Communication Convergence
in Contemporary China

INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES ON POLITICS,
PLATFORMS, AND PARTICIPATION

Edited by Patrick Shaou-Whea Dodge

US-CHINA RELATIONS IN THE AGE OF GLOBALIZATION



Communication Convergence
in Contemporary China



EBSCOhost -

US-CHINA RELATIONS IN THE AGE OF GLOBALIZATION

This series publishes the best, cutting-edge work tackling the opportunities and dilemmas
of relations between the United States and China in the age of globalization. Books published
in the series encompass both historical studies and contemporary analyses, and include
both single-authored monographs and edited collections. Our books are comparative,
offering in-depth communication-based analyses of how United States and Chinese officials,
scholars, artists, and activists configure each other, portray the relations between the two
nations, and depict their shared and competing interests. They are interdisciplinary, featuring
scholarship that works in and across communication studies, rhetoric, literary criticism,
film studies, cultural studies, international studies, and more. And they are international,
situating their analyses at the crossroads of international communication and the nuances,
complications, and opportunities of globalization as it has unfolded since World War II.

SERIES EDITOR
Stephen J. Hartnett, University of Colorado Denver

EDITORIAL BOARD
Rya Butterfield, Nicholls State University
Hsin-I Cheng, Santa Clara University
Patrick Shaou-Whea Dodge, International College of Beijing
Qingwen Dong, University of the Pacific
Mohan Dutta, Massey University, New Zealand
John Erni, Hong Kong Baptist University
Xiaohong Gao, Communication University of China
G. Thomas Goodnight, University of Southern California
Robert Hariman, Northwestern University
Dongjing Kang, Florida Gulf Coast University
Lisa Keraanen, University of Colorado Denver
Zhi Li, Communication University of China
Jingfang Liu, Fudan University
Xing Lu, DePaul University
Trevor Parry-Giles, National Communication Association
Phaedra C. Pezzullo, University of Colorado Boulder
Todd Sandel, University of Macau
Zhiwei Wang, University of Zhengzhou
Guobin Yang, Annenberg School, University of Pennsylvania
Yufang Zhang, University of Shanghai

printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterms-of-use



Communication Convergence
in Contemporary China

INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES ON
POLITICS, PLATFORMS, AND PARTICIPATION

Edited by Patrick Shaou-Whea Dodge

MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY PRESS | East Lansing

EBSCChost - printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



Copyright © 2021 by Michigan State University

The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of
ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992 (R 1997) (Permanence of Paper).

<

Michigan State University Press
East Lansing, Michigan 48823-5245

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA
Names: Dodge, Patrick Shaou-Whea, editor.
Title: Communication convergence in contemporary China : international perspectives
on politics, platforms, and participation / edited by Patrick Shaou-Whea Dodge.
Description: East Lansing : Michigan State University Press, 2020.
| Series: US-China relations in the age of globalization | Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2019057351 | ISBN 9781611863765 (paperback)
| ISBN 9781609176501 (PDF) | ISBN 9781628954111 (ePub) | ISBN 9781628964127 (Kindle)
Subjects: LCSH: Communication—Technological innovations—China.
| Cyberspace—Government policy—China. | Telecommunication policy—China.
| Internet and international relations—China. | Internet and international relations—United States.
Classification: LCC P96.T422 C635 2020 | DDC 302.20951—dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019057351

Book design and typesetting by Charlie Sharp, Sharp Des!gns, East Lansing, Michigan
Cover design by Erin Kirk New
Cover art: Secondary school students protesting in the Central District in Hong Kong
on Aug. 22, 2019, photo by Lam Yik Fei, for The New York Times,
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/01/world/asia’hong-kong-protests-education-china.html.

ggr‘een
press
Michigan State University Press is a member of the Green Press Initiative and is committed to developing

and encouraging ecologically responsible publishing practices. For more information about the Green
Press Initiative and the use of recycled paper in book publishing, please visit www.greenpressinitiative.org.

Visit Michigan State University Press at www.msupress.org

EBSCChost - printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

ON THE INTERSECTION OF EDGE BALL AND COURTESY:
NOTES ON SCHOLARSHIP IN THE AGE OF GLOBALIZATION

Like America or France or Brazil, China is a nation-state riven with fault-lines along region and race,
ethnicity and education, linguistics and libido, gender and more general divisions. The US media tends to
portray Chinese society as monolithic—billions of citizens censored into silence, its activists and dissidents
fearful of retribution. The “reeducation” camps in Xinjiang, the “black prisons” that dot the landscape, and the
Great Firewall prove this belief partially true. At the same time, there are more dissidents on the Chinese
web than there are living Americans, and rallies, marches, strikes, and protests unfold in China each
week. The nation is seething with action, much of it politically radical. What makes this political action so
complicated and so difficult to comprehend is that no one knows how the state will respond on any given
day. In his magnificent Age of Ambition, Evan Osnos notes that “Divining how far any individual [can] go
in Chinese creative life [is] akin to carving a line in the sand at low tide in the dark.” His tide metaphor is
telling, for throughout Chinese history waves of what Deng Xiaoping called “openness and reform” have
given way to repression, which can then swing back to what Chairman Mao once called “letting a hundred
flowers bloom"—China thus offers a perpetually changing landscape, in which nothing is certain. For
this reason, our Chinese colleagues and collaborators are taking great risks by participating in this book
series. Authors in the “west” fear their books and articles will fail to find an audience; authors in China live
in fear of a midnight knock at the door.

This series therefore strives to practice what Qingwen Dong calls “edge ball": Getting as close as
possible to the boundary of what is sayable without crossing the line into being offensive. The image is
borrowed from table tennis and depicts a shot that barely touches the line before ricocheting off the table;
it counts as a point and is within the rules, yet the trajectory of the ball makes it almost impossible to hit a
return shot. In the realm of scholarship and politics, playing “edge ball” means speaking truth to power while
not provoking arrest—this is a murky game full of gray zones, allusions, puns, and sly references. What
this means for our series is clear: Our authors do not censor themselves, but they do speak respectfully
and cordially, showcasing research-based perspectives from their standpoints and their worldviews,
thereby putting multiple vantage points into conversation. As our authors practice “edge ball,” we hope
our readers will savor these books with a similar sense of sophisticated and international generosity.

—Stephen J. Hartnett
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INTRODUCTION

Communication Convergence
and ‘the Core’ for a New Fra

or eight hundred years, Beijing’s north-south central axis has served as the
backbone of Chinese history, piercing culture and ritual with an ancient
energy pushing geopolitical development into the twenty-first century and
beyond. Along this central axis run Tiananmen Square, the Forbidden City,
the Drum and Bell Towers, and ancient platforms such as the Temple of Heaven,
which was used by emperors to ritualistically align the heavens with earth, to
renew the rhythms of Chinese synchrony, and to replenish the harmonious balance
between people and nature.' Since the fall of the Qing Dynasty, the People’s
Republic of China has used this “energy from the center” to progress on the path
of an “alternative modernity.® In contemporary times, this central axis revolves
around the Communist Party of China (hereafter CPC or Party) guiding national
development on “the Path of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics in the New
Era” Constituted at the CPC’s Nineteenth Party Congress in late October 2017, that
phrase now stands as an all-important source of a new kind of “energy,” one focused
entirely on the Party’s political control of communication in China.
In a speech opening the Nineteenth Party Congress, President Xi Jinping
proclaimed that “China and the world are in the midst of profound and com-

»3

plex changes.” These profound and complex changes foretell the story of the
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consolidation of power and the triggering of new types of communication con-
vergence between the government, Party, and state media. This period of trans-
formation and consolidation signals the shift to what Xi has called a “New Era,”
which will be driven by his political slogan and rallying call, the “Chinese Dream.”
President Xi’s objective is national rejuvenation, entailing “an entirely new posture,”
one driven by the accumulation of power in the name of political stability, national
security, and Chinese sovereignty. From the vantage point of the West, achieving
rejuvenation and realizing the Chinese Dream entails challenging the United States’
global leadership and securing China’s regional dominance by 2025 and then global
supremacy by 2050.* As Xi has celebrated, China’s “international standing has risen
as never before.”” And so this new posturing, with China standing taller and firmer
than ever before in the age of globalization, brings together China’s contemporary
march out of its “century of humiliation” and its subsequent revolutionary years
down the “road of rejuvenation,” all while building upon the legacies of Mao Zedong,
Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, Hu Jintao, and now Xi Jinping.®

China’s rise as the world’s fastest-growing economy also brings with it the
rebalancing of the forces of international competition and global rivalry, which
has spread international suspicion, especially in America, on issues of military and
geopolitical power, ideology, nationalism, fairness, trade, and technology, among
others.” Whereas Mao closed China’s doors to the West, Deng opened up economic
ones in 1979. Since then, China’s story of communication convergence has gone
international, bringing together media platforms with Party politics, ideology, and
information flow and containment, thus setting the stage for a new chapter, one
where China is set on achieving its “two centenary goals” and where Chinese power
could very well re-center itself at the core of a new global world order.®

Known as “the core” in China, a status proclaimed in an official communiqué
released at the Sixth Plenary Session of the Eighteenth Party Congress, President
Xi is now designated as the head of state, Party, and government, with the support
of the leadership of the military, economic leaders, the legislature and judiciary,
anticorruption forces, and domestic and foreign policy elite.” Not since the days of
Chairman Mao has there been more power accumulated at the center of Party lead-
ership. At the Great Hall of the People, on December 18, 2018, in a speech marking
China’s forty-year anniversary of reform and opening up, Xi further cemented the
convergence of power at the core, stating “the Party must control all tasks” if China
is to continue on with its miracle transformation.'” Xi’s one-and-a-half-hour speech
was a double-down decree that with the Party running everything, and with Xi at
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the core, economic growth, development, and China’s overall global standing would
continue on their trajectory toward realizing the Chinese Dream. In this sense, any
talk of “communication convergence” in contemporary China must begin with
President Xi, the nation’s new “core” leader, who now controls all levers of power.

As part of this push for political stability via consolidation, with the Party
running everything, on February 19, 2016, President Xi made official state visits to
the People’s Daily newspaper, Xinhua News Agency, and China Central Television
(CCTV), China’s three largest media mouthpieces." Xi ordered all state-run media
to strictly follow the Party’s leadership, publicly mandating that they “align their
ideology, political thinking, and deeds to those of the CPC Central Committee,”
and “help fashion the Party’s theories and policies into conscious action by the
general public””® The mission of the Party’s media, as Xi explained, is to “provide
guidance for the public, serve the country’s overall interests, unite the general
public, instill confidence and pool strength, tell right from wrong, and connect
China to the world.”® Accordingly, the role of the media is now more prevalent
than ever in cultivating the Party’s image at home and disseminating it abroad.
Further building on this mission, Xi explained that the Party’s media have six basic
responsibilities: (1) upholding socialism and guiding public opinion, (2) focusing on
the Party’s major task and serving the interests of the country, (3) uniting the people
and boosting morale, (4) fostering social morality and forging cohesion among the
people, (5) refuting mistaken ideas and discerning between truth and falsehood, and
(6) connecting the country with the outside world." As these mandates indicate,
under President Xi’s new model of socialism with Chinese characteristics, all com-
munication platforms are now meant to serve nationalist interests, to stifle dissent,
and to push forward the “China Dream.” Under these conditions, communication
“convergence” amounts to enhanced and unquestionable Party domination, with
Xi as the paramount “core.”

In his speech delivered after touring China’s “Big 3" leading news providers, Xi
reiterated that state media must serve the CPC and that “publicity through media

»15

is an important responsibility of the CPC.”® Furthermore, all news and media

«

outlets from that point forward must support China’s “great rejuvenation” and work
toward realizing the Chinese Dream by avoiding all criticism of the Party."® The
top-down directive impacting all communication in China was reiterated during
the Nineteenth Party Congress, thus launching China into new territory, where
communication in the world’s most populous country is now more prevalent than

ever, yet also less free.”” As Xi’s visit to state media indicates, as the Party media’s
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mission and responsibilities in his speech laid out, and as the Party’s communiqué
mandates, the role of Party and politics, media, and ideology are converging in new,
centralized ways, refiguring China’s entire communication platform to its core.

Shortly after President Xi’s announcements about Party control of state media,
in June 2016, scholars from over ten countries convened in Beijing to address
notions of democracy, nationalism, citizenship, human rights, environmental
priorities, and public health."® The international conference, cohosted by the
Communication University of China (CUC) and the US-based National Com-
munication Association (NCA), addressed these broad issues as questions about
communication: about how China and the United States envision each other and
how our interlinked imaginaries create both opportunities and obstacles for greater
understanding and strengthened relations. Throughout the conference, scholars
asked if the convergence of new media technologies, Party control, and emerging
notions of netizenship in China would lead to a new age of opening and reform,
greater political domination by the Party, or perhaps some new and intriguing
combination of repression and freedom. The chapters that comprise this book are
a compilation of some of those essays from the conference threaded by the guiding
themes of communication convergence and politics, platforms, and participation,
offering various international perspectives from, about, and how the United States
and China are coming together and moving apart in ways that could impact
future relations. As the United States and China increasingly come together, and
while convergence is bringing together communication technologies, people, and
platforms in new ways, it also raises key questions in terms of information flows,
control, and regulation—and hence the future of US-China relations. The case
studies that comprise this book document the ongoing changes, challenges, and
transformations within these processes, offering readers informative snapshots of
how US—-Chinese relations are changing on the ground, in the lived realities of our
daily communication habits.

Convergence

In the opening chapter of this book, Stephen Hartnett observes that convergence is
“anew social reality where different platforms of communication—TV, radio, print
news, entertainment, and the internet in all its variations—come crashing together.
Whereas scholars once hoped this moment of convergence would facilitate new
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forms of enlightened conversation and citizen participation, it now appears that the
age of convergence might be turning into a nightmare populated by misinformation,
niche consumerism, and slander” As Hu Zhengrong foregrounds in his response,
technology and science are driving the processes of convergence, as it is happening
in China, where new platforms and modes of communication are born and evolve.
As they come crashing together, they alter the need to innovate systems of distribu-
tion and the reception of information, thereby transforming the communication
supply chain. What makes the flows of convergence so complicated in China is the
wide new range of institutional configurations along a central axis of power, with
media producers, technology experts, and business leaders rallying around the
Party, with Xi at the core. According to Klaus Bruhn Jensen in Media Convergence,
media convergence is about the “migration of communicative practices across
diverse material technologies and social institutions.” As Henry Jenkins argues
in Convergence Culture, this phenomenon is also about “the flow of content across
multiple media platforms, the cooperation between multiple media industries, and
the migratory behavior of media audiences who will go almost anywhere in search
of the kinds of entertainment experiences they want.”* For both Jensen and Jenkins,
communication convergence entails the bringing together of people, politics, and
media institutions in new configurations, on new platforms, for new purposes,
leading to new forms of participatory culture, community, and “the redistribution
of symbolic power—the capacity to speak, to create, to argue and persuade.”® This
convergent media environment is thus, in these ideal formulations, one of ongoing
transformation, contestation, and ever-expanding user participation, with different
cultures responding in different ways*>—yet the key question remains of how such
processes function in China, where “the core” now seeks to control all aspects of
communication.

In international contexts, convergence is a social and technological pattern
as well as a cultural and political phenomenon. At a fundamental level, it deals
with the changes, transitions, and transformations of mediums and platforms as
well as those happening in and through the processes of communication. While
this coming together on social and mobile platforms of participation has led to
new engagements, new communities, and new voices, it has also given rise to new
forms of regulation, repression, and control.” In the United States, for example,
while convergence is happening between and among platforms—where freedom
of speech, expression, and the press are highly valued—it has also given rise to the
simultaneous fragmentation of media and political voices, such as in the ongoing
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contention among and between a wide array of US political parties, subcultures,
and fringe elements.?* In the Chinese context, and through the dialectics of power
and resistance, political domination in China can shape forms of contention, but
cannot altogether prevent it. Thus, politics shapes and is shaped by new modes
of participation and online citizen activism.” I have argued elsewhere that while
less aggressive modes of contention are oftentimes more effective, to realize its
rejuvenation to greatness, China will have to incorporate a diversity of perspectives
and a plurality of voices in its national narratives.”® Although the rise of Weibo
brought with it a strong wave of online activism, there have also been growing
government efforts to contain it.*” As Powers and Jablonski posit in The Real Cyber
War, this suggests not political upheavals or revolutions in China, but rather a
stronger sense of authoritarian adaptation on the part of the Party.?®

In the shift from legacy media to electronic modes of communication, the
distribution mechanism, as Ithiel de Sola Pool conceived it, goes through a period
of prolonged change and transition, where collisions happen over a period of time,
where media systems compete and collaborate, where convergence is dynamic and
not necessarily stable or unified but rather dynamic and ever in flux. Old technolo-
gies die and transform while new ones evolve at the same time.* As Jun Xiao and
Helin Li have explained, “The main focus of media convergence researches both in
China and the West is on the reform of communication practice brought about by
technological renovations. The reform will influence many aspects of media such
as the adjusting of industry strategies, consumer choices, and the modes for news
production.”®® Both the United States and China are immersed in this period of
prolonged change, with increasing access to information and resources domesti-
cally, but also crashing together most recently in global politics, trade, technology,
and ideology. In this prolonged period of change and transition—marked by
collisions, cooperation, and competition—technological renovations and clashing
perceptions continue to escalate tensions surrounding fair practice, intellectual
property, human rights, and fundamental values. These clashes highlight the need
to transform relations between the United States and China.

Indeed, as the CPC and United States continue to update modern information
technologies, netizens have increasing access to information, greater chances
for participation, and additional opportunities for international engagements.
Chinese developers have expanding access to this big data with relatively fewer
restraints than in the United States, raising concerns for those fighting the artificial
intelligence race. Moreover, as the United States advocates for “internet freedom”
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with more open communication systems and access to connected networks and
platforms, ongoing cases of the spread of disinformation, rampant fake news,
Twitter bots, and echo chambers continue to wreak havoc throughout democratic
systems (as in the case of Facebook, Cambridge Analytica, and other data-marketing
companies influencing the 2016 US presidential election).* These ongoing cases
further fuel Chinese arguments that the US system is fraught with inadequacies and
that the best way forward is to continue on its current path of sanitizing China’s web
platforms of “vulgar and illegal content,” or threatening dissidents that subvert state
power—all under the guise of protecting internet security—thus building what
Human Rights Watch has called a digital totalitarian state.*> Modern information
technologies also serve as justification for the United States to push back on China’s
repressive state apparatus due in part to the fear of big-data analysis systems like
the national “Social Credit System,” which monitors and then rewards or punishes
citizens based on social behavior; the “Police Cloud,” which monitors and tracks
categories of people; and the “Integrated Joint Operations Platform,” which detects
deviations from “normalcy,” connecting behaviors to political untrustworthiness.*
In this way, competing tensions, clashing values, and worldviews proliferate; as
Evan Osnos has indicated: “The national narrative, once an ensemble performance,
is splintering into a billion stories—stories of flesh and blood, of idiosyncrasies
and solitary struggles. It is a time when the ties between the world’s two most
powerful countries, China and the United States, can be tested by the aspirations
of a lone peasant lawyer.®* Thus the paradox of simultaneous convergence and
fragmentation between the United States and China continues, ever entangled,
wobbling toward a future not yet set.

