-directional relationship. However, the signifi-
cant effects of online news on interpersonal trust, political participation
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all three channels to make political comments. Poisson regression is
used since the dependent variable is heavily one-tailed.

Table 4 shows findings of individual characteristics of netizens in the
2008 China Survey. Age plays an important patt in netizenship. The
two youngest age groups {below 29 and 30-39) were more likely to be
netizens than the older age groups. The youngest group (below 29) was
particularly active. People over 40 were likely to withdraw from online
political discussion, pethaps due to increased career and family respon-
sibilities. Socio-economic status is also a significant characteristics of
netizenship. Educated urban residents with higher family income were
significantly more active than the less-educated rural or migrant
respondents in lower-income categories.

Table 4 Individual Characteristics of Internet Participation (Poisson Regression
Coefflicients)

Agel 829 3 306%%*
Age3039 2.153%
Aged049 2022
Age50359 1.639
Age60+ As Comparison

Education {year) 0.250% %%
Famine07 1.326%#
Urban 0.552%%
Migrant 0.179
Rural As Comparison

cCr —-0.014
Female -0.112
Constant —9 4GQHEE
Obsetvations 3,773
Pseudo R-squared 02813

#2p < 0.01; #%p < 0 05; *p < 0.1
Seurce: The 2008 China Survey, at <htep://thechinasurvey.tamu edu/herifhorne hund> (accessed 12
April 2014)

THE LIMITATION OF THE INTERNET IN PROMOTING DEMOGRACY IN GHINA i 193

Although the recent development of microblogging® may have
increased the number of netizens, their basic characteristics, namely
young, educated, urban and well-off, remain unchanged. In short,
netizenship is still restricted to the privileged few, rather than an
entitlement for the mass.

Summary of the Findings

The authors set out in this study to investigate whether the internet is
capable of bringing down authoritarian tegimes. The findings of the
2008 China Survey and the 2012 World Values Survey lead to pessi-
mistic conclusion drawn by the authors and this is not because they
have proven that the optimistic view is wrong. In fact, the findings
support the notion that the internet promotes political distrust, liberal
democratic attitude and political participation. The pessimism is
derived from two findings reflected in this study. First, internet users
are mostly young — a politically apathetic demographic in China.
They may also outgrow the online world once they move into the real
wotld. They will be too busy pursuing their careers and making
monthly mortgage payments on housing to participate in online
political debate.

Second, tiaditional media will continue to dominate in China in the
era of internet revolution. Although China has the largest number of
internet users in the wotld, internet usage continues to be dwarfed by
the traditional media.# Traditional media, particularly television, still
attract a much larger audience who are polirical conservative and rely
onTV for affitmation of their pro-regime and anti-democratic political
views. Some internet advocates believe that the spillover effects of the
internet on the traditional media will bring about China’s political

#*'Tong Yanqi and Lei Shaohua, “War of Position and Microblogging in China®, 2013,
“Hong Junhao, “From the World’s Largest Propaganda Machine to A Multi-
Purposed Global News Agency: The Transformation of Xinhua News Agency”, in
Tang Wenfang and Shanto Iyengar, Convergence or Divergence between the Media and
Political System in China, 2012.
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change.®® Indeed, the interaction of the internet and the traditional
media forces the government to become more transparent and more
responsive on TV. For example, the online discussion of the collision of
two high-speed trains in July 2011 on China’s microblog Weibo com-
pelled the government to respond to the accident on TV quickly and
openly. Howeves, such an interaction between the internet and the
mainstream media benefits the government. For the majority of the
Chinese population who watch TV but do not use the internet for
political news, the government has portrayed itself to be making pro-
gress and trying to handle the accident fairly and responsibly. Television
also gives the government the opportunity to squash the rumours
spread online. For example, a widely spread claim by a microblogger
that she lost her three month-old baby in the train accident was dis-
credited by the Chinese government on television news.* Again, for
TV viewers who do not have the time to go online, they tend to believe
the official version of the news story.

It is too early to singulatly recognise the internet as a determining
factor in social and political change. Even if the internet may nurture
and create a democratic environment in the long run, its short-term
results may be disappointing,®® Despite the rapid increase in the num-
ber of internet users, it will take time for the internet to replace televi-
sion as the dominant source of political news. Until then, the Chinese
government will be able to manage the dissemination of political news
through the well-controlled television broadcast.

It is also important to consider the prospects of liberalisation within
the context of China’s state institutions and capacity. To drive home

#Michael Wines and Sharon LaFraniere, “In Baring Facts of Train Crash, Blogs Erode
China Censorship”, The New York Times, 28 July 2011, at <hup://www.nytimes.
com/2011/07/29/worid/asia/29china html?pagewanted=all> {accessed 12 April
2014).

44“Weibo zao jia dizocha: weibo de lunli dixian zai nali?”, CCTV13, 2011, av <htep://
news.cntv.cn/china/20110803/102006 shtmib> (accessed 16 June 2012).

5 Clay Shirky, “The Political Power of Social Media— Technology, the Public Sphere,
and Political Change” Foreign Affairs, vol 90, no. 1, 2011, p. 28.
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this point, the authors have highlighted the state’s high-handed strategy
in blocking collective calls to action on the internet and launching
public campaigns to punish problematic microbloggers. As Stockmann
argues,” a state such as China thar has a greater capacity to filter and
control content, identify and puhish dissenters will be more resistant
to democratising force. These strategies ensure that news content, even
on the internet, will continue to reflect government preferences on
politically sensitive issues.

Future research could focus on investigating how age impacts on
internet usage. It is possible that internet use will not stop with age
because the internet generation today grow up with the technology
and are more comfortable with it than with the traditional media. In
time to come, the internet will play a bigger role in promoting political
change in China than at present. Future research could also test on
whether people will stop using the internet for news consumption
when they turn 40, 50 and even 60 by tracking people’s internet
behaviour in longitudinal surveys.

®Daniela Stockmann, Media Commercialization and Authoritarian Rule in China,
Cambridge University Press, 2012.
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Introduction

#~She past 30 years have witnessed dramatic changes in Chinese
| society. Traditional class composition has been reshuffled,
. while new social forces and players have been on the rise. The
process of change is also a course of restructuring state-society relations.
The state has indeed retreated from certain social spheres, while 2 more
vibrant and diverse society has emerged. The actual pattern of state-
society relations, however, is still in debate.

Since Xi Jinping came into power, China’s reform has entered a
more sensitive stage. The once double-digit economic growth rate
was replaced by a moderate rate of 7% or lower. Further economic
growth requires reform of the politico-economic system, which,
according to many scholars, has long been delayed or impeded by
“vested interests” — social groups who gain from the existing system
and are reluctant to make further changes. The new leadership of the
Chinese Communist Party has decided to push through a new round
of reform plan, involving breaking existing pattern of social interests.
At this historical juncture, it would be useful to reflect on how the
post-Mao economic and political reforms have transformed Chinese
society and how society has interacted with the state.