Convergence and Fragmentation in US—China Contexts

Over eight hundred million Chinese are now connected to the internet, according to
aJune 2018 estimate in a report released by the China Internet Network Information
Centre.*> Compare that with the 89 percent of households in the United States in
2016 that had a computer, and an estimated 274 million Americans connected to the
internet in 2018.%° In managing the world’s largest online community, the question
used to be whether the Party would be able to keep up with the pace and adapt to
the sheer size of change in a rapidly connected China. Still, China has come a long
way since it first connected to the global internet in 1994.%” Through the late 1990s
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and early 2000s, the Chinese internet and civil society had “an interdependent
relationship,” with the internet contributing to the growth of civil society and
“fostering public debate and communication, while civil society [has] facilitated the
diffusion of the Internet by providing the necessary social basis for communication
and interaction.”*® The early internet days saw shifts in agenda-setting power from
traditional and legacy media outlets to internet blogs, instant messaging, bulletin
board services, social networking sites, and search engine aggregate tools. As Xiao
Qiang notes, the Chinese internet is not only a contested space but also brings
with it the catalyst for social and political transformation, among them changes in
netizen rights like the right to know, the right to express, and the right to monitor
the government.*

Over the last twenty-five years of domestic development, there are some key
points of communication convergence and fragmentation worth noting between
China and the United States. For instance, March 8, 2000, has proven to be a
crossroads between US and Chinese imaginaries in terms of the future of the global
internet. US president Bill Clinton, speaking on the United States’ signing of the
agreement to bring China into the World Trade Organization (WTO), quipped,
“We know how much the Internet has changed America, and we are already an
open society. Imagine how much it could change China. Now there’s no question
China has been trying to crack down on the Internet. Good luck! That’s sort of like
trying to nail Jell-O to the wall.”*° Clinton’s speech appealed to American audiences
to support China joining the WTO, for he believed it would usher in a new era of
economic liberalization and a future of greater openness and freedom for the
people of China. By accelerating China’s progress toward economic freedom, he
hoped for reform of political and human rights as well as for the opening up of the
Chinese internet. Nineteen years later, we see Clinton was wrong, as China has been
able to “dismantle the three bulwarks of the Internet’s power: anonymity, virality,

and impunity.*

This point of fragmentation is indicative of the incongruities
in the United States’ notion of “internet freedom,” China’s notion of “internet
sovereignty,” and clashing global perspectives over what Powers and Jablonski
call the real cyber war.**

Consider another juncture point between the United States and China. In
2005, the internet freedom-sovereignty dilemma that technology companies faced
put Yahoo and Jerry Yang, Yahoo's chief executive, in the spotlight. Yahoo had
provided information to Chinese officials that helped “convict a Chinese journalist

for leaking state secrets to a foreign Web site.”* Shi Tao, the journalist, had shared
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an email from Chinese authorities detailing restrictions placed on journalists
and any coverage ahead of the fifteenth anniversary of Tiananmen.** As US tech
companies increasingly looked to expand in China, this dilemma fueled debate
on the impending perils of clashing US—China values, restrictions on speech and
expression, and national security, as well as the future of information flows and
interconnected networks in cyberspace. In 2005 Yahoo sold its China operations to
Alibaba, and in turn bought 40 percent of Alibaba. At a US congressional hearing
two years later, the committee chairman, Tom Lantos, told Jerry Yang and Yahoo's
general counsel, Michael Callahan, “Much of this testimony reveals that while
technologically and financially you are giants, morally you are pygmies.”*® As these
stories indicate, many American observers have begun to worry that increasing
convergence between the markets in China and the United States carry a series of
complicated ethical challenges.

Or consider the lead-up to the 2008 Beijing Olympics, which offers an example
of both convergences and fragmentation in this age of global communication. As
part of its bid to host the games, Beijing relaxed internet restrictions via a promise
to the International Olympic Committee that journalists would have the same
internet access in the 2008 Beijing Olympics as they had had in previous games.*
However, during the Olympics some journalists reported restrictions in terms
of accessing information about the Falun Gong, Chinese dissidents, the Tibetan
government in exile, and the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre; at the same time,
Chinese internet users reported additional restrictions.”” After the Olympic Games
ended, even more robust internet restrictions were instituted. Sites like Facebook,
YouTube, Google, and Twitter experienced what Eric Schmidt and Jared Cohen
describe as the “blatant filtering” of information and the blocking of entire platforms
popular in other parts of the world. Nonetheless, the 2008 Olympics were hailed
as a triumph for Beijing. As this example suggests, by implementing censorship,
government regulation, “astroturfing” by hundreds of thousands of paid posters in
support of the Party—what have been termed China’s “Wu Mao Dang,” or 50 Cent
Party—monitoring, self-regulation, and the Great Firewall, China has been highly
effective in controlling both domestic and international public opinion, in part by
controlling the flow of information on its internet, thus keeping its netizens away
from foreign applications and content.”®

With the growing prominence of the Chinese internet and increased connec-
tivity to international systems, the Chinese government released a 2010 white paper
in English, stating that the Chinese government “guarantees the citizens’ freedom
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of speech on the Internet as well as the public’s right to know, to participate, to
be heard, and to oversee in accordance with the law.”*® At the same time, the
white paper stipulates that “no organization or individual may produce, dupli-
cate, announce, or disseminate information having the following content: being
against the cardinal principles set forth in the Constitution; endangering state
security, divulging state secrets, subverting state power and jeopardizing national
unification; damaging state honor and interests,” and so on. Among fifteen other
stipulations, the key line declares that “Chinese citizens, foreign citizens, and all
other legal persons and organizations within the territory of China must obey.”*
As this order makes clear, state security, Party interests, and internet “sovereignty”
all trump the freedom of speech and expression in Chinese cyberspace. Indeed, in
a 2018 Global Times article about new rules that would expel CPC members who
express support for bourgeois liberalization online, Professor Su Wei’s sentiment
captures the essence that the Party fully backs tightened regulations even further:
“Cyberspace has become the major battlefield of ideology construction . . . the
revised regulations aim to tighten the management of Party members, whose
Party spirit was loose previously. . . . The rules are needed. Along with the rapid
development of the Internet, the Party’s management of its members’ views should
also extend to the new platform.” Su’s argument and the Party controls it supports
indicate a particular version of convergence in which nationalism, obedience, and
communication control coalesce. In this model, communication convergence is
synonymous with Party control.

The same year that “The Internet in China” white paper was released, Google
pulled out of China, announcing it would no longer censor searches from the
Google.cn site. Google redirected traffic from its China site to Hong Kong based
in part upon the realization that Chinese hacking attacks had targeted them and
other US tech companies in an attempt to acquire information on dissidents and
spies. US secretary of state Hillary Clinton mentioned the case in a 2010 speech at
the Newseum in Washington, DC, stating, “The most recent situation involving
Google has attracted a great deal of interest. And we look to the Chinese authorities
to conduct a thorough review of the cyber intrusion that led Google to make its
announcement.” Linking to the US stance on internet freedom and arguing against
the fragmentation of the global internet, she explained that “ultimately, this issue
isn't just about information freedom; it is about what kind of world we want and
what kind of world we will inhabit. It's about whether we live on a planet with one
Internet, one global community, and a common body of knowledge that benefits
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and unites us all, or a fragmented planet in which access to information and
opportunity is dependent on where you live and the whims of censors.”* If Su’s
arguments pointed to a Chinese version of communication convergence where
social media and the internet are controlled by the CPC, Clinton’s comments point
to a different version of communication convergence, one driven by international
human rights and US-led notions of global citizenship and open access.

In unpacking what he called “Google and the Twisted Cyber Spy Affair,” Stephen
Hartnett has argued that the episode represents a version of the United States’
rhetoric of “belligerent humanitarianism,” in which Americans belligerently tell
others how to live while invoking universal norms regarding human rights and
humanitarian values—the position is both aggressive and high-minded at the
same time.® Additionally, Hartnett notes how the hard-right purveyors of the
United States’ rhetoric of “warhawk hysteria” and the CPC’s rhetoric of “traumatized
nationalism” were used to justify extreme responses to the incident, which as he
explained, built up patterns of misunderstanding and crisis escalation. Ultimately,
Hartnett argues for better US—-Chinese relationships and the need for a more
equitable version of globalization. He suggests that the United States and China
need to do so through the “re-envisioning of rhetorical habits,” thus changing the
way the United States and China talk about and to each other. What is at stake for
the future, and how we as “communication scholars can help our leaders, both
in China and the United States, handle such rhetorical occasions,” he maintains,
rests on our ability to move “from anger to prudence, from arrogance to humility,
from a slavish devotion to wealth to fulfilling human needs, and from nationalistic
myth making to cosmopolitan dialogue.”>* From this perspective we see yet a third
variation of communication convergence, one tethered neither to Party control
nor to US leadership, instead pointing to a cosmopolitan sense of citizenship that
transcends national affiliation.

Back in China, the Party responded with the need for increased internet
security. Thus, as Guobin Yang has noted, “The tightening and expansion of Internet
control that started with Weibo in 2010 accelerated after Xi Jinping became China’s
supreme leader in 2013.°° As Yang explains, in the “pre-Weibo” era there were just
as many cases of online protest as later happened on Weibo between 2010 and 2012;
however, these earlier incidents happened on other available platforms, like bulletin
board systems and blogs.”® Since the advent of Weibo and other such platforms,
however, Jesper Sleeger and Min Jiang have argued that official microblogging on
Weibo by local governments in China has become an extension of e-government
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efforts at social management and extensions of the larger context of Chinese
administrative and social management. By pointing out how local governments
use Weibo, they maintain, we are better able to explain “the persistence of State
power despite waves of contentious digital politics in contemporary China.”’ These
comments indicate how the Party, in the face of fragmenting communication
networks in China, has sought to reimpose a sense of control, illustrating again the
convergence-fragmentation dialectic.

Recently, Weibo was reprimanded by the Cyberspace Administration of China
in January 2018, when the site was forced to shut down its “Hot News” feature,
where many netizens had gone for the latest trending news. As the administration
explained, “Sina Weibo has violated the relevant Internet laws and regulations and
spread illegal information. It has a serious problem in promoting the wrong values
and has had an adverse influence on the Internet environment.””® Weeks later,
Weibo reopened its “Hot News” feature, but it was newly updated, showcasing state
propaganda articles over other trending news, and included a new section called
“New Era,” referencing the political ideology of “Xi Jinping Thought.”™ This recent
blending and mainstreaming of Party ideology on Weibo is one more example of the
interplay between politics, platforms, participation, and the ongoing pulse of the
Chinese internet, where the Party is updating and adjusting to new communication
technologies. When new voices on new platforms for new movements emerge,
CPC regulations and restraints are mandated so that the flows of information and
communication are within the parameters of what Xi laid out in the Party media’s
mission and responsibilities.

In addition to domestic efforts such as the one with Weibo, we see the Party
ramping up its efforts to cultivate and disseminate the spread of positive news
internationally. For example, in September 2018, President Xi called for the building
of a new Chinese mainstream media, “the China Media Group” (CMG), one that
oversees films, books, television, magazines, and newspapers. Xi called on the
CMG, comprising China Central Television, China National Radio, and China
Radio International, to “integrate radio and television, domestic publicity and
international communication, and traditional and new media, as well as improve
their international communication capabilities.”®® As Xi explained, this new
convergent media group is to be the “Voice of China”—offering a clear echo of
the United States’ Cold War efforts via its Voice of America programming—and
its mission is to focus on “external propaganda work,” targeting overseas Chinese
and foreigners.” As the tools of communication technology become increasingly
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sophisticated, and as the United States and China continue to crash together, we
will no doubt see more efforts by both sides to innovate and develop their respective
content and delivery mechanisms, hence plugging into and transforming the global
communication supply chain.

My attempts here have been to position some of the previous examples of
internet freedom and sovereignty in US—Chinese context. In doing so, my goal
has been to help situate the chapters that comprise this book. Accordingly, the
chapters address the question of what happens when competing aspirations,
foundational differences, cultural values, historical struggles, ongoing cyber-spatial
(re)configurations, and future global imaginings all come crashing together—when
our systems simultaneously converge and fragment.

The aim, then, of this book is to dive into the processes of convergence and
fragmentation as they are happening within China and oftentimes between the
United States and China, and the contentious relationships between politics,
platforms, and participation that are transforming US-China relations. By looking
to Chinese and US examples, we engage an opportunity of comparative value. At
play in all this are the competing US and Chinese notions of internet freedom
and sovereignty, access to social and mobile platforms, regulation and control,
the role of governments, and the participation that fuels the pulse of change and
transformation. As the United States and China both make further efforts toward
rejuvenation, in the struggle to make American great again, as well as in the struggle
to make China great again, competing and contrasting values offer new opportu-
nities for insight into the pressing need for more research that engages questions
of communication convergence in intercultural and international contexts, as well
as new opportunities for transcultural imaginings and understandings that foster
peaceful futures.® This book is an attempt to do so.

Chapter Outline

The chapters in this book offer case studies that showcase international perspectives
on the ongoing trends of convergence and fragmentation. Overall, they provide
a glimpse into what happens (and what will continue to happen) as the United
States and China interact. And so the chapters in this book are organized into three
parts. The first set of chapters deals with communication and fragmentation in
the “New Era.” Past NCA president Stephen Hartnett steers the conversation in the

printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCOhost -

xxii Introduction

first chapter with past CUC president Zhengrong Hu and colleagues. Driven by an
international and comparative approach, they discuss the evolution of US-China
relations with a focus on the paradox of simultaneous communication convergence
and fragmentation in the age of globalization. Hartnett, Hu, and colleagues are
hopeful that international conversations like these help build trust, collegiality,
and facilitate the type of understanding that is needed so that the United States
and China move together toward peaceful futures.

Andrew Gilmore tackles the ongoing struggles in the process of mainlandization
as playing out in Hong Kong. Gilmore argues that rather than directing sole blame
for the Umbrella Revolution on Party politics, we should note that the combination
of the city’s unique mix of plutocratization (the city is now ruled by the rich) and the
Party’s ongoing amplification of the mainlandization of Hong Kong (by imposing
its political systems, education, culture, and media upon Hong Kong) laid the
grounds for the overwhelming pushback of political participation that made the
Umbrella Revolution so exciting. This complex mix of factors, rounded with the
fragmentation of a hybrid Hong Kong identity—and CY Leung as scapegoat and
synecdochical proxy for Party blame—Iled to a charged situation. As a case study,
then, Gilmore’s analysis spotlights the paradox of convergence and fragmentation
in the plutocratization of Hong Kong, the Party’s controversial mainlandization
efforts, and how debates over the governance of Hong Kong offer telling case studies
for the future of both local democracies and global relations.

Zhi Li and Xi Wang turn to fragmentation and convergence in the constructions
of national imaginaries in US and Chinese documentaries. They show how the
Party’s outdated machinery of direct-effects propaganda, such as in the documen-
tary The Road to Rejuvenation, has been ineffective in building positive national
imagery. In contrast, they examine the discursive techniques of the documentary
America: The Story of Us and highlight its diversity of fragmented and contrasting
perspectives, including hidden and subjugated subject positions that shine the
spotlight on America’s legacies of racism, oppression, inequality, and sexism, among
others. Via this comparison, they flag a deep contrast: on the one hand, national
image construction in China that deals with the propaganda techniques of one
coherent, grand narrative, such as in The Road to Rejuvenation; on the other hand,
the complex layering of contrasting voices and images that represent American
life in America. Their reading is a hopeful one, turning to A Bite of China as an
example of a more sophisticated Chinese text that moves the viewer away from
forced propaganda techniques toward more local portrayals—the move from a
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forced convergence to the celebration of fragments—all intersecting within larger
narratives. Ultimately, Li and Wang argue that as China’s contemporary docu-
mentaries play catchup with American documentaries, they are more successful
when they veer from Party-driven propaganda. They call for Chinese filmmakers
to highlight the internal contradictions in contemporary Chinese life and call for
anew era of international collaboration and cooperation between American and
Chinese documentary makers, hoping that by working together, they might enhance
understanding within the US—China relationship.

The second group of chapters deals with communication, convergence, and
crisis. Michelle Murray Yang and Da Wang show us the shots fired by the United
States with the 2014 indictments of five People’s Liberation Army officers for
engaging in cyberattacks against US companies. They show us the shots fired back
in the People’s Daily, where President Obama was represented as a hypocritical
American leader with a chokehold on the world, at the head of the United States’
cyber surveillance program. Murray Yang and Wang perform a comparative news
framing analysis of US and Chinese representations, arguing that the dispute and
dueling narratives further fuel distrust between the United States and China. Indeed,
Chinese leaders routinely cast US leaders as hypocritical, while the United States
is increasingly frustrated with China for not abiding by the distinction between
cyberespionage conducted for economic advantages and cyberwar-like actions that
threaten national security. They argue that despite the challenges and setbacks, the
United States and China must continue efforts to find ways to deliberate, negotiate,
and compromise.

Jufei Wan and Bryan R. Reckard turn our attention to Meng Wanzhou, Huawei,
and the 2019 cybersecurity crisis. In a comparative rhetorical analysis they show how
US discourse revolving around international trade and cybersecurity is based on
threat construction, “the rhetoric of warhawk hysteria,” and an “imperial rhetorical
style,” collectively working to generate anxiety and build support for uncompromis-
ing trade policies.®® In contrast to the United States’ uncompromising stance and
global anti-Huawei campaign, they turn to Huawei founder Ren Zhengfei, who gave
a series of interviews and testimonies in Chinese state media. Wan and Reckard
argue that Ren and Huawei adopted a tit-for-tat rhetorical strategy to denounce
the United States’ anti-Huawei global campaign while, ironically, raising concerns
about the United States’ actions as threatening to global free markets and human
rights. They also detail Huawei’s deployment of a systematic PR plan to reform its
global image and reputation by using the rhetorical tactics of denial, dissociation,
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avoidance, and redirection. Ultimately, they make the argument that the detention
of Meng Wanzhou, the Trump administration’s anti-Huawei campaign, and the
ongoing rhetorical battle are examples of souring US—China relations, inching ever
closer to geopolitical rivalry marked by competition and conflict.

Jack Kangjie Liu and Dan Wang show us evolving citizen engagement and
communication convergence trends in the flows of information from legacy media
websites to new social media platforms. Focusing on the 2016 Baidu and Ctrip crises,
Liu and Wang track “hot” issue spikes in convergence across platforms namely in
convergence periods where information and traffic moved from internet reports
and websites to Weibo and WeChat. These crises allowed for political commentary
on daily life in China, sometimes in scathing testimony voicing netizen anger
at companies and the government, generating debate around issues of trust,
accountability, and ethical behavior. They argue that enterprises must do the
hard work of adhering to ethical business practices, that the government needs
to hold such entities accountable for unethical practices, and that the netizens’
responses reflect their longing for access to reliable medical information and open
participatory platforms.

The third set of chapters deals with case studies of the changing mediascape
in China and abroad. Whereas Liu and Wang’s chapter examines communication
convergence spikes between legacy and new social media platforms, Lisa B. Kerdnen
and Yimeng Li focus on the 2015 Tianjin explosion as a case study in postcrisis
media convergence. They examine how renewal discourses were mobilized in
official government, media, and citizens’ social media discussion of the Tianjin port
explosion. They found that renewal discourses were modestly present in Weibo
posts but nearly absent in the English-language news coverage in China Daily, a
missed opportunity, they argue, for national identity work. Overall, their findings
confirm the government’s PR function of a command style of communication that
works to project strength and control in times of crisis.

Todd L. Sandel and Peimin Qiu turn to Macao and the rise of a creatively mixed
vernacular among young adults connected on WeChat—a Canto-English-Mandarin
code mixing, code switching, emoji-fused, online message-sharing system. In
their analysis of WeChat screenshots and interviews with the creators of those
messages, they locate new convergences and fragmentations as playing out in and
through the flows of language games and identity expressions. Their study shows
us how languages come together and fragment at the same time, how China is
both complexly unified and diverse, and how identity is continually evolving
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within and across mediated platforms. They suggest that with the ongoing rise
of WeChat and other social media platforms, we may very well see some form of
this mixed-vernacular, code-mixing, code-switching pattern of convergence in the
communication practices of youth across greater China.

David R. Gruber turns to US and UK framings of China’s new thirst for fine
wine coupled with soft-power aspirations. Using metaphoric criticism, he shines
a spotlight on how American and British media rhetorically position China in
comparison with and against Western wine cultures. Unpacking “red dawn,”
“gold rush,” “stampede,” and “red planet” metaphors, he confirms the presence of
politically suppressive representations that reproduce colonial Western narratives,
thus showing how even wine discourse indicates geopolitical anxiety and economic
worries about China’s rise. Ultimately, he argues that to reclaim terroir—“a terroir
with Chinese characteristics”—requires the (re)presentation of an original com-
bination of Chinese soil and palate that works to propel new rhetorical inventions
regarding what makes a fine wine “fine” in China. This move, he argues, would
allow Chinese farmers and consumers to have a say in production, which entails
healthy cooperation between state and Party agendas, business leaders, and industry
experts, among other voices.

Recently, an article in The Economist, speaking of the ways US president
Donald Trump’s “America First” nationalism has hampered US—China political and
economic integration, declared that “convergence is dead.”** Despite that negative
outlook, as China and the United States grapple with increasingly intertwined
futures, the chapters herein comprise a collection of examples showcasing the
notion that the paradox of convergence and fragmentation is not dead, but rather
is alive and continues to transform both daily life and the US-China relationship.
Indeed, as these chapters indicate, whether it is an explosion in a Chinese port
city, or globally circulating talk about wine, or protest marches in Hong Kong, or
contrasting documentary film styles, our hypermediated world means that what
happens in China matters in America, and what happens in America matters in
China—we are inescapably bound together in a web of converging media threads,
information flows, evolving markets, and clashing national imaginaries.

NOTES

1. See UNESCO’s “The Central Axis of Beijing” for more on “the ideal city plan in traditional

Chinese culture,” the “value of the center in traditional Chinese culture,” and Beijing
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being “exactly at the center of heaven and earth.” The UNESCO site cites neo-
Confucianism master Zhu Xi during the Southern Song Dynasty: http://whc.unesco.org/
en/tentativelists/5802/.

. Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar, “On Alternative Modernities,” Public Culture 11 (1999): 1-18.

See also Stephen J. Hartnett, “Alternative Modernities, Postcolonial Colonialism, and
Contested Imagining in and of Tibet,” in Imagining China: Rhetorics of Nationalism in an
Age of Globalization, ed. Stephen ]. Hartnett, Lisa B. Kerénen, and Donovan Conley (East
Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2017), 91-137.

. XiJinping, “Secure a Decisive Victory in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society in All

Respects and Strive for the Great Success of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for
a New Era” (full text of Xi Jinping’s report delivered at the Nineteenth National Congress
of the Communist Party of China, Beijing, October 18, 2017), translated by Xinhua News,
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/special/2017-11/03/c_136725942.htm.

. See Elaine Chan, “Made in China 2025: Is Beijing’s Plan for Hi-Tech Dominance as Big a

Threat as the West Thinks It Is?,” South China Morning Post, September 10, 2018. For Xi
Jinping’s China Dream speech see Xi Jinping, “Achieving Rejuvenation Is the Dream of
the Chinese People,” in The Governance of China, vol. 1 (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press,
2014), 37-39. In the same collection of speeches, see also Xi’s “The Chinese Dream Will
Benefit Not Only the People of China, but Also of Other Countries,” 61-62.

5. Xi Jinping, “Secure a Decisive Victory.”

6. See Rana Mitter, Modern China (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008); Xing Lu, “The

Little Book Lives On: Mao’s Rhetorical Legacies in Contemporary Chinese Imaginings,”
in Hartnett, Kerdnen, and Conley, Imagining China, 11-45; Li Junru, The Chinese Path and
the Chinese Dream (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 2014); and The Road of Rejuvenation

exhibition at the National Museum of China.

. For example, see Bill Gertz, The China Threat: How the People’s Republic Targets America

(Washington, DC: Regnery Publishing, 2000). For a Chinese perspective, see Liu Mingfu,
The China Dream: Great Power Thinking and Strategic Posture in the Post-American Era

(New York: CN Times Books, 2015).

. See Zhao Tianyang, The Tianxia System: An Introduction to the Philosophy of World

Institution (Beijing: Renmin University Press, 2011); and Zhao Tianyang, “A Political World
Philosophy in Terms of All-under-Heaven (Tianxia),” Diogenes 221 (2009): 5-18. For more
on the two centenary goals, see Li Junru, In Pursuit of the Chinese Dream (Beijing: Foreign
Languages Press, 2015), especially 24-26, “The Task Is to Achieve the Two Centenary
Goals,” and President Xi’s speech at the Boao Forum for Asia on April 7, 2013.

. At the Sixth Plenary Session of the Eighteenth Communist Party of China Central
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Committee, the Party released a communiqué calling on members to closely unite
around Xi Jinping as the core leader. See, “Xi’s Core Status Is Consensus of CPC: Official,”
Xinhua News, October 28, 2016; and, Chris Buckley, “Xi Jinping Is China’s ‘Core’ Leader:
Here’s What It Means,” New York Times, October 30, 2016.

The United States and China, in a joint communiqué released on December 16,

1978, announced they would establish diplomatic relations on January 1 of the next
year. The forty-year anniversary marked China’s reform and opening up. See Chris
Buckley and Steven Lee Myers, “China’s Leader Says Party Must Control ‘All Tasks,

and Asian Markets Slump,” New York Times, December 18, 2018. For more on China’s
“miracle transformation,” see Justin Yifu Lin, Fang Cai, and Zhou Li, The China Miracle:
Development Strategy and Economic Reform, rev. ed. (Hong Kong: China University Press,
2003).

The CCTV Tower, or the “Pants Building,” as it is known to Beijingers, stands firmly as
synecdoche for communication convergence in contemporary China. CCTV (the part)
stands in for the process of media convergence (the whole). For more on synechdoche
in Chinese contexts see Stephen J. Hartnett, Lisa B. Kerénen, and Donovan Conley,
“Introduction: A Gathering Storm or a New Chapter?,” in Hartnett, Kerédnen, and Conley,
Imagining China, ix—xlv; see also Michelle Murray Yang, “Chen Guangcheng and the
Rhetorical Politics of Dissent: Imagining Human Rights in U.S.-Sino Relations,” in
Hartnett, Kerdnen, and Conley, Imagining China, 47-89.

See Xinhua News, “China’s Xi Underscores CPC’s Leadership in News Reporting,” http://
news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-02/19/c_135114305.htm.

Ibid.

Xi Jinping, The Governance of China, vol. 2 (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 2017), 360.
Speech delivered on February 19, 2016, “Improve All Aspects of Party Media Leadership.”
Ibid.

Xi has termed China’s great rejuvenation “the Chinese Dream,” a label introduced
during a November 2012 speech on the steps of the National History Museum of China
overlooking Tiananmen Square. For full text of the speech see Xi Jinping, “Achieving
Rejuvenation.” Xi delivered the speech on November 29, 2012, when visiting the National
Museum of China’s exhibition The Road of Rejuvenation.

“Xi Jinping Thought of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics in a New Era,” released
shortly after the Nineteenth Party Congress, was written into the Chinese constitution.
“Xi Jinping theory” thus joins “Mao Zedong theory” in China’s constitution.

The First Biennial Conference on Communication, Media, and Governance in an Age of

Globalization, 2016, Beijing.
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On the Paradox of Convergence
and Fragmentation in the Age
of Globalization

Stephen J. Hartnett, Zhengrong Hu, Qingwen Dong,
Zhi Li, and Patrick Shaou-Whea Dodge

he essays collected in this book began as presentations before the 2016 ver-

sion of the biennial conference “Communication, Media, and Governance

in the Age of Globalization,” which was jointly hosted by the US-based

National Communication Association (NCA), the Beijing-based Com-
munication University of China (CUC), and the Journalism and Communication
Disciplinary Supervisory Committee of China (JCDS)."' Held in the state-of-the-art
convention center at CUC's leafy campus on the east side of Beijing, the conference
offered a remarkable opportunity for scholars committed to international issues
to come together across national boundaries in the interest of building bridges
of understanding, collaboration, and friendship. To help frame the big questions
that drive this book, this first chapter offers a conversation wherein the architects
of the conference discuss the evolution of US—China relations by focusing on the
paradox of simultaneous communication convergence and fragmentation in the
age of globalization.

We began our work with a long, in-person conversation at CUC in May 2017,
and then connected electronically throughout the summer and fall of 2017 to
polish these contents into publishable form; then we did some more polishing
throughout 2018, hence arriving at this text. Then NCA president Stephen J.

| 3

printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCOhost -

4 Hartnett et al.

Hartnett drives the conversation by posing questions to then CUC president
Zhengrong Hu, and subsequently brings Professor Qingwen Dong, Professor Zhi
Li, and Associate Professor Clinical Teaching Track Patrick Shaou-Whea Dodge
into the conversation.

Stephen J. Hartnett: Good afternoon President Hu, and thank you for that terrific
lunch! It is always a delight to be on your campus. I want to ask you three ques-
tions about communication: one about convergence, one about new media, and
one about governance. As we work our way through these topics, we will also
speak about the status of US—China relations, which I think our partnership
here embodies in delightful ways. So, convergence: in the United States, we are
talking about “convergence” as a new social reality where different platforms of
communication—TV, radio, print news, entertainment, and the internet in all its
variations—come crashing together. Whereas scholars once hoped this moment
of convergence would facilitate new forms of enlightened conversation and citizen
participation, it now appears that the age of convergence might be turning into
a nightmare populated by misinformation, niche consumerism, and slander. In
this scenario, the old “gatekeepers” of journalism are dying and the old forms of
entertainment are changing, thus leaving many of us confused about the roles new
media plays in our nations. Please talk with me about what “convergence” looks
like in China, and what you think it means for the health of civil society in China.

Zhengrong Hu: Thank you, Stephen, for that question, and for visiting my campus
again. It is always a pleasure to work with you and our friends in the NCA.

The first thing I will say is that convergence needs to be understood as a new
world of technological significance. We communication scholars tend to look at
the messaging side of things, but it is important to remember that the technology
here is immensely complicated and largely beyond the range of our expertise. We
won't go into too much detail about this issue today, but I think it is important to
foreground the key role of technology and the sciences fueling convergence.

The second thing I will say touches upon the communication supply chain. With
this phrase, I want to point to how the traditional media is struggling to innovate
their supply chain to try to enable their messages to reach new audiences. Think
about how newspapers are now all online, or how advertising hits the apps on
your phone, or how television is now streaming on various platforms—these
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are all transformations in how communication is delivered to users. If my first
point addresses the technological aspects making communication convergence
possible, then my second point leads to the economics and business models of
communication driving convergence.

The third key point is to think about how the age of convergence in commu-
nication entails a wide new range of institutional configurations. Here in China,
for example, everyone knows that the Communist Party [hereafter CPC or Party]
controls the mainstream media, so convergence entails media producers, technol-
ogy experts, and business leaders working in conjunction with the CPC—so we
have this vast institutional interface. And in China, which I think is true in America
as well, we are finding that our existing institutional structures have little idea
how to manage or regulate all the aspects of convergence. We have industrial-age
institutions trying to make sense of information-age communication technologies
and this, obviously, poses a complicated set of problems.

Hartnett: So I am hearing you point to technological issues, supply chain/delivery
issues, and institutional configuration/regulation issues, which, when combined
in this new stage of convergence, amount to a kind of matrix of communication
opportunities and dilemmas. I will confess to being entirely ignorant about the
technological aspect of our age of convergence, so let me follow up on the second
of your points, about supply chains. In America, the majority of our media content
comes through a small number of providers: Yahoo, YouTube, Facebook, Twitter,
Google, Amazon, and so on. Many observers are wondering, then, if convergence
is just another word for corporate consolidation. We seem to be living in an ironic
situation wherein consumers feel they have more choices, and hence more freedom,
but at the institutional level a small number of immense corporations function
as what amount to old-fashioned monopolies. As you survey this situation from
Beijing, are you worried that this accumulation of institutional power could lead
to a dangerous consolidation of political power? And could such consolidations
of power in turn have negative impacts on our communication environments?

Hu: Oh yes, yes to both points. And that is exactly what is happening in China
already, as the central government is encouraging precisely this kind of conglomer-
ation of forces. The big difference between China and America, of course, is that in
China, since 1949, the Party has controlled our media environment. But you know,
Stephen, historically, this tight linkage between the Party and communication
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meant many people did not really trust the government-controlled media. I am
sure you have heard the old joke about People’s Daily, where folks would say, “The
only true thing it prints is the date.” In response to this long-standing skepticism
about Party-controlled mouthpieces, now you see CCTV spinning off all kinds of
new channels—kid channels, animal channels, sports channels, you name it—in
an effort to reach more viewers with a fresh look, yet still all within parameters
controlled by the CPC. They are trying to diversify their supply chain, yet within
the regulatory control of the Party; in this sense, our communication environment
is very tightly controlled. But, on the other hand, we have this explosion of grass-
roots-driven new media offering all kinds of new voices. So the Chinese people are
kind of split between evolving, but still old-fashioned and Party-controlled, offerings
and emerging, innovative, new-media offerings. The question is whether the Party
can learn to tolerate other voices. Will it try to incorporate them in its platform, or
will it just repress them?

Hartnett: I think in the United States we have learned that government-led re-
pression usually backfires, which is why we love the First Amendment. But, on
the other hand, when so much free speech meets new social media technologies,
especially with no new regulatory controls in place, then some really strange things
can happen. And so it feels, in America, that even as we worry about the corporate
consolidation of the supply chain, we are witnessing a simultaneous fragmentation
of media: right-wing blogs, separatist websites, nationalist zines, niche podcasts,
neo-Nazis, you name it. It seems like the old world of professional journalism is
under siege, perhaps getting replaced by what we once happily called “citizen
journalism” or “backpack journalism,” but which is now appearing more sinister.
I think this new, noncorporate, nonprofessional media landscape had a lot to do
with how we ended up with Donald Trump as president—folks just tuned out the
damaging news from the New York Times and Washington Post, and tuned in to their
local radio screamers or their favorite websites, where Trump was portrayed as a
populist rebel. And so, even while that notion of convergence is circulating, people
are simultaneously calling this the age of fragmentation or niche consumerism,
where we no longer have any common discourse or norms of deliberation. Now,
President Hu, you have pointed to how the Party controls the mainstream media in
China, yet surely your country is also experiencing this kind of media fragmentation.
So, can you please talk to me about how this consolidation/fragmentation process
is unfolding in China?
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Hu: Iimagine that your American media portrays the Chinese media as monolithic,
but that really isn’t the case at all. The Party controls the established media—the TV
and radio and newspapers—but our new social media platforms are evolving much
like yours. And China is not only experiencing what you are calling fragmentation,
but we are doing so with what some observers have said is as many as seven hundred
million internet users—that’s two internet users in China for every living American.
So the reality is that Chinese society is also being torn up and fragmented because of
explosive social polarization, which both drives and is driven by new social media
forms from the grassroots.

Hartnett: Wow, seven hundred million internet users! So let me ask you just to
clarify that last point, because I think in America there’s a very strong perception
that China is a one-party state, that the government controls everything, that the
Party represses the media, and so on, yet you are describing a much more fluid and
complicated situation—is that right?

Hu: Yes, exactly. I think Americans need to understand that we now have had almost
forty years of what the Party has called “opening and reform.” This has entailed both
massive domestic economic reform and China opening up to the outside world,
not just economically and diplomatically, but culturally and in an interpersonal
sense as well. So the Chinese people are becoming more like middle-class people
elsewhere. And our new urban lifestyles rotate around values that include more
consumer choices, a greater sense of personal freedom, more openness to the
outside world, and so on, just like we see happening in Hong Kong, Singapore,
South Korea, and so on. And just like in America and these other places, this new
lifestyle is totally wired. You've seen our streets and subways: everyone is on their
mobile phone! Now, along with that new world of wired convenience and openness,
we are also experiencing a terrible wave of cyberbullying. Every day we see more
examples of what we Chinese call “language violence,” meaning people using new
technology and new media to injure others. I think it may be even rougher here
in China than in the United States. And then you have the new-media messages
coming from separatists in Xinjiang, or from parties arguing about Tibet, or Taiwan,
and so on—really, Stephen, the Chinese internet is so incredibly complicated, and
sometimes frightening.

Hartnett: I think our American readers are going to be very interested in this idea,
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because you're portraying a much more complicated China than is imagined by
most Americans. In this China, it sounds like the interweaving of new technologies
and new supply chains has yet to be matched by any functional oversight from the
Party, so that beneath what looks like Party control of the traditional media you
find an internet just seething with grievances, causes, rumors, and scandals.

Hu: It seems that both of our nations need to figure this out, for this is precisely
where communication and convergence impact governance. Hopefully, China will
do so before we experience something like your Trump phenomenon.

Hartnett: Ouch. Had to twist that knife. You couldn’t resist, could you? . . . But
seriously, on that note, let me turn here to Qingwen Dong to pursue this thread. So,
Qingwen, I believe that you hold the distinction of being the first ever Chinese-born
chair of a Department of Communication in America—congratulations to you!
Because of that position, you're uniquely situated not only as a scholar of new media
and communication in an international frame, but also as a cultural ambassador
between China and the United States. So, can you please follow President Hu's
comments and talk to us about this idea of how China, especially in this age of
communication convergence/fragmentation, is in fact a culture that is incredibly
complicated and politically fractured?

Qingwen Dong: I would add, Stephen, that any sense of political fragmentation, or
of new media technologies driving new communication patterns, needs to address
the fundamental question of unequal resource allocation. Both in America and
in China, we have vast differences among people in access to information and
participation. Some people have a lot of resources, but many others do not. So the
kind of internet that people even think about, and the kind of relations people
create via new online platforms, is in large part a reflection of other factors. Rural
farmers, for example, who feel shut out of the political processes driving China’s
urbanization plans, have been incredibly active on the internet, yet it is not clear
if they are able to transform their new media presence into actual political power.
In America, on the other hand, we have seen how Steve Bannon has managed to
turn a fringe website (Breitbart) into a platform that is now read daily in the White
House. So a key question, I think, is trying to figure out how fringe elements from
the web manage, or not, to make the leap into political power. It is a question, then,
of figuring out the relationships between participating in new media platforms
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and making the move into more traditional forms of political participation. That
question is as important for China as it is for America, and I think that asking that
question will encourage us to think more deeply about the allocation of resources.

Hartnett: Thank you, Qingwen. That is a key reminder to always think about the
ways our communication on and about new social media reflects issues of resource
allocation—good. You know, we could talk about these questions all day, but I do
want to turn to my friend Zhi Li, one of the hardest-working and brightest young
men I've had the joy to meet in China, and, I should add, a professor who seems
to always be working with teams of students. So I wanted to make sure we talk at
least a little about pedagogy. And so I want to ask you, Zhi Li, to please describe
how you try to teach your students to navigate the kinds of big questions we are
discussing here.

Zhi Li: Well, Stephen, as you and President Hu and Qingwen have said, it’s an age of
simultaneous consolidation and fragmentation, and it’s pretty hard to wrap your
head around that kind of contradictory yet complimentary arrangement, right? So
one thing we are really trying to do here at CUC is emphasize the importance of
being ethical citizens. It's almost like the more things change in terms of technology,
or supply chains, or regulation, the more we need to teach our students the foun-
dational concepts of trust, and honesty, and integrity. As you know, though, I also
think it is important to meet students where they are, and that can involve some
humor and using lots of teaching examples taken from new media. Finally, I would
add that here at CUC we are trying to do our best to make sure that our students
not only are smart consumers of communication and good critics of it, but also
have the production skills to make their own media. Making blogs and websites,
shooting good video, and knowing how to edit—these are just basic skills that all
communication students should know.

Hartnett: Indeed, Zhi Li, that’s a great point. You know, every time I come to your
campus, I am so impressed by your facilities and by how your students are all
walking around with cameras and microphones and fancy laptops—they're all
wired up and ready to go! Which makes me want to share with President Hu the fact
that when I am joking around with Patrick, I call him a cyborg, because he knows
more about new media technology than anyone I know. He doesn't just look at his
computer, he opens six different windows at the same time and is accessing multiple
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screens, all while listening to audio files, sending texts, answering his phone, and
tracking satellites on radar. No, really, it’s like he’s a one-man intelligence outfit, half
human and half machine. So Patrick, following on Zhi Li’s point about ethics and
production skills in our age of convergence/fragmentation, how is it that you—as
a cyborg and all—navigate these complexities?

Patrick Shaou-Whea Dodge: Come on, Stephen, you are starting to sound like my
grandpa! This is how we live nowadays. What you call being a cyborg I call being
plugged in! But seriously,  want to add to Li’s notion of ethics by talking about voice.
Students are getting inundated with messages all day every day, and as we've said
here, they come from government sources, corporate sources, grassroots sources,
and also some pretty dangerous sources—and it is sometimes hard to distinguish
between them. It’s even harder, within this deluge of information and noise, to
answer the questions “Who am I?” and “What do I have to say?”—what is my “voice”
in all of this? Now, within that question, I love new media platforms, because they
are open-sourced and user-driven, and that means our students can participate on
them and perhaps build their own voice. I especially love how these new media
platforms cross national boundaries, so my students in Beijing can work with my
students in Denver, or potentially in India or Tibet, or wherever, and this means
we have a new generation of communicators with immense new power over what

they consume, what they produce, and who they work with.

Hartnett: That feels to me, Patrick, like the hopeful, cyborg-style answer, that new
media technologies are in fact enabling a new kind of global freedom. I think all
of us here love that notion and wish it were so. But what would you say, Patrick, to
what we know are the Party’s efforts to block that kind of international solidarity
and information flow? Yesterday, from a café in Beijing, I tried to go to the New
York Times and couldn't get there. Then I tried to go to the Washington Post and
I couldn’t get there. As a scholar living in China, I know you struggle with these
“Great Firewall” issues every day. So how do you have multiple perspectives fueling
international solidarity when so many perspectives are blocked?

Dodge: This is where we go back to President Hu'’s point about the relationships be-
tween technology, communication, regulation, and governance. What's happening
here in China is that with every step of communication regulation coming down
from the Party, there are ten forms of resistance popping up. In this case, everyone
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in China with a certain level of resources knows that you just use VPNs to scale
the Great Firewall. I have a handful on my laptop at any given time, so if one is
blocked, then I use another—we all do this. We heard from our friends in the Party
that they do this too. From this perspective, what the government calls regulation
in the name of governance crashes into what I would call a larger sense of ethics,
for if we agree that having access to information and being able to participate are
keys to a healthy civil society, then using VPNs to get around the Great Firewall isn't
so much rebellion and resistance as it is ethical and necessary.

Li: And we should remember that using those VPNs is in itself a marker of resource
allocation. Not everyone has them or even knows what they are. Jumping the Great
Firewall in China is a very middle-class kind of thing. This does not happen in the
countryside or poor neighborhoods.

Dong: And just as that ability to deploy VPNs in the interest of joining larger
conversations about civil society is a classed activity, so the Party here in China
is also engaging in selective centralization, in the sense that they are marshaling
their own technologies of surveillance against dissident intellectuals, human
rights lawyers, and provocative artists. It really is a cat-and-mouse game, kind of a
censorship/resistance dialectic, with all parties using new media technologies to
serve their interests.

Hartnett: I like that metaphor of a game of hide-and-seek, or of cat-and-mouse,
wherein citizens on new media platforms are in this constant dance with the
authorities, building new spaces of communication as fast as they can. For me, that
image summarizes how governance and resistance go hand in hand, how censorship
and freedom are intertwined, and how new media technologies are being deployed
by all sides in those equations.

With that image in mind, let me pivot now to the question of US—China
relations. So, we're doing this interview as part of a book, and the book has come
out of a series of conferences cohosted by the NCA, CUC, and JCDS, and all that
work together has meant, over many years now, that we've all moved from being
collaborators to becoming friends. So, first, thanks to all of you for your tremendous
work. Second, do you see our conferences and this book as instances of how
building opportunities for communication can lead to intercultural collegiality?
And, third, thinking in terms of the big picture of US—China relations, does this
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notion of collegiality offer some hope for how our two nations might build better
understanding between us?

Hu: Oh yes, in my view, our conferences have been very successful. What has
made them so interesting, I think, is that we can come together around a shared
set of concerns, say about communication, or convergence, or fragmentation,
yet our national contexts are different, meaning our conversations have all had a
strong element of comparative evaluation—there has been lots of listening across
cultures and learning from each other. That combination of listening and learning
is the foundation of collaboration and, I think, the first step toward a sense of
intercultural understanding. Certainly, then, I would like to think that what we are
trying to do with our conferences is to create platforms where such collaborations
and collegiality can flourish. If you think that is a symbol of our nations learning
to work together, then I am flattered.

Dong: I think that is what we are trying to do with these conferences, yes. And I
would add that as we deepen these international pathways of collaboration and
collegiality, we are seeing more and more Chinese graduate students coming to
study in America. So, hopefully, our American colleagues can help to support this
movement. At the University of the Pacific, we also now offer summer institutes,
these weeklong intensive seminars where American and Chinese scholars work
and learn with each other. We've seen that these seminars lead to all kinds of
collaborative research projects, and so that’s another avenue of building pathways
of friendship between our two nations.

Li: And, I would add that we are pursuing similar partnerships here at CUC,
including our Visiting Fellows Program with the NCA. It's important, I think, to make
sure that what we are calling these pathways toward collegiality are embedded in
recurring events, like conferences, or fellowships, so that we can build momentum
over time, ideally institutionalizing the communication patterns that will fuel better
relations between the United States and China.

Hartnett: You are all so right: I think that’s really our task here, to try to create
enduring platforms for Chinese and American scholars to learn together, to work
together, and hopefully to become the kinds of friends and colleagues who can both
advocate for and embody better communication between our nations.
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So let me pivot again, for even as we try to build these bridges of collaboration
and collegiality, the same new media communication forces we have discussed
above are also driving an international wave of extremism. In Britain, a new
nationalist populism has taken the form of folks voting to leave the European Union,
the so-called Brexit. And of course Trump in America has been stoking this wave
of xenophobia and white nationalism—it is very alarming, in both cases. So while
we do our best to build platforms for international collaboration and collegiality,
it seems other forces are dividing the world into little fiefdoms of anger. Is that

happening in China as well?

Hu: You know, Stephen, what is interesting is that in both Britain and America it
seems like that new populism, that new nationalism, is directed outward against
others. You seem to spend a lot of time being afraid of things outside your borders.
But in China, our populism, if you can call it that, is being driven by mostly domestic
grievances. The incredible pace of our urbanization means we have tremendous
conflicts between different social groups. This goes back to our discussion about
fragmentation, as I see the biggest threats to China not coming from outside the
nation but from within it. We need to do a much better job of modernizing with
Justice, of building a new China that includes everyone, not just the new, wired,
urban elites.

Dodge: Yes, yes, and that notion of modernizing with justice points to a key
concern, which is finding a way to merge our new media technologies, our new
communication supply chains, and our new forms of regulation in the interests of
healthy civic debate. Where both China and America get into trouble, I think, is
when large sections of the population feel excluded from the conversation, right?
That was the essence of Trump’s victory: he tapped into this seething mass of
unhappy, rural voters who felt abandoned by globalization. The farmers in China
feel the same way. The urban poor in China feel the same way. Their political anger
begins from a sense of exclusion, from their sense that all the things we're talking
about today do not include them.

Li: Yeah, I think that’s right on: the web has managed to open up new spaces of
production and participation, but it has also exacerbated class divisions. I know
you probably don't see this from America, but we have just as many social fractures
in China as you do, maybe more, and many of them go back to this question of
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resource allocation—who is enjoying the benefits of “reform and opening,” and
who is feeling left behind?

Dong: And remember that those political divisions—whether we call them class,
or rural versus urban, or ethnic and cultural, or regional—are all in some sense
indications of how folks relate to new media technologies. Who has access to
Wi-Fi? Who has the training to build websites? Who has the cultural capital to do
the networking needed to convert their social media concerns into mainstream

political actions?

Hartnett: That’s why in the United States some of the groups I really respect are
trying to do things like make sure everyone has equal access to Wi-Fi. They argue
that the conversation cannot be democratic without full participation, so equal
access to Wi-Fi becomes a baseline for healthy communication. The problem
with this position, of course, is that by looking so hard at the question of access to
technology, we can forget to think about questions of content—I am not so sure
America benefits when more Klansmen have Wi-Fi! Still, as someone trained in a
certain set of American values, I am inclined to think our First Amendment teaches
us that more communication will, in the end, sort itself out—we like to believe that
open discussion leads to good decisions and all that which comes after.

Li: And this is why the question of the governance of information is so important in
China, for we tend to have a different sense of how healthy communication takes
place. We don’t have your First Amendment, and we don't have your traditions of
open deliberation. And, you know, in America that is often portrayed as a bad thing,
as if China is the land of repression. But then, we don’t have Trump in power, do
we? So the really tricky question is finding a balance between celebrating open
deliberation, ideally fueled by new media technologies, yet also making sure that
the governance of the nation is mature and credible. We have 1.5 billion people in
China, we can’t get this wrong, there is too much at stake.

Dong: This is why, I think, the Party is learning to tolerate, and maybe even respect,
the voices of the people on all kinds of issues, just as long as they don’t question
the legitimacy of the Party itself. It feels, then, like the Party is trying to figure out
how to utilize all these new forms of communication technology to help build a
more inclusive and transparent political process, yet at the same time it can’t go as
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far as the United States down that road of free speech. So along with the paradoxes
of convergence and fragmentation, I think we're at a key historical point for the
Party, as it tries to modernize and pursue more “opening and reform,” albeit slowly
and carefully.

Hartnett: And, you know, Qingwen, I think that those of us who work and travel
and study in China eventually all come to see that there is a certain logic in that
sense of a more controlled version of governance. We Americans are wedded to
our First Amendment; it’s almost like a religion to us. Yet as the Trump victory
indicates, many, many Americans now believe that their federal government is
dysfunctional. In comparison, every time I come to China I'm struck by the fact
that the Party clearly works in many senses: China has these beautiful highways,
beautiful airports, the best public parks I've ever seen. There’s no homeless people
on the streets, and your colleges and universities are bursting with bright young
students eager to serve the nation. There is a sense that China has it going on, China
is hot, China is doing some things very well, better even than the United States.
So I think we have to admire how the Party has managed that wave of progress.

Dodge: With all of that tremendous energy, of course, wrapped up in potential eco-
logical disaster—what we are calling the “airpocalypse” in Beijing—are imprisoned
dissidents, tea talks, and tight control of the internet. But still, yes, the vision of
the Communist Party for the past forty years has rested on this notion that if it can
improve people’s living standards, then they will happily sacrifice some political
liberties. So instead of the religion of free speech and expression, President Xi
Jinping is pushing his notion of “the China Dream,” wherein everyone can expect a
better house, or a better car, or a better job. And, in that dream you don’t need free
speech, you just need a sense of national harmony of everyone pulling together to
rejuvenate China, to help make China great again.

Hartnett: Oh wow, Patrick, so you're saying Trump’s “Make America Great Again”
and Xi’s “China Dream” are in fact very similar, sort of nostalgic pleas for some lost
national greatness, for which everyone needs to pull together against the hostile
world. Talk about convergence . . .

Dodge: Yeah, you bet. As we've seen at the National Museum where The Road of
Rejuvenation is the central exhibit, the Party is now pushing this idea that China

printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCOhost -

16 Hartnett et al.

was, for centuries, the center of civilization. It was “the Middle Kingdom” that ruled
the world. And President Xi is telling people that China can fulfill that role again,
that it should fulfill that role like it is some national destiny. But my sense is that
the people of China are less concerned about being the new “Middle Kingdom”
than simply having a better life. Folks would like to be able to breathe without
face masks, you know? Folks would like their water to not make them sick. Folks
would like to be able to afford housing that doesn't force them to live in anonymous
high-rises on the outskirts of town. In this sense, I think the Party in China, not
unlike the government in America, is facing a real legitimacy crisis: they need to
deliver on their promises, they need to show the people that the “China Dream” is
not just empty talk.

Hu: Well, yes, and of course the Party knows this: they know both that they have to
deliver the daily goods and innovate their governance structures. And this means,
of course, that our conversation about how to harness new media technologies for
better communication will really become one of the key tasks of the day.

Hartnett: That's exciting news, President Hu. And you know, Patrick and I have been
meeting with the Party as well, talking about these same issues, and our friends at
the International Department of the CPC say the same thing: that the “China Dream”
is slowly but surely going to encompass a more open sense of citizen participation,
both in traditional and in online forums. I'd like to believe that by having these
kinds of conversations—at our conferences, in this talk today, across all kinds of
international forums—we are doing our part to help build the sense of interpersonal
and cross-institutional collegiality that will help facilitate the understandings that
we need to make these processes more fruitful. In that sense, I'd like to thank you
gentlemen for your contributions to all of our efforts. In closing, I'd like to think
that we are doing our small part to help China and America learn to work together
for a better future.

Epilogue
The conversations recorded here were infused with a sense of hope and forward

momentum, yet by the spring of 2018 it appeared that US—China relations were
heading for rough waters. President Trump announced an array of tariffs against
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China, triggering alarm bells about a possible “trade war”; China’s President Xi
maneuvered the People’s Congress into abolishing presidential term limits, meaning
he can stay in office indefinitely. The hardening of Trump’s anger toward China,
and the hardening of undisputed one-party and even one-man rule in China, left
observers wondering if the two great nations were digging in on their respective
nationalisms, hence girding for conflict. We have no crystal ball for predicting
where any of this will lead, yet the energies from this conversation seem now,
in retrospect, even more urgent, for if US—China relations are to improve, then
surely better communication habits and institutions will be a key ingredient of
that possible success.

NOTE

1. Additional support was provided by the University of Colorado Denver’s International
College of Beijing, with special thanks to Pam Jansma, the Dean of the College of Liberal
Arts and Sciences, and to the University of Colorado Denver’s Center for International

Business, Education, and Research, with special thanks to Manuel Serapio.
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Convergence and Fragmentation
in the Umbrella Revolution

A Rhetorical Analysis of the Mainlandization of Hong Kong

Andrew Gilmore

n the summer of 2014 Hong Kong captured the world’s attention as its citizens
collectively mobilized, descending throughout the streets of their city to express
frustration at the Chinese Communist Party’s (hereafter CPC or Party) “political
suppression” of Hong Kong.' The Standing Committee of the National People’s
Congress had announced that Hong Kongers would not be allowed to choose
candidates for the 2017 Hong Kong election. The Umbrella Resvolution, symbol-
ically named after protesters used umbrellas to represent their calls for genuine
universal suffrage and, at the same time, protect themselves from the police’s use
of tear gas and water cannons, was one of the largest and most prolonged on-street
occupations ever witnessed. In acts described as “illegal occupation activities” by
then chief executive CY Leung, Hong Kong’s busiest areas were forced to a standstill
for nearly three months as ephemeral campsites sprang up across the city.”
Although most Western and local news coverage of the Umbrella Revolution fo-
cused on Hong Kong’s desire for democracy and genuine universal suffrage, a return
trip I took to Hong Kong (where I had previously lived for three years) six months
after the end of the occupation of city streets revealed that, for some, electoral
restrictions are, in fact, not the main root of dissatisfaction in Hong Kong. Rather,
as will be explored throughout this chapter, the combination of rising rent prices,

19
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CPC controls on free speech, a widespread clampdown on universities, runaway
consumerism fueled by Chinese shoppers from the mainland, concerns over health
care, and more, have led to deep anger, frustration, and resentment among the city’s
seven million residents. Throughout this chapter, I refer to these complicated and
overlapping causes for political anger under the notion of “mainlandization,” which
suggests that Hong Kong's long-standing sense of itself as an independent entity is
now threated by encroachments from China.

Indeed, after 150 years of British colonial rule, and since Hong Kong’s return to
the People’s Republic of China (the PRC) in 1997, the Party’s governance of the city
has been a contentious issue.’ Take, for instance, the signing of the Sino-British Joint
Declaration that set out a number of specific terms to which the Party agreed in
relation to Hong Kong’s return to China from the United Kingdom (UK). Despite the
Declaration, because of the Party’s actions, Hong Kongers feel their unique identity
has increasingly eroded amid reunification with the mainland occurring at a rate
that is much quicker than the fifty-year term outlined in the Declaration. The Party’s
approach to the governance of Hong Kong has been a contentious issue for Hong
Kongers, ultimately resulting in hundreds of thousands flooding the streets and
bringing their city to a standstill during “Occupy Central Through Love and Peace,”
the formal title of the protests that morphed into the Umbrella Revolution. From
this perspective, the Umbrella Revolution was the culmination and outpouring of
over fifteen years of fear, anger, and frustration that spilled onto the streets of Hong
Kong and, in turn, presented the Party with a number of hurdles in its governance
of the city. The issue, as locals saw it, was that the Party’s governance of the city
had diluted their language, identity, culture, tradition, and history. The longtime
British colony was fearful, in short, that it was being recolonized, albeit this time by
the CPC. As a case study in communication, then, the Umbrella Revolution shows
us Hong Kongers fearing their forced convergence with the mainland, while we
find the Party fearing the rebellion as foreshadowing of the possible fragmenting
of the nation.

My conversations with a number of activists, bloggers, humanitarians, and jour-
nalists highlight the effects of China’s ever-increasing influence over Hong Kong—
often referred to as the mainlandization, sinification, or Chinafication of the city—as
the real source of discontent. Described by journalist Alex Lai as the “erosion of
the city’s freedoms following the 1997 handover,” the notion of mainlandization
has led to many Hong Kong citizens feeling the uniqueness of their city has slowly
ebbed away.* As a result of Hong Kong’s position as a quasi-independent territory
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of China, and in response to the perceived erosion of the city’s distinctive way of
life, this chapter seeks to address the different tenets of the Party’s governance of
Hong Kong and to explore how the Party’s influence is seeping into and affecting
the daily-lived experience of Hong Kongers. These questions are fundamentally
about communication, about how the CPC envisions its rule over Hong Kong, and
how each expression of that new authority seems to send the Hong Kongers into
paroxysms of protest, which are then covered by local and international media,
hence creating the sense of a wave of political protest. Moreover, given the flow of
information in the age of convergence, the news from Hong Kong was beamed to
viewers around the world, meaning the local disturbances soon became a global
phenomenon.

To provide context for these claims, I begin this chapter by exploring the
increasing social and political pressures that have resulted from the mainlandization
of Hong Kong. I discuss how the mainlandization of the city has influenced and
affected a number of government policies, including education, housing, and
media policies.’ I argue that instead of directing sole blame for Hong Kong’s current
predicament toward Party politics and the city’s electoral restrictions, interviewees
describe the plutocratization of Hong Kong—in which the city is becoming ruled by
the rich—as the real threat to the democratic future of Hong Kong. My interviewees
argued that this process of mainlandization has raised housing prices, infiltrated
the city’s sense of a free press, and driven the identity of Hong Kongers even further
away from their mainland counterparts. Instead of a convergence between the
Chinese and Hong Kong ways of life that was sought as a result of Hong Kong’s
return to China in 1997, the notions of mainlandization and plutocratization have
led toward a sense of growing fragmentation, hence illustrating what Hartnett
and Huy, in the first chapter, highlight as one of the possible dangers of the age of
convergence.

Next, I turn attention to CY Leung, Hong Kong’s chief executive from 2012 to
2017. After his controversial election victory in 2012, many Hong Kongers feared
the mainlandization process would accelerate as Leung symbolically represented
the “catalyst for and champion of China’s escalating moves to control Hong Kong.”®
Scholars, China-watchers, interviewees, and other people I spoke with believe that
Leung encapsulates many of the tenets of the mainlandization and plutocratization
of Hong Kong, and, I argue, at the same time, acts as a proxy for Beijing by being
positioned as a scapegoat for Hong Kong’s dissatisfaction, unrest, and resentment
toward the Party. In terms of communication, then, Leung serves as a symbolic node
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for the debates discussed herein, standing as both the Party’s proxy in Hong Kong
and therefore as the target of the wrath of Hong Kongers. Indeed, Leung’s position
as what David Gruber has called the “synecdochical embodiment of the [Chinese]
nation,” and his acceptance and compliance to bow to the will of the Party, makes
him a divisive and unpopular figure among Hong Kongers.” Throughout his time in
office, Leung served as an important buffer and gatekeeper by enabling the Party to
tighten its grip over the governance of Hong Kong. To this end, I make the argument
that through all the historical twists and turns leading Hong Kong to its current
predicament, Leung became a figurehead who was ridiculed by those frustrated,
angry, and unhappy with the Party; however, at the same time, Leung also “saved
face” for the Party by redirecting some of Hong Kong’s anger and criticism away
from President Xi Jinping and toward himself.

Finally, because the Umbrella Revolution encapsulates what many in the
West anticipate as China’s inevitable future—in which the now empowered
and wired masses force the Party to open up and move toward democracy—it
served as a remarkably powerful site of debate in US sources about politics and
communication in China. At the same time, many observers in China saw the
Umbrella Revolution as the work of imperial Western forces seeking to destabilize
China. As this volume seeks to address how communication influences relations
in and between the United States and China, so the Umbrella Revolution stands
as a fruitful case study for how the two nations envision each other, seeing in the
Umbrella Revolution a wide range of hopes and fears about the opportunities and

dilemmas of convergence and fragmentation.

The Mainlandization of Hong Kong: Convergence,
Fragmentation, and Fear

Since Hong Kong was handed over to China in 1997, the citizens of Hong Kong have
increasingly felt the effects of the mainlandization of the city. To be more specific,
Cheong defines the term as indicating “the erosion of freedom, plurality, toler-

ance, respect for human rights and the rule of law.”®

Gruber simply characterizes
mainlandization as the “encroaching influence” of mainland China.’ Scholars and
China-watchers contend that the erosion of the city’s sense of autonomy and unique
characteristics is becoming more visible with each passing day."” One interviewee

I spoke with summed up her feelings quite clearly, telling me that Hong Kong is
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“going down the toilet completely. Every day I spend in Hong Kong, I feel a little bit

less in love with it

From this perspective, mainlandization is synonymous with
the forced convergence of Hong Kong with the mainland, amounting to nothing
less than annexation or colonization.

A number of policies implemented by the Party, including handing down revised
and Party-favoring education standards and media manipulation, are contributing
factors to the mainlandization of Hong Kong. As I discuss later on in this chapter,
many of these policies are inextricably linked to the plutocratization of the city as
the social class lines in and between Hong Kong and the mainland blur, leading
to further tension and unrest. Despite the fact that it will be another thirty years
before Hong Kong’s full reunification is finalized with the mainland, the process of
unification is happening more quickly than many Hong Kong citizens would like.
In turn, this acceleration of the reintegration process is leading to “increasing social
and political pressures on [Hong Kong] society”"> How events will unfold when the
fifty-year term of the Joint Declaration expires in 2047 is still unclear.

Since the handover in 1997, evidence points to numerous attempts by the Party
to strip Hong Kong of its “special administrative region” title.” One such endeavor
occurred in 2009, when the Chinese State Council announced plans to transform
Shanghai into a global financial and shipping center by 2020. Hong Kong business
leaders were astonished by the possibility of their city falling behind Shanghai as
China’s leading financial and commerce hub." Instances like this, when interpreted
as attempts “to downgrade Hong Kong’s importance,” highlight the sense that what
was once described as the “invisible hand” of the Party is becoming more prominent
to Hong Kongers with each passing day.”

Before I turn to explore a number of Party decisions and policies that have
contributed to the mainlandization of Hong Kong, I will address another of the
major facets of the crisis: the Party’s insistence on heavily influencing who leads
Hong Kong and how its Legislative Council functions. Indeed, the Party’s insistence
on both preselecting the pool of candidates for whom Hong Kongers can vote and
then determining their norms of deliberations provides overwhelming confirmation
that the Party is seeking to control Hong Kong’s daily governance. To this end,
Leung was already seen as a Party sympathizer before he was elected as Hong
Kong'’s chief executive in March 2012. As I will highlight throughout this chapter,
during his time in office, Leung made a number of statements that reinforced his
allegiance to the Party and, more often than not, can be construed as rhetoric that
was sent directly from the Party, supporting Gruber’s claim that Leung was a “party
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appointed stooge.”'® By delivering Party rhetoric to Hong Kongers, Leung attempted
to take the brunt of criticism and outrage, and, in doing so, deflected anger and
resentment away from the Party. In essence, Leung was the public face behind the
CPC’s mainlandization efforts, amounting to a convergence symbol for the debates
swirling around the Umbrella Revolution.

Mainlandization as Culture Clash

The “dirtier” side of the mainlandization of Hong Kong is visible in a variety of
forms, including the great “social, identity, and cultural tensions” that exist between
Hong Kong citizens and residents from the mainland.” The attitude toward main-
landization, at least as argued by my Hong Kong interviewees, sees mainlanders
“spit, litter, jaywalk and cut in line . . . they talk too loudly, eat on the subway and
otherwise flout Hong Kong’s more refined standards of public behavior.® Wealthy
mainland visitors to Hong Kong are “dismissed as loutish boors who constantly
flaunt their newfound wealth with newfound arrogance. . . . To the people of Hong
Kong, the rich shoppers are wong chung—Ilocusts—who buy whatever they can.”
Hong Kongers disdain for “mainland parents allowing their children to urinate or
even defecate in public” demonstrates just “how far apart culturally Hong Kong and
mainland China are”*° This notion of mainlanders using public areas as a bathroom
is sometimes perceived as an urban myth around the city, but evidence does exist.”
As one interviewee told me, “I used to say I can’t believe that, but I've actually seen
it a couple of times now, and at first, I kept thinking, God, this has got to be staged
... but no, I've actually seen it”** As these examples demonstrate, many in Hong
Kong perceive mainlandization as a culture clash between the urbane locals and
Chinese interlopers who behave poorly.

As their city converges with the mainland, Hong Kongers feel they are losing the
fight against mainlandization, and so stories that draw attention to the flaring ten-
sions between Hong Kongers and mainlanders are commonplace across Hong Kong
and Western media.” The rift between Hong Kongers and mainlanders, however, is
evident on both sides. For example, Kong Qingdong, a Peking University professor,
used an appearance on a Beijing talk show to air his disdain for the expectation
from Hong Kongers that mainlanders should speak Cantonese when in the city.
Kong was firm that mainlanders “don’t have the responsibility to speak [the Hong
Kong] dialect’—a linguistic reminder of ongoing cultural fragmentation—arguing
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instead that “everyone has the responsibility to speak Mandarin,” the Party’s
preferred language of national convergence. But Kong did not end his comments
there, instead adding a mean-spirited twist, noting that whereas in the past, Hong
Kongers “were British running dogs, now they are just dogs.”* For this nationalist
Chinese scholar, the linguistic questions of speaking Cantonese or Mandarin are
wrapped in a mainlander’s contempt for the ways Hong Kong has been entwined
historically with Western powers and culture.

The issue of the boorish behavior of mainland tourists is not limited to Hong
Kong. There are increasing reports of Chinese tourists defacing centuries-old
Egyptian sculptures or urinating on German highways as record numbers of Chinese
tourists with “piles of cash but also mountains of problems” expand their horizons
and travel the globe.” As China has become open in its bid to converge with the
rest of the world, the China National Tourism Association has gone to great lengths
to attempt to educate China’s world travelers with the publication of a sixty-four-
page illustrated Guidebook for Civilised Tourism.** With Chinese tourists overtaking
Americans and Germans as the world’s top-spending tourists, Chinese president Xi
Jinping has even attempted to improve the habits of his nation’s travelers, telling
them, “Do not leave water bottles everywhere. Do not damage coral reefs. Eat less
instant noodles and more local seafood.”” Hong Kong, then, is not the only place
chaffing at the hand of mainland visitors.

Mainlandizing Hong Kong’s Political System

Despite the many dimensions of mainlandization, perhaps the most pressing
concern is the mainlandization of Hong Kong’s political system. As a result, Hong
Kongers are “embroiled in fervent debates” regarding the issue of democracy and
the “ominous erosion of civil liberties.”™ Human rights scholar Xiao Shu believes
the corruption of the city’s politics is “messing Hong Kong up” and that the Liaison
Office of the Central People’s Government in Hong Kong is at the heart of this
corruption. Through the sale of Congress and National Committee seats at banquets
and the offer of “power-for-money deals,” the Liaison Office has “drowned in the
ocean of corruption,” Xiao alleges, thus impacting Hong Kong’s integrity.” Here
again, then, we see a Hong Konger arguing that China’s mainlandization program
amounts to a cultural assault, the imposition of values (supposedly) foreign to the
locals.
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Beijing’s refusal to allow genuine universal suffrage was among the major
causes—although, as I highlighted in my introduction, not the main root of Hong
Kongers' dissatisfaction—leading to the outbreak of the Umbrella Revolution. The
CPC’s insistence on only allowing Hong Kongers to vote from a carefully selected
Party-approved pool of candidates is a clear indication of the mainlandization
of Hong Kong. Although the rigid sovereign voting rights were not overturned by
Hong Kong'’s prolonged on-street occupation, when a number of Hong Kongers
under the age of forty, including Nathan Law—a major figurehead of the Umbrella
Revolution—won seats on Hong Kong'’s seventy-member Legislative Council
(LegCo) in 2016, a triumph over the pro-Beijing opposition.*

Despite the Party still exerting power and influence over the makeup of
LegCo and the governance of the city—registered Hong Kong voters elect only 50
percent of the seventy seats—one of the successful candidates, Sonny Shiu-Hing
Lo, has described the 2016 election as representing a “generational change in the
pro-democracy movement.” For Nathan Law, the youngest person to ever be elected
to LegCo, his success was a self-confessed “miracle.”® Whatever progress was made,
however, was expeditiously shattered when six of the newly elected prodemocracy
advocates of LegCo, including Nathan Law, were disqualified from taking their seats
due to what the Party deemed “improper oath-taking.”*

Leung’s assertion that “oath-taking must be done strictly by the book with no
additions or deviations” in order to demonstrate that the electee “sincerely and truly
believe[s] in the pledges under the oath that he or she is taking”—further evidence
of Leung’s status as a proxy for maintaining Chinese law in Hong Kong—was flouted
by each of the disqualified candidates, acts described by opposition lawmakers as a
“declaration of war.*® Reports suggest that after quoting Mahatma Gandhi—*“You
can chain me, you can torture me, you can even destroy this body, but you will
never imprison my mind’—Law’s tone of delivery changed, as if he was asking a
question, when it came to stating that he would “swear allegiance to . .. the People’s
Republic of China.®* Despite the seemingly great advances made by leaders of
the democracy movement, Hong Kong is still firmly governed by the Party. This
suggestion was not lost on one of the disqualified electees, Leung Kwok-hung, who
was outraged: “This can’t happen in any place with true democracy.”® In terms of
communication patterns, then, it is interesting to watch as Hong Kongers portray
their city as a well-run and corruption-free democracy suffering at the hands of
Party-controlled hacks imposing Communist-style control.
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The Mainlandization of Education

Since Hong Kong’s handover in 1997, the education of the city’s youth has been
a hotly debated subject.* The proposed implementation of “moral and national
education” in Hong Kong schools was a major strategy adopted by the Party
to help foster a dominant and united Chinese identity across Hong Kong. The
proposed education policy included “lessons on Chinese government bodies and
the correct etiquette for raising the national flag”*” Visual and emotive tools, such
as flag raising and the singing of national anthems, are used in an attempt by
governments to create “symbolic glue” that encourages individuals to bond and
build a sense of togetherness.* For the Party, Thomas Kwan-choi Tse posits that
the goal of such strategies is to encourage Hong Kong citizens “to show loyalty to
the central government and to solve the crisis of legitimacy and governance.”® As
has been true globally as well, then, Hong Kongers are debating the roles of public
education as a chief means of cultivating a sense of allegiance to the nation-state,
with Party-imposed curriculum striking many as a prelude to forced convergence
with the mainland.

The sharing of the Chinese national anthem is another contentious issue
that has recently reared its head in Hong Kong.** The jeering at “March of the
Volunteers” at sporting events across the city was not received well by the Party,
and suggestions that the recent implementation of the National Anthem Law in
the mainland, which punishes people who “disrespect” the anthem by up to fifteen
days in jail, could be extended to Hong Kong, has led to further concerns about the
increasing mainlandization of the city.* In both of these cases of forced educational
curricula and the forced singing of China’s national anthem, we see Hong Kongers
retreating to a sense of local autonomy and freedom—fragmentation in the eyes of
the Party—as a response to what they perceive as the CPC’s crass efforts to impose
convergence.

For some, education is used “deliberately to regulate and normalize Hong Kong
people as Chinese” through “heavy doses of patriotism.” The goal of the education
policy is to promote a sense of a shared identity to students who “are taught to
be positive about the mainland, learn to appraise its achievements, strengths,
and future prospects, and accommodate any differences with Hong Kong.”** Of
course, scholars have drawn attention to the many criticisms of the “brainwashing
propaganda” of the National Education Policy that “subtly manipulates a Chinese
identity” for students.”® As the Party targets Hong Kong’s youth to encourage and
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strengthen a kinship with the mainland through the city’s education system, Hong
Kong's students are not the only group affected, as the city’s teachers are required
to promote and teach a Chinese ideology. In this way, they are both complicit
with the Party’s governance of Hong Kong and, at the same time, also victims
of mainlandization. Indeed, teachers complain about their academic freedoms
being surreptitiously eroded. According to Denise Y. Ho, assistant professor in
the Department of History at Yale University, Hong Kong scholars are under
surveillance and their classrooms are no long free from outside interference and
scrutiny. “What are the implications of the stranger who appears in the audience
of your lecture course, who appears again in the talk you've organized on China’s
Cultural Revolution?” asks Ho.**

Many commentators believe that the Party’s interference in Hong Kong’s
education system was laid bare when, in 2015, Hong Kong University voted to
reject the promotion of Johannes Chan. Despite recommendations for Chan from
countless faculty and students, half of the official committee—all of whom were
either appointed by CY Leung or had deep ties to the Party as delegates to the
National People’s Congress—voted to reject Chan for promotion. According to
Ho Fung-Hung, Chan’s rejection marked “the death of academic freedom in Hong
Kong.” Chan’s supporters believe that his area of expertise—constitutional law—in
concert with his friendship with prodemocracy leader Benny Tai, led to a decision
“orchestrated by Beijing.” The Chan debacle, I argue, provides clear evidence of the
mainlandization of Hong Kong’s education system.*

Hong Kong resistance to the proposed national education policy resulted in the
legislature temporarily shelving the education bill. Leung revisited the bill in 2012,
but Hong Kongers, again, were not in favor of the Party-driven and mainland-fo-
cused education policy that proposed implementation of pro-China “patriotic
lessons” in schools.* Despite the fact that Leung’s proposed bill was later vetoed,
reports suggest that Hong Kong classrooms, nevertheless, are being infiltrated by
mainlandization. In 2014 and 2015, advocacy groups suggested that 70 percent of
the city’s primary schools and 40 percent of its secondary schools use putonghua
(Mandarin) over Cantonese for Chinese-language lessons.*” University of Hong
Kong lecturer Lau Chaak-ming believes that the gradual elimination of Hong Kong’s
mother tongue from the city’s classrooms provides yet further evidence of how the
Party’s governance of and influence over Hong Kong is leading to the waning of the
city’s sense of local identity and culture.*®
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The Mainlandization of Hong Kong's Media

As the Party attempts to limit the use of Cantonese in classrooms, Hong Kong is not
the only region where greater Party influence is exerted. Guangdong province (Can-
ton), a two-hour train ride north from Hong Kong, is another Cantonese-speaking
region where the CPC has attempted to impose language policies.* For instance,
the governance of Cantonese spread to a Guangdong TV station when, in 2014,
it announced plans to broadcast the majority of its programs in putonghua, or
standard Chinese.”® Although local television stations in Hong Kong are still able
to broadcast in Cantonese, the increasing influence, power, and control over Hong
Kong’s media is a growing concern for the city’s residents and provides further
evidence of the mainlandization of a city that has traditionally been renowned as
a place that embraces press freedom.

The rights and freedoms of the city’s press were specifically highlighted in the
Joint Declaration that was agreed upon prior to Hong Kong'’s return to the PRC in
1997.”' Since the handover, however, the mainlandization of the city’s press has
been a much-explored and debated subject. The editorial independence of Hong
Kong’s most popular English-language newspaper, the South China Morning Post
(SCMP), was questioned after the publication was purchased by Jack Ma, one of
China’s wealthiest tycoons and owner of Chinese e-commerce giant Alibaba.”
Assertions by Alibaba that it purchased the SCMP in in order to “promote wider
views of China’s rise as a global economic power” did nothing to quell the fears of
commentators and Hong Kongers alike.*®

Rumors that the SCMPhad morphed into a Party mouthpiece were compounded
when the publication ran a controversial interview with a recently released Chinese
activist who wished to express remorse for her actions against her country.** After
Wang Yu claimed in the SCMP interview, “I am a Chinese and I only accept the
Chinese government'’s leadership,” Hong Kong media analyst David Bandurski spoke
of how the interview was eerily similar to the type of forced confessions broadcast
on Chinese state media that have become commonplace since President Xi took
control of the Party in 2012. Incidents like this add credence to journalist Zheping
Huang’s assessment that as the suppression of Hong Kong media outlets increases,
the city’s mainstream media take on new meanings as extensions of Chinese state
media.”® In other words, as mainlandization overtakes Hong Kong’s mainstream
media outlets, news agencies can no longer be fully trusted, as they are pressured
into discrediting CPC critics and portraying the Party in a more favorable light.* In
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this instance, communication convergence can feel close to censorship of opposing
views and forced complicity with the Party’s preferred positions.

The purchase of Hong Kong’s oldest and most respected English-language
newspaper by a wealthy mainland tycoon is an important development with regards
to the mainlandization and plutocratization of Hong Kong and, in turn, indicates
the Party’s growing governance of the city through its media outlets. Immense
corporations such as Alibaba, functioning as what Harnett terms “old-fashioned
monopolies,” in the first chapter of this book, has led to what many fear is a “dan-
gerous consolidation of political power” that has infiltrated many facets of Hong
Kong life. Indeed—the ongoing culture clash, the mainlandization of the political
and education systems, the gradual erosion of a free press, the ever-increasing cost
of living, and, more worryingly, the visibility of a growing wealth disparity across
the city—all lead to concerns that Hong Kong has become a plutocracy controlled
by wealthy mainlanders with deep ties to the Party.”’

The Plutocratization of Hong Kong: A City Ruled by the Rich

As Hong Kong’s gap between rich and poor becomes greater than that in mainland
China, vast amounts of money spent and invested by elite classes in Hong Kong are
leading to the plutocratization of the city.”® Defined as a society that is governed
by the wealthy, elite, or a ruling class of people whose power derives from their
wealth, plutocracy was a word used habitually by my interviewees in Hong Kong.
Indeed, people I had conversations with generally spoke of the success and upward
mobility of mainlanders in Hong Kong leading to the fragmentation and disparity
of wealth in the city and, hence, to a spiral of downward mobility for locals across
Hong Kong.

Within debates about plutocratization, a key source of contention is how main-
landers accumulate wealth—what one observer calls their “ill-gotten gains"—in
Hong Kong.* For example, the bulk purchasing of apartments, according to one
interviewee I spoke with, is a way of laundering money out of China in a bid to
circumvent a mainland law that limits the amount of money that Chinese citizens
can exchange overseas. This exodus of money from China was highlighted in the
2016 Panama Papers, which reported that Hong Kong’s innumerable exchange
shops are aiding in the flow of money from the mainland at an “unprecedented
rate.”®® Moreover, the leaked documents revealed that at least seven current and
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former Chinese leaders, including President Xi, and their families were among the
biggest perpetrators of these laundering acts. To this end, Chinese leaders can be
viewed among the leading plutocrats driving the mainlandization of Hong Kong.

The growing notion of the plutocratization of Hong Kong is reinforced by The
Economist’s crony-capitalism index. Published on an annual basis, the index is
designed to measure and compare countries based on their main sources of wealth,
and then to count the number of crony businesses, which the publication defines as
industries that are “vulnerable to monopoly, or that involve licensing or heavy state
involvement”® These industries are “more prone to graft” according to the bribery
rankings produced by Transparency International, an anticorruption watchdog.
The article, which uses Forbes data to rank billionaire wealth as a percentage of a
country’s—or, in the case of Hong Kong, a city’s—wealth, ranks the places where
government-connected businesses are most likely to prosper. With almost sixty
“crony” business sectors versus twenty-two “non-crony” sectors, Hong Kong ranks
number one in the world for crony sector wealth. Russia, with less than twenty
“crony” business sectors, ranks number two, while the United States was sandwiched
between Thailand and Poland in seventeenth place.® Interestingly, the locals I spoke
with noted that, across the city, this disparity of wealth is the real issue disrupting
the daily lives of Hong Kongers and driving their anger toward the Party. In this
sense, the Hong Kongers I spoke to are not much different from those Americans
who feel that wealth disparities in the United States point to an economy that is
fundamentally unfair. In both contexts, the sense of economic injustice fuels a
rising tide of political frustration.

Indeed, as in Paris and New York and Beijing, Hong Kong has become a city
of extremes. Providing home to the sixth highest number of billionaires in the
world, the city now ranges from obscene wealth to desperate poverty.®* In 2017,
the SCMP reported that the richest 10 percent of households in Hong Kong earn
around forty-four times that of the poorest families.** Despite attempts by the
Hong Kong government to address the city’s wealth disparity, CY Leung made a
statement during the height of the Umbrella Revolution explaining that the reason
genuine universal suffrage in Hong Kong would not be successful was because “you
would be talking to half of the people in Hong Kong who earn less than HK$1,800 a
month. Then you would end up with those kind of politics and policies.”® Leung’s
statement is indicative of the Party’s (radically not Communist) stance, in which
the post-Communist plutocracy is wary of giving too much power, voice, and
political agency to Hong Kong’s poorer populations. Put simply, by continuing to
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refuse genuine democracy, the Party and the Hong Kong government ensure that
the rich continue accumulating wealth while the poor continue their struggle to
survive in the world’s most densely populated city. And so the Party’s governance
of Hong Kong ensures that the plutocracy is maintained. Nowhere is the notion
of the plutocratization of Hong Kong more visible than in the city’s unsustainable
housing market.

Housing

With a median housing price of US$631,026 and a median income of only US$37,020,
2015 saw Hong Kong ranked at the top of a global list of unaffordable housing for
the fifth consecutive year.®® Because of this imbalance, Hong Kongers have been
pushed to the outlying areas of their city. Hong Kong journalist and author Joyce
Man expresses the sentiment, ‘I resent that being a homeowner in Hong Kong
means saving for over a decade to buy a miserable hovel in the boondocks.”"’
The Tuen Mun suburb is one example of the far-flung areas of Hong Kong where
mainlandization is taking hold to the detriment of Hong Kongers. Nestled away in
Hong Kong’s New Territories, Tuen Mun is a two-hour commute to the city’s Central
district. With a square footage that is only “slightly larger than the average American
kitchen,” and a price tag of 2.9 million Hong Kong dollars (about US$375,000),
even the cheapest Tuen Mun apartment is out of reach for a frustrated generation
“increasingly unable to afford the lives their parents had.”®® Large swaths of Hong
Kongers can simply no longer afford to reside in their own city. In this case, China’s
forced convergence of Hong Kong with wealthy mainland investors has led to a
dramatic sense of fragmentation within the city, as large swaths of the population
are forced to move out of heavily populated and history-rich neighborhoods into
the city’s new, far-flung suburbs.

Hong Kong is not exceptional in this sense, as gentrification across the globe
is leading to the displacement of local residents who can no longer afford to
live in neighborhoods where they have spent their entire lives.*” The concept of
gentrification is often associated with its Anglo-American and Western heartland,
but one has only to look at the vanishing of Beijing’s heritage through the declining
number of hutongs to see that gentrification is spreading to Asia.” Indeed, scholars
argue that despite a lack of research into gentrification in Hong Kong, the concept
is evident across the city.”! One employee of a Hong Kong community alliance

printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCOhost -

A Rhetorical Analysis of the Mainlandization 33

believes that the gentrification of Tin Shui Wai—one of Hong Kong’s poorest
suburbs—underlines how the city is being “plagued” by the wealth gap that is
increasingly polarizing the rich and the poor.”* Evidence suggests that Hong Kong,
then, is undergoing wrenching transformations similar to those seismic real-estate
shifts hitting London, Berlin, Denver, and Shanghai. In each of these booming
metropolises, families are being forced to move further from the center of the
city.” In more severe cases, some Hong Kongers are reduced to residing in “wire
mesh cages resembling rabbit hutches” in dilapidated Kowloon buildings, rooftop
shanty towns, and “coffin homes” that are too small for inhabitants to fully stretch
out theirlegs.” Gentrification and mainlandization are also leading to the vanishing
of local family-run businesses.” Street-side cobblers who mend shoes in a matter
of minutes are forced to abandon their rickety tin huts. Locals who have peddled
dumplings and egg waffles for generations are being forced to close their doors.
Their replacements are yet more lustrous apartment developments unobtainable
to the average Hong Konger.

As aresult, research suggests that more people than ever are leaving the city as
Hong Kongers and expats are increasingly questioning their future in the city.” Ina
heartfelt op-ed for the SCMP, for example, Joyce Man echoes the sadness of many
Hong Kongers as they contemplate leaving their home city. “It feels like desertion
and betrayal,” she writes. Hong Kongers are leaving “not because they do not love

Hong Kong, but because they can't bear to see the home they love slip away.”””

Fragmented Identities in an Age of Convergence: Hong Kong, Not China

The unease or, in some case, fear that Hong Kong citizens feel toward the mainland
has gradually come to fruition over the past twenty years. Long-standing tensions
directed at the mainland and Party were, in fact, initiated by Hong Kongers who
risked their lives by migrating from the mainland in the 1950s in order to escape what
has been described as “the chaos of the Chinese civil war and Maoist repression.””
Seeking refuge from the mainland, a large majority of the migrants settled in Hong
Kong to raise families.” People went to Hong Kong to “seek protection and build
a life that was separate from the mainland,” and to escape the hard labor, assaults,
and repression of Communist China.*® “Everyone here is a refugee. They came and
they knuckled down, they worked really hard and they saved everything that they
had, gave their kids a better life, to go to university, and they made it.”®" Over the
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course of the following fifty years, trepidation toward the mainland was ingrained
in the children and grandchildren of Hong Kong’s Chinese migrants as the fears,
experiences, and prejudices of older generations were shared with younger Hong
Kongers.

And so, over time, older-generation Hong Kong families disassociated from
their mainland roots and, despite moving to the relative safe haven of Hong Kong,
felt that “China was always too close for comfort.” Younger family members grew
up “know[ing] nothing other than Hong Kong.”®* This experience and mind-set
has led to the emergence of fragmented and hybrid identities that merge a sense
of being Chinese (in a civilizational sense), Western (in a consumer and freedoms
sense), yet mostly Hong Kongese in a unique sense—hence the chants during the
Umbrella Revolution and other high-profile events: “We are Hong Kong,” “End
one-party dictatorship,” and “Reject the deterioration of Hong Kong.”®

Thus, Hong Kong identity and the notion of being Hong Kong-ese has been
adopted by citizens who do not “want to be ruled by a country that massacres its
own people.”*When negotiations regarding Hong Kong’s sovereignty began in 1982,
for example, the Hong Kong public quickly became aware that the city’s return to
China could become a reality. The Chinese citizens who had fled to Hong Kong were
shocked; the nation that they had risked their lives to escape was about to return
and take them back. For these Chinese migrants, reunification with the PRC would
“defeat their entire life projects” of escaping the clutches of Communist China.®
As these comments indicate, many Hong Kongers base their sense of self on the
premise of fragmentation from China; this is why mainlandization strikes them as
so dangerous, for it amounts to the forced convergence with the same Communist
Party they fled generations ago.

This also explains why differing views about challenging the Party’s power
appear to be one significant element in the deeply divided mind-sets of different
generations of Hong Kongers. While many older Hong Kong citizens believe in a
united China, they do not want Communist Party rule. This was reflected in the
sentiment of one Hong Konger I spoke to: “I really look for a united China. But
they must be unified by the means of democracy, freedom of rule of law, respect of
human rights and equality®® Speaking with different generations of city residents
reveals clear divides between different mind-sets. Much of this stems from the fact
that older Hong Kongers have firsthand experiences with the extreme efforts the
CPC will deploy to support its totalitarian rule. These experiences have led to older
generations that value stability over radical political change, a mind-set that, no
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doubt, appeases the Party. The maintenance and promotion of a Hong Kong identity,
however, is an element of the city’s existence that continues to antagonize the Party.

For these reasons, the notion of identity is a delicate issue in Hong Kong.*’
Around 95 percent of Hong Kong’s population is Chinese-born, yet, despite being
“proudly Chinese,” Hong Kongers are deeply “steeped in Western ways,” as a result of
150 years of British colonial rule.*® Accordingly, in Hong Kong “an entire generation
act on their sense of alienation from China and its values,” resulting in the hybrid
and distinct identities discussed above. Thus, Hong Kongers are disconnected
from the mainland, “never sure how they fit into the People’s Republic.”® A study
carried out by Hong Kong University reveals the disparity in the city’s contested and
ambiguous sense of identity. In late 2016, 45 percent of the 1,001 people surveyed
identified as “Hong Konger,” while 47 percent identified as having a mixed identity.
Only 16 percent identified as being “Chinese.””® Maintaining Chinese heritage,
culture, and history while, at the same time, upholding the liberties and rule of
law that distinguish Hong Kong from the rest of China is a delicate balancing act
that forms a major part of everyday lived experience.” Indeed, many Hong Kongers
draw a clear distinction between China as a nation and China as a Communist
regime. For example, one commentator suggested that while Hong Kongers “[do]
not wholly repudiate the notion of being Chinese . . . a love of China does not
necessarily entail the love of the CPC.”** Chinese scholar J. F. Tsai similarly notes
this incongruity, observing that “in the past one hundred years, Hong Kong people
politically identified China as their motherland and yet at the same time held a
negative view of the government.”*?

Mainlanders, too, feel a sense of detachment from Hong Kongers. Journalist
Sergey Radchenko believes that despite the various elements linking Hong Kong
to the mainland, for mainlanders, “Hong Kong is effectively a foreign country.”**
Mainlanders feel patriotic toward Hong Kong, but little is actually known about the
city, and the issues and struggles faced by Hong Kongers do not resonate with the
mainland. To many mainlanders, Hong Kong is “an attractive but hopelessly remote
world of Cantonese pop singers and Jackie Chans”—these cultural divisions make
it “virtually impossible to bring the two mind-sets together.”*

These cultural and communicative divisions stem in large part from the
fact that young Hong Kongers have only experienced Hong Kong as a fairly free
society separate from the mainland; as a consequence, they had not—prior to the
Umbrella Revolution—witnessed Party brutality and its heavy forms of governance
firsthand. This youthful exuberance, which could be construed as naivete, led to
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the sometimes-violent confrontations between Hong Kongers and the police that
were witnessed during the Umbrella Revolution. Instead of stability, young Hong
Kongers want real change, a life that is not dictated by the CPC, and they are not
afraid to stand up to and question the government. Many young Hong Kongers
therefore believe in the “one country, two systems” policy “to the absolute max,” as
they “are saying, ‘You [ China] stay out of our business and we’ll [Hong Kong] stay out
of yours.””® It makes sense, then, that the seemingly contradictory and ambiguous
sense of national identification that has steadily grown in Hong Kong is viewed by
the Party as a threat to its governance. David Gruber explains that Hong Kongers see
themselves as “citizens of the world, with strong ties stretching back to England.”"’
The Party, however, is unable to accept this notion, as it derails the plans for the
“reunification” of Hong Kong with the mainland. Here again we see that the Hong
Kongers’ desire for a local sense of autonomy, for being fragmented off from the
mainland, stands in stark opposition to the Party’s goal of national convergence.

CY Leung: Agent of and Symbol of Convergence

Often referred to as “689,” a sarcastic reference to the number of votes he needed
to secure to preside over a city of over seven million people, CY Leung was sworn
in as the chief executive of Hong Kong in July 2012.%® Leung’s tenure as the city’s
leader was not without controversy. Within seconds of being sworn into his
newly acquired role, Leung proceeded to dismay Hong Kongers by presenting his
inauguration speech in putonghua, as opposed to the Cantonese dialect favored
by a large majority of Hong Kong’s Chinese residents.” Throughout his four-year
tenure, Leung was viewed by many as an obedient Beijing lackey, a “Party appointed
stooge,” a cunning wolf in sheep’s clothing.'”® Leung faced a string of controversies
during his time as chief executive, including, but not limited to, the HK $400 million
Karolinska Institute donation scandal, the discovery of six “illegal structures” at his
multi-million-dollar Hong Kong mansion, his daughter working as an underage
intern at JP Morgan, and accusations of failing to declare income from a 201 HK$50
million deal with an Australian engineering firm.'”" Controversy and unrest followed
Leung and continued to plague his term in office, culminating, of course, with his
handling of the 2014 Umbrella Revolution.

A Hong Konger from a humble upbringing in an immigrant family, Leung
was raised in the city’s low-income government housing complexes. His past is

printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCOhost -

A Rhetorical Analysis of the Mainlandization 37

relatable to the many Hong Kongers stuck within the spiral of downward mobility
that cripples the city. Like many families at the time, Leung moved to Hong Kong
to seek refuge from political turmoil in the mainland. In the buildup to the 2012
election, Leung went to great lengths to present himself as somebody from the
grassroots of Hong Kong, without links to the tycoons who are stifling the city."”
Revered by his supporters, Leung was a working-class hero, a man of the people
who, today, still uses the same briefcase that he used as a student.'”® The view of
Leung's supporters, however, is in stark contrast to that of his detractors. Despite his
Hong Kong roots, Leung is often despised as a figure that local media have branded
an untrustworthy wolf, a closet Communist, and “a very obedient cadre,” who has
been carefully trained by the Party to carry out its orders.'” Leung’s immense
wealth, gained as a result of his successful career in the real estate sector, coupled
with his speedy rise through the political ranks, has led to his being referred to as
the “emperor of the working class.”*

Despite the negativity and anger directed at Leung by a large majority of Hong
Kong’s population, during his tenure as chief executive, Leung was credited with
successfully combating some of the issues that drive mainlandization, including
banning mainland women from traveling to Hong Kong to give birth, stopping the
parallel trading of baby milk powder, and increasing public housing supplies.'”
These successes were not enough to boost his popularity, however, and in 2016,
shockwaves rippled across Hong Kong when Leung announced that he would be
the first chief executive in the city’s history to not seek a second term.

Aleader with few sympathizers—to the extent that rolls of toilet paper carrying
images of his face were sold—many Hong Kongers were happy to learn of Leung’s
planned departure; he “had it coming,” quipped one observer."”” Commentators
spoke of Leung’s “confrontational and belligerent style of governance,” which had
divided and polarized Hong Kong during his four-year term as the city’s leader.!®
Throughout his tenure, marked with multiple controversies and moderate successes,
the main issue facing Leung was the fact that Hong Kong citizens did not choose
him as their leader. The main obstacle Leung was unable to navigate was his
unwillingness and, importantly, his inability to provide Hong Kongers with their
desired goal of universal suffrage. Journalist Harriet Alexander asks if Leung was
“a cunning wolf or simply a diligent servant of the Party who obediently carried
out its instructions.” This distinction between Leung’s unwillingness or inability
to gain the trust and support of Hong Kongers is what made him such a divisive,
untrusted, and reviled figure.'”?
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Leung may have been born in Hong Kong and may have raised his children
in the city, but like many wealthy Chinese families, his children were educated
abroad. As the owner of at least five properties around the world, including a
multi-million-dollar home on the Peak (Victoria Peak), Leung lives a life that is far
beyond the means of the citizens he is supposed to represent. As one interviewee
suggested, “The fact that many wealthy Chinese are not investing their vast fortunes
back into the country does not demonstrate a belief in Xi Jinping’s Chinese Dream;
rather, it indicates that wealthy tycoons have an insurance policy” against the
collapse of China. “Where do they educate their kids? Where do they buy all of their
property? Where’s all their money stashed? In very up-market parts of London,”
claimed one interviewee when asked about Party loyalists in Hong Kong. Leung’s
reluctance—and that of other Party supporters—to provide his children with alocal
Hong Kong education and invest in the city appear to provide further evidence of
his disinterest in the future of Hong Kong as an autonomous region of China and, as
aresult, his embodiment of mainlandization."’ This is a major irony, then, as Leung
was the politician tasked with enforcing China’s mainlandization policies in Hong
Kong, in part by revising the city’s convergence-favoring educational programs,
even as he sent his children abroad for their own education.

From a communication perspective, Leung’s position as a scapegoat for
Beijing’s attempts to control Hong Kong functioned in a number of ways. First,
despite the notion that Beijing should have been the main focus of Hong Kong’s
dissatisfaction during the Umbrella Revolution, it was caricatures of Leung that
appeared on protesters’ posters and placards. In the colorful protest signs and street
art displayed during the Umbrella Revolution, Leung was depicted as Chairman
Mao (a Communist), Pinocchio (a liar), a wolf (a predatory oppressor), a zombie
(the living dead that prays on the living), and a vampire (sucking the life out of

Hong Kong).™

Leung’s acting as a scapegoat for the Party meant that resistance
to its attempts to dominate Hong Kong’s governance structures were diffused and
directed away from the Party.

Most of the warnings issued to protesters throughout the Umbrella Revolution,
including the announcement that the chances of winning concessions from Beijing
was “almost zero,” were delivered not by the Party, but by Leung. This resulted in
Leung taking the brunt of the blame and shielding the Party from criticism."? After
all, throughout his tenure as the city’s leader, Leung was pelted with various objects,
including eggs, a glass, Tkea plush toys, and even “hell money,” not to mention a

constant barrage of verbal abuse each time he was in public."® As a leader who
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was parodied in a Pac-Man-style computer game, which became a hit among Hong
Kongers, and who had an abandoned bus decorated and labeled as “CY Leung’s
coffin”—destination “Hell’—sulffice it to say that Leung “lost face” on countless
occasions during his tenure as Hong Kong’s chief executive, albeit while dutifully
protecting the Party.™

But Leung was not the only individual targeted. The CPC and its leader,
President Xi Jinping, were not let off the hook completely and were—and are
still—caricatured in memes and parodies by Hong Kongers."® However, throughout
the duration of the Umbrella Revolution, President Xi did not feature as prominently
on placards and artwork. Instead, Leung’s face—often with added fangs—was
splashed across banners, shirts, and toilet paper. Moreover, the Party did not have
to deal with the “inconvenience” of protests in Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen, or any
other mainland city. Instead, Leung was left to fend for himself and deal with the
wrath of Hong Kongers during a seventy-nine-day protest and, for that matter, his
entire four-year reign as Hong Kong’s chief executive, while the Party continued
to rule over the rest of the nation that is—mostly—obedient and loyal to its Party
and leaders.

There is little doubt that challenging a single individual rather than the entire
totalitarian regime is easier. An argument can be made that by directing anger and
frustration at Leung, Hong Kongers felt that they had more chance of achieving
their perceived goal of universal suffrage. After all, attempts to take on the CPC have
historically not ended well. Editorials in the People’s Daily—an official mouthpiece
of the Party—warned Hong Kongers of the “unimaginable consequences” that
would result from the continued occupation of the city’s streets."® This also meant
that directing anger toward the Party would not have been a wise move, due to
the striking similarities between the People’s Daily editorial published during the
Umbrella Revolution and the notorious editorial from the same publication during
the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests. Indeed, China-watchers, including Al Pessin,
who was expelled from Beijing for his coverage of the Tiananmen Square protests,
were quick to draw parallels between the Party rhetoric of 1989 and 2014. For Pessin,
the use of the word “chaos” on the front page of the People’s Daily to describe the acts
of Hong Kong protesters was worryingly reminiscent of 1989. As “a significant term
in Chinese Communist Party ideology,” explains Pessin, chaos suggested that Hong
Kongers’ actions had the potential to “threaten the Party’s hold on power.” When
the word was used in 1989 to describe Tiananmen protesters, the military quickly
acted to curb the dissent. When coupled with the sight of Hong Kong police donning
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military-like uniforms and implementing the use of tear gas and rubber bullets
in an attempt to disperse protesters—another vision of Tiananmen—parallels,
however faint, could be drawn between Tiananmen and the Umbrella Revolution."®
Additional threats, such as President Xi’s direct warning that any attempt made by
Hong Kongers to challenge the Party’s authority would be “an act that crosses the red
line, and is absolutely impermissible,” provided a stark reminder to Hong Kongers
that their actions should be well thought through and the possible consequences
considered before taking a stand against the Party."® We might speculate, then, that
targeting Leung was a safer route of political protest than attacking the Party; if this
is true, then Leung served as a condensation symbol, a catchall figure encapsulating
protesters’ anger while deflecting threats against the Party.

The polarizing nature of CY Leung was perhaps best typified in a 2015 address
to welcome in the Lunar New Year of the sheep—the first Chinese New Year after
the Umbrella Revolution. Leung urged Hong Kongers to “take inspiration from the
sheep’s character and pull together in an accommodating manner to work for Hong
Kong’s future.”** The irony of his appeal appears to have been lost on both Leung
and the Party. First, the phrase carries a negative connotation by way of the fact
that sheep are commonly viewed as docile animals that follow instructions and
do not act independently: a role that Hong Kongers are unwilling to fulfill. Second,
by advising Hong Kongers to toe the Party line, Leung is outing himself as a Party
loyalist—a role that has been alleged by his detractors and opponents, and that is
contrary to his supposed character as a humble Hong Konger. Moreover, if Leung
was continuing to portray himself as a Hong Konger, he was also inadvertently
admitting to also being a sheep: essentially admitting his status as a Party lackey.
Finally, Leung’s common depiction as a wolf—a predator of sheep—portrays him
as an enemy of Hong Kong and, hence, a key protagonist of mainlandization.

Conclusion

After focusing on the outbreak of Hong Kong’s Umbrella Revolution, this chapter
set out to explore the perceived notion of the mainlandization of Hong Kong
and to address how mainlandization has seeped into and affected the everyday
lives of Hong Kongers. Mainlandization is visible through a number of Party-in-
fluenced policies including housing, education, and the media, all of which have
had a destabilizing effect on Hong Kongers. To this end, I posit that the Party’s
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governance of Hong Kong is a leading, if not the principle contributing factor to
the mainlandization of Hong Kong. After addressing how mainlandization has
been a major factor in the plutocratization of Hong Kong and how this interacted
with the long-standing hybrid identities that threaten Party power, I turned to an
individual whom I consider to be the chief protagonists of the mainlandization and
plutocratization of Hong Kong, the city’s former chief executive, CY Leung. I argued
that Leung is the ultimate embodiment of mainlandization. Despite portraying
himself as a humble Hong Konger, Leung’s tenure as chief Executive was plagued
by controversy and accusations of shady business dealings, illicit wealth, and Party
roots. Finally, I claimed that throughout his time in office, Leung acted as a proxy
for Beijing by being positioned as a scapegoat for Hong Kong’s dissatisfaction and
unrest. Thus, within the dialectic of convergence and fragmentation, Leung was
the central figure and key symbol, the literal face of mainlandization and, hence,
target of the Umbrella Revolution.

I argue that Leung’s role as a scapegoat worked in the Party’s favor. Leung’s
position ensured that, throughout the Umbrella Revolution, he shielded the Party
from the bulk of criticism and dissatisfaction by taking the brunt of the blame,
which was directed toward him instead of Beijing. Leung lost a great deal of face
during his tenure. He was forced to withstand a barrage of verbal abuse, was
pelted with eggs, was parodied through cartoon characters and animals, and was
even villainized through the memorialization of his pseudo-death.'” By acting
as a scapegoat for the Party, resistance to its attempts to dominate Hong Kong’s
governance structures were diffused, directed away from the Party and, instead,
toward Leung. Thus, while he was ridiculed by protesters, he also protected the
reputation and maintained the face of the Party.

And it all worked out in his favor. For all the sacrifices Leung made, despite
losing face throughout his tenure as Hong Kong’s chief executive—especially
throughout the Umbrella Revolution—his loyalty to the Party was rewarded. In 2017,
Leung was elevated to vice-chairman of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Conference, the PRC’s political advisory body. He received overwhelming support
for election as a result of his “firm stance against pro-independence advocacy and
the Occupy Central protests.”'** Leung, it would appear, has been heavily rewarded
for following Party orders throughout the Umbrella Revolution. Perhaps Leung
played a long game and, despite personal tribulation, obediently followed Party
lines in order to secure his long-term future.
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Fragmentation and Convergence In the
Construction of National Imaginaries
in US and Chinese Documentaries

Zhi Li and Xi Wang

n different contexts, the word “other” has different meanings. For example,

in the modernist philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre, the concept of the “other”

was defined as indicating the opposite of the self, as something external and

foreign.! Within the history of colonization and expansion, this philosophical
understanding was loaded with Western notions of domination, often including a
sense of Europe’s assumed racial and cultural superiority.® In the specific context
of the history of the British Empire, “other” has been positioned at the margins
of political discourse, marking one extreme of what Stuart Hall has called “the
West and the rest” discourse.®> More recent scholarship has called such binaries
into question, suggesting that the history of global imperialisms is in fact much
more complicated than a monolithic “West” conquering various “others.” Under
the notion of “alternative modernities,” this new thinking suggests that there
have been multiple centers of power over the ages, and multiple sites of political
struggle and resistance, hence rendering the notion of “others” and “otherness”
less totalizing and more local.* Nonetheless, the notion of the other remains a
powerful indicator of political oppression. According to Zhang, the notion of the
other “implies the condition of marginalization, subordination, inferiority, being
oppressed, and excluded.” As a consequence, within a wide range of humanistic

printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCOhost -

52 Zhi Li and Xi Wang

disciplines, working with and alongside those once deemed other has become a
hallmark of scholars who, according to Zhang, are committed to “pursuing justice,

"5 Indeed, within this discursive context of scholars

equality, freedom and liberty.
working for justice—and hence breaking down the notions of self and other, West
and rest, powerful and powerless—emphasis is placed on examining cultural
peculiarities, community progress, and lingering problems through a comparative
lens that supports cross-cultural communication and understanding.

In the age of convergence, the notion of otherness is increasingly compli-
cated, as global media flows enable consumers around the world to view images
from almost limitless sources. Moreover, convergence means these global media
streams are now multilayered, including local and national news, comedies, sports,
weather, and more—hence rendering the notion of “others” more multiple, more
complicated. The most obscure Balinese comedies, Hindu dance, Australian
rugby, Nigerian folks songs, or American news are now just a click away—within
this infinite data-stream, what is “other”? Nonetheless, documentary films have
long served a key role in Western countries of conveying a normative sense of
preferred—and sometimes oppositional—national imaginaries.® In China, on
the other hand, documentaries have always been associated with the needs of the
Communist Party of China (hereafter CPC or Party), rendering them, in the eyes
of most viewers, as little more than propaganda. We are concerned, then, with the
fascinating question of how a sense of the nation, a stable and coherent national
self, is constructed in documentaries in America and China, in both cases by
creating a sense of external others who threaten the nation. Our goal, then, is to
address national image construction in both American and Chinese documentary
films, offering a comparative analysis of how they construct senses of self and other,
even while acknowledging the more complicated contexts of identification made
possible by the age of convergence. In this way, our analysis contributes to the
understanding of US—China relations, as we hope to show how each nation imagines
itself in documentaries, and hence, at the same time, imagines the “other” as well.

Indeed, with the development of new media technologies, the paradox of
convergence and fragmentation has become increasingly relevant in the new era.
On the one hand, more voices from different social classes have been included in
political debates via the online public sphere; on the other hand, the problems
of low-quality information, fake news, and rumors bring great trouble for both
citizens and governments. In terms of documentaries, the situation is ever more

complicated because China’s mainstream media is now governed by a central
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political power. This entails mainstream media sources producing monotonic
national images with the hope that audiences will be inoculated against dissent by
imbibing harmonious and prosperous imaginings of the country. But this outdated,
direct-effects strategy generally backfires, as increasingly critical youth fight for a
modernized and democratized China of the future. Within this context, China’s
young media consumers are fueling a golden age of documentary; the genre has
become so popular that it can be regarded as providing a kind of media infrastruc-
ture, one that extends “the area of local intercourse, that engenders the need for
combination and co-operation, communication and communion.” In the case of
China’s documentaries, it is necessary to notice that “infrastructures produce power
relations,” in the sense that power is something “that works not just negatively, by
denying, restricting, prohibiting, or repressing, but also positively, by producing
forms of pleasure, systems of knowledge, goods, and discourses.”® This notion of
power as productive and pleasurable is important to remember, as China’s new
youth generation emerges into itself as a force within global media and consumer
cultures, and hence as hungry not for old-school, Party-style propaganda, but for
something fresh and new. As Henry Jenkins has argued, “Convergence represents
a cultural shift as consumers are encouraged to seek out new information and

" Documentaries are at the

make connections among dispersed media content.
forefront of this new media moment in China and thus offer us rich opportunities
for addressing how fragmentation and convergence are portrayed and visualized,
in documentaries both about China and about China’s relations with the United
States and beyond.

To support our claims, we analyze documentaries that engage in national image
construction strategies in the United States and China. Though it is impossible
to reach any ultimate conclusions, our discussion attempts to shed light on how
different documentary strategies point to corresponding national imaginaries and
how these imaginaries in turn rotate around differing notions of fragmentation
and convergence. Though we write as Chinese scholars, we find fault in traditional
Chinese documentary styles, which have sought to build a sense of national
harmony through propaganda. The American documentaries we consider demon-
strate a much greater sense of faith in the nation and its people, and hence use
fragmentation to strong effect. In our conclusion, we point to some recent Chinese
documentaries that demonstrate a more modern, open-ended style, and which
therefore give us hope that national imaginings in and of China, and about China’s
relations to the United States and beyond, may be maturing in exciting new ways.
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National Image Construction in America: The Story of Us

In 2010, the History Channel produced a twelve-part documentary, America: The
Story of Us, an epic that takes a sweeping approach to telling the story of American
history."° America covers over four hundred years of American history, moving from
1607 to 2010. Some sixteen hundred actors were employed to represent the different
figures populating these historical periods; due in part to its sheer size and scope,
and to its heroic tribute to American democracy, the documentary was nominated
in 2010 for four Emmy Awards, including Outstanding Cinematography, Outstanding
Picture Editing, Outstanding Sound Editing, and Outstanding Writing for Nonfiction
Programming." Because America was so successful in depicting the history of the
nation, gleaning collective memories and illustrating their significance from various
microperspectives, we approach the documentary as a representative case study of
how deploying fragmentation—a focus on small scenes, forgotten individuals, the
mundane and humble parts of daily life—can add up to create a sweeping sense
of convergence and national unity.

For example, the interviewees’ viewpoints in America represent considerable
walks of life, including businessmen Donald J. Trump (before he was elected
president); the award-winning actor Meryl Streep; the founder of Wikipedia, Jimmy
Wales; the American fashion designer Vera Wang; recording artist and musician
John Legend; the host of NBC news programs Brian Williams; comedian, actress, and
activist Margaret Cho; among many, many others. Additionally, political viewpoints
are included from former US secretary of state Colin L. Powell and mayor of New
York Michael R. Bloomberg. Finally, commentary from historians such as Annette
Gordon-Reed and David Kennedy is also included. We have listed the names of
some prominent Americans, but America includes lesser-known figures and a fair
representation of ethnic and racial minorities as well. So the film’s producers clearly
tried to represent the panorama of American life, with historians standing as the
providers of overarching historical narratives.

According to Elizabeth Jensen, writing for the New York Times, the documentary
allotted celebrities too much time to address their opinions about America instead
of giving historians the chance to display more accurate insights about specific
historical events. However, on the inclusion of celebrity testimony, Nancy Dubuc,
president and chief executive officer of A+E Networks, explained that “it sort of ups
the entertainment value of the show.? Indeed, by fusing healthy doses of celebrity
testimony and historian narration, by including figures from multifarious fields and
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ranges of social classes, professional areas, and vocational backgrounds, America
found the right balance that captured mainstream America’s attention, the first
episode drawing 5.7 million total viewers during its original airing."® As Chinese
scholars, we find it highly fascinating that the nation’s story needed to be told by
celebrities, as if the nation could not listen to ordinary people or scholars alone,
but we understand the filmmakers’ intentions to help sell the film to the public
by including such figures. Moreover, the inclusion of celebrities in the narrative
indicates another moment in communication convergence, as America incorporates
staged dramatic reenactments, historical footage, historical commentary, and,
yes, celebrities, hence embodying the interweaving of different forms of cultural
production and knowledge in one piece.

Despite our comments about celebrities in America, among the people high-
lighted in the film we also find well-known historical figures positioned alongside
humble and mundane people from everyday walks of life. For example, in the first
episode, Benjamin Franklin’s experiences are layered against the experiences of
Edward Winslow, a twenty-four-year-old printing apprentice: the former stood out
as one of the premier intellectuals, journalists, and activists of the Revolutionary
era, whereas the latter toiled in obscurity. Such contrasts provide a range of
vantage points for audiences to perceive the ups and downs of destiny against the
resplendent backdrop of history. It appears that this layering is meant to show how
individuals from different walks of life manage to converge at key points in time to
create change, in essence showing viewers how disparate fragments accumulate
into a national whole.

America also includes perspectives on slavery, postslavery apartheid, and the
slaughter of Native Americans, hence tackling some of America’s most violent
and oppressive histories. Additionally, the film explores the deeper and complex
reasons driving America’s troubled past, hence asking serious questions about
the practices and legacies of racism, structural inequality, religious oppression,
sexism, and others. The courage of directly facing hidden and subjugated subject
positions displays an honest, balanced, yet ultimately hopeful outlook on history,
suggesting that part of the American story is the nation’s tough-minded willingness
to learn from past atrocities. Because of this perspective, America has become one
of the most acclaimed educational works from the History Channel. DVDs were
freely distributed to schools, colleges, and universities all over America; according
to History executives, more than thirty thousand interested parties signed up to
receive copies shortly after its first airing. According to Nancy Dubuc, president and
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general manager of the History Channel when the documentary was released, “The
genesis of the idea for me came from this notion of showing people that you can
get through difficult times and that this country has been in difficult times many,
many times. And the perseverance and the strength and the determination and the
sacrifice that so many millions of people have had to endure to form this country
is far greater than anything that we can really imagine. I'm a big believer in: Show
people that path and it becomes easier in some ways.”™ That is to say, in addition
to showing where we are here and now, it is just as important to present what we
have been through and how we finally triumphed, or at least persevered, in each
particular situation, hence constructing the arc of national history.

What needs to be emphasized here is the constitutive nature of America. Since
“the analysis of rhetorical documents should not turn inward, to an appreciation
of persuasive, manipulative techniques, but outward to functions of rhetoric,” so
the documentary should not be merely regarded as an accumulation of visual
and storytelling techniques but addressed as an attempt to create a coherent na-
tional narrative—as an attempt to create a sense of convergence around a network
of fragments."” Thus, the main form of American national image construction in
America is the presentation of everyday, ordinary people alongside the insertion
of well-known landscapes, hence highlighting people constituting America
in their daily lives. The people include the workers at the core of American
culture, from farmers selling crops and fishermen distributing seafood, to baristas
making the perfect cup of coffee and conductors driving the coaches to get
people to the next station. Ordinary displays of people living mundane life with
jubilant smiles represent the friendliness and spontaneity of daily life. These
everyday images are used throughout the documentary, yet when events of great
importance and significance are addressed by key figures in society, we find their
voices providing the overarching narratives that are so important to national
image construction.

From America, then, we can see that national image construction evolves
through a complex layering of voices and images representing an epic sweep
of American life."® In comparison to CPC-style propaganda, what makes this
layering so interesting is the presence of disagreement, fundamental conflicts
about what it means to be an American. The documentary therefore embodies
the democratic process itself, showing us the give-and-take of ideas across time.
America thus celebrates what Maurice Charland has called “the importance of
discourse, culture, and history in giving rise to subjectivity,” which is “always
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social, constituted in language, and exists in a delicate balance of contradictory
drives and impulses.””’

Demonstrating confidence in this uniquely and multilayered American sub-
jectivity plays a key role in how America communicates a strong national identity.
Indeed, America is interesting as a project in national image construction because
it seems less interested in arguing for some grand and coherent narrative than
in foregrounding how democracy is iterative, constitutive, self-generating, and
(ideally) self-correcting. Within this framework, American subjectivities do not have
to be generated by state media in accordance with state imperatives. The sense of
national convergence emerges, then, from a love of its fragments.

Reflections on Contemporary Chinese Documentary Films

Having considered a US example of national image construction, we now transition
to addressing Chinese documentary films. In China, most documentaries are made
by television stations owned by the government, meaning they strive to establish a
positive national image, as mandated by the Party (whose control over all facets of
communication are detailed in Patrick Dodge’s introduction to this book). But some
other documentaries are produced by ordinary people, and many of these indepen-
dent documentaries attempt to reveal the real conditions of Chinese society from
diverse perspectives, even though sometimes they cannot obtain official approval of
the government for circulating their work. And thus, as a result of the development
of new social media, “The Chinese people are kind of split between evolving, but still
old-fashioned and Party-controlled, offerings and emerging, innovative, new-media
offerings.™® As a result of this “split,” Chinese audiences now have access to more
choices of different kinds of domestic documentaries. However, when it comes to
national image construction, propaganda continues to be the main approach of the
Party, even in documentary production. Yet this approach has largely backfired, for
the ideology packaged into Chinese documentary films has been rejected not only
by domestic and Western audiences, but also by global audiences. Rare indeed is
the Chinese documentary that finds traction in international markets.

In light of these findings, some Chinese documentary films are changing with
the times by embracing multiple forms and content, arguably in an attempt to
move past propaganda and toward more artful forms. However, this process is
far from being accomplished. From our reading America, the essence of making

printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCOhost -

58 Zhi Li and Xi Wang

documentaries for global communication has been articulated; no such global
successes exist (yet) on the Chinese side. Bearing that fact in mind, it might be
useful to discern some drawbacks in contemporary Chinese documentaries via
comparison with America. Our purpose here is not to assail our Chinese colleagues,
but—writing as teachers of, scholars of, and practitioners of documentary mak-
ing—to prompt their adaptation, so that future national image construction in
Chinese documentaries is more effective and more palatable to international
audiences. To fulfill this task, our argument focuses on a few tendencies in contem-
porary Chinese documentaries. While critical of the overreliance on propaganda,
we are also hopeful, for as Jing and Yun point out, “With the development of new
technologies, especially the internet and digitalization, it is now also possible for
documentary photography to bypass the threshold of infrastructure, institutional
support, and capital to intervene directly in social processes within civil society.”
We hope our arguments below aid our fellow documentary makers in improving
the quality of such forthcoming “interventions.”

Strong Emphasis on Party Ideology

It is obvious to audiences that some, probably most, Chinese documentaries,
especially political films, lay great stress on reproducing Party ideology. Whereas
this approach may have worked in the past to increase patriotism in domestic
audiences, international audiences would be more likely to doubt the credibility of
the narrative teeming with harmony and acclamation, and thus to lose their trust
in Chinese voices, in turn broadening the gap in cross-cultural communication.
For example, consider this paragraph of narration from the second episode of the
political film Tides of Centuries: Dreams of China:

The reason why China, the people and the history chose the Communist Party
is that Chinese Communists faithfully represent the fundamental interests of
the people, and open up a road towards prosperity, democracy, civilization and
harmony for China. This road can be appreciated by the people of all ethnic
groups, all political parties, all walks of life, all aspects—the widest majority of the
Chinese people—and admired by people with rectitude and conscience all over
the world. It is also the inevitable choice of realizing the Two Centenary Goals for

China in the future.?’
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Produced in 2014 by China Central Television (CCTV) and the Publicity Department
of the Communist Party of China Central Committee, this kind of propaganda
celebrating the Chinese political system offers language familiar to most Chinese
viewers yet hardly believable for international viewers. Indeed, the repetitive
emphasis on political terms with Chinese characteristics can only bore Western
viewers. Worse, the presumptuous and condescending tone is likely to sweep away
any interest about China, working to broaden the gap between China and the West.
As Cai stated, “The discourse of nationalism is a double-edged sword which must
be dealt with carefully and intelligently when it is enlisted to resolve internal and
external problems.”” In this case, the “double-edged” nature of nationalism means
that by trying so hard, and so didactically, to celebrate Chinese nationalism, the
documentary ends up depicting the Party as overbearing.

For another example, let us turn to the Chinese documentary A Year in Tibet.**
Before it aired on CCTV; it first premiered on BBC Four in 2008, afterward spreading
to more than forty countries across Asia, Europe, America, and Africa. An essential
factor of its circulation, acceptance, and recognition within China was the minimi-
zation of political ideology. For instance, in the very beginning of the documentary
the vast earth, towering temples, and ordinary Tibetans are accompanied by placid
and meaningful Tibetan folk songs. Although there was no overt trumpeting of
a political tone, the story reproduces the Chinese state narrative of a “Leap Frog
Style of Development,” which is aimed at “harmoniously blending Chinese and
Tibetan cultures through planned economic modernization in Tibet,” and the
achievements of “triumphant modernization,” which “celebrates and performatively
constitutes China’s active development of Tibet.”** Contrary to America, which
directly reveals the dark sides of the United States’ national history, A Year in Tibet
avoids controversy by focusing on the nonpolitical, ordinary, and daily lives of local
Tibetans, who appear to be thrilled to have been incorporated into China’s forced
modernization.?* Thus, while less overt than Tides of Centuries, A Year in Tibet still
fulfills heavily propagandistic purposes by offering visual evidence that, ultimately,
only confirms Party ideology.

Lack of Objectivity

One of the recurrent problems in contemporary Chinese documentary films
is what we will call a lack of objectivity. Unlike the direct confrontations with
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historical problems in America, for example, most mainstream documentary
films in China celebrate the bright parts of national history without giving
audiences a glance into the darker sides. Consider The Road to Rejuvenation,®
the first contemporary Chinese political documentary to systematically discuss
modern Chinese history. Several important topics are embraced, including the 1911
Revolution, the construction of the People’s Republic of China, Deng Xiaoping’s
reform and opening policy, and the implementation of a socialist market economy,
among others. However, the documentary mainly focuses on stages of China’s great
achievements and victories throughout history, thus showcasing the country’s
power and prosperity while also, at the same time, celebrating the visionary
leadership of the CPC. Yet the film never traces back to the historical origins of
the significant setbacks that once brought China’s people tremendous trauma;
for example, the catastrophic Cultural Revolution, the failed Great Leap Forward,
and the still-forbidden 1989 Tiananmen Square student demonstrations—all of
which are well known globally—receive no mention, as if they never happened.
As Stephen J. Hartnett has pointed out elsewhere, the Chinese Communist Party
fears the free flow of information in both domestic and international public
spheres, prompting the Party to impose strict political regulations on all forms of
media.*® However, to truly be strong as a nation means reflecting on past misdeeds,
both recovering from and learning from those pains, including domestic ones,
and then replenishing the nation with courage and unremitting faith. Whereas
America artfully leads viewers to this conclusion, Road to Rejuvenation forces it
down their throats.

In contrast to this relentless Party propaganda, we believe the world would
benefit from seeing the vivid and real details of Chinese people’s lives, but they
are oftentimes omitted or are altogether ignored in most Chinese mainstream
documentary films. And yet, despite our critiques of the documentary, we argue
that A Year in Tibet could serve as a gentle example of a needed turning point.”’
The documentary does not avoid problems and build mirages, but rather depicts
ordinary people the way they are, reminding us that presenting taboo and sensitive
topics in context, without garbling, shows confidence in viewers, allowing them
to reach their own conclusions about past intercultural misunderstandings. For
instance, though the documentary shows the relatively harmonious relationship
between monks and the Communist Party, there are also clips presenting a taxi
driver cheating customers, a young lama who found it boring to chant scriptures,
Tibetan children who considered studying in the heartlands of China a heavy
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financial burden, and so on. Such scenes help build trust in foreign audiences
by showing them real cultural and daily life in China, albeit in non-politically
sensitive situations. During the process of cultural representation, these scenes of
daily life might be considered negligible, but in fact, these details contribute to the
moving power of attracting countless foreign audiences. In this instance, eschewing
propagandistic grand narratives in favor of loving depictions of daily life makes for
both a better film and a better piece of national image construction.

From the Obsession with Folklore to Delicious Tastes

Another common drawback in contemporary Chinese documentaries is that in
some, directors overemphasize local cultural customs without situating them
against larger humanistic concerns, thereby turning them into representations
of superstition. For instance, the five-episode documentary The Spring Festival*®
showcases the customs of reunion, sacrificial rite, exorcism, blessing, and the
celebration of the Lantern Festival during the Spring Festival. When it comes to
sacrificial rites, the film places redundant attention on the details of the ceremony
in a rural village, exhibiting the worship of Fuxi (a god in Chinese history) statues,
people praying for peace, the process of parade, and so on, without pointing out the
deeper cultural values engrained in these kinds of rites. In global communication
contexts, while some foreign audiences may possess particular knowledge about
Chinese history and culture, we assume most viewers will simply be lost within the
folkloric details. By delving into the details of folklore without putting the rituals
into detailed historical perspective, these kinds of representations could lead to
biased understandings.

For a positive counterexample, consider A Bite of China,”® which we believe
provides a good example of how to situate local customs within the larger narratives
that succeed in the global communication context. According to Fan Yang, the
program “enacts the simultaneously homogenizing and heterogenizing mechanisms
of globalization that intercept food and media at once.”* For instance, season 1,
episode 4, depicts food produced by secondary processing. It represented not only
the production of food, but also the people and their stories behind the process,
providing audiences with insights into the intimate relationships within Chinese
food-producing communities and larger connections to the cultural heritages of
food. In this way, the film depicts both local habits of food and their connections
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or similarities to more widespread cultural practices. For example, the end of this
episode presents a lasting impression:

It is the taste of salt, the taste of the mountains, the taste of the wind, the taste of
clouds, the taste of time, and the taste of human emotions. They’ve been closely
tied to the lands, to the people, hard work, and persistence for a very long time.

They meet at the tip of the tongue and within the heart.*

“Taste” transcends the tongue and mouth; it is a set of beliefs and hopes and
assumptions that have been transferred from people’s palates through their
experiences and emotions out into the world. Taste is a communicative process
rooted in human beings’ daily lives, and hence a treasured experience that spreads
across international contexts in global communication. As represented here, even
something as singular and personal as a taste on your tongue speaks to larger,
even universal values. A Bite of China thus moves the viewer from fragmentation
to convergence, from singularity to universality. By skipping the propaganda and
savoring the delicious details, this documentary casts China in a truly positive
light, one likely to contribute to positive feelings about the nation, its people, and
our cultures.

Constructing Effective Narrative Frames

In order to construct national images efficiently, cultural barriers need to be
addressed. In cross-cultural communication, it is a disservice if we fail to understand
precisely the ways that specific audiences perceive audiovisual languages within
their own cultural contexts. For instance, the original version of the twelve-episode
historical documentary The Imperial Palace depicts more than six hundred years of
history from its original construction up to present renovations.* The film lovingly
showcases abundant historical records, exquisite images, architectural art, the
functions of the palace, its collections of antiques, its transformation from palace to
museum, and so forth. Although the documentary presents a high value on history
and aesthetics, when put onto the global stage of communication, its shortcomings
become obvious: due to alack of knowledge about the Imperial Palace, voluminous
historical details can be overwhelming for foreign audiences. Instead of bombarding
viewers with huge amounts of information under verbose narration and countless
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detailed images, it would be more effective to present viewers logical and vivid
stories that unveil the mysterious palace in a more accessible way. If Road to
Rejuvenation is all propaganda and little detail, Imperial Palace is awash in so many
details that no coherent narrative emerges.

In contrast, the global version of Imperial Palace, as adapted by the National
Geographic Channel, has satisfied foreign audience’s appetite. It condenses the
twelve-episode documentary into two episodes of 120 minutes each, overturning
the narrative order to tell a fascinating story. It asks the question, what happened
in a majestic palace of former emperors? Unlike the considerable amount of
historical information about architecture and multifarious aspects of the palace
embraced in the Chinese version, this one selects the essence of Chinese charac-
teristics and lays great stress on penetrating the Imperial Palace’s mysteries. For
foreign audiences, depicting the ups and downs during dynastic changes, hence
explaining the history and politics of the site, is aesthetically effective. Although
the Imperial Palace is one of the most gorgeous palaces throughout the world, it is
not as well known to Western audiences as the Great Wall due to the prohibition
against civilians entering the grounds during a long period of history. Therefore,
leading audiences directly to the core of historical stories and linking them
to the historical-political conditions of the time is an effective way to address
cultural barriers, paving the way for establishing China’s national image in global
communication contexts. This specific example indicates a curious moment in the
age of communication convergence, as we find the US-based National Geographic
Channel editing a Chinese-made documentary about Chinese history, using
Western editing and narrative techniques to help international audiences make
sense of China’s national history.

Song Leng has suggested that “people all over the world are looking forward
to seeing the Made in China trend take root and expand in the documentary field
just as it has been in the global production of commodities.”*® As Imperial Palace
suggests, that outward reach of Chinese documentaries might best be achieved
in collaboration with international colleagues, demonstrating how the age of
convergence and globalization offers China excellent opportunities to reach both
new collaborators and new audiences.
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Conclusion: US—China Relations and the Future of Documentaries

We have argued herein that China’s contemporary documentaries are playing
catchup with American films, which tend to be much stronger at showcasing
contrasting viewpoints. We have pointed to America: The Story of Us as a particularly
good example. And we have argued that China’s documentaries are most successful
when they eschew Party-driven propaganda, which dominates Road to Rejuvenation,
instead focusing on the humble details of daily life in China, as in certain scenes
from A Year in Tibet and Bite of China. We have written both as scholars diagnosing
the respective documentary trends in America and China and as advocates, calling
upon our fellow Chinese filmmakers to show bravery in depicting the internal
contradictions in contemporary Chinese life.

What we need now is a call upon American and Chinese documentary makers
to begin the hard work of working together, entering a new phase of international
collaboration and cooperation wherein we can begin to provide audiences with
historically rich, aesthetically pleasing, and politically sophisticated portrayals
of the US—China relationship. There are few good documentaries that proceed
along these lines, yet the time is obviously ripe for such endeavors. In the age of
communication convergence, the next step in global documentary filmmaking is
clearly for US and Chinese artists to converge around the shared goal of making
films that can build international peace.
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Dueling Narratives of Distrust,
Hypocrisy, and Blame

The 2014 US-China Cyber Controversy

Michelle Murray Yang and Da Wang

epresentations of US—China relations have historically vacillated between
portrayals of the nations as stalwart enemies or as allies bonded by shared
ideals, aims, and challenges.! New technology has further complicated

fluctuations in the nations’ relationship. More specifically, advances in
cyber technology and cyberespionage have strained US—China relations as the
nations grapple with delineating the tenuous divide between acceptable forms of
national-security-enhancing cyberespionage and global-security-threatening acts of
cyberwar.? A profound example of the nations’ complex cyber relationship recently
played out with the United States’ indictment of five People’s Liberation Army (PLA)
officers for engaging in alleged cyberattacks against US companies. In May 2014,
a grand jury in the Western District of Pennsylvania indicted the five officers on
thirty-one counts. The counts included “conspiring to commit computer fraud; ac-
cessing a computer without authorization for the purpose of commercial advantage
and private financial gain; damaging computers through the transmission of code
and commands; aggravated identity theft; economic espionage; and theft of trade
secrets.”® The US Department of Justice accused the five PLA officers of belonging to
Military Unit 61398 and of hacking into multiple US companies’ computer networks,
including Westinghouse Electric, United States Steel, SolarWorld, Alcoa, Allegheny
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Technologies, and the United Steel, Paper and Forestry, Rubber, Manufacturing,
Energy, Allied Industrial and Service Workers International Union (USW).* The
cyber intrusions coincided with the companies’ involvement in legal proceedings,
partnerships, and negotiations with Chinese state-owned companies. The officers
were accused of illegally accessing a variety of information including emails and
trade secrets. Across the US intelligence community there was rare consensus: China
was engaging in acts of cyber intrusion—whether called espionage, surveillance,
theft, or hacking—that amounted to acts of war.

A milestone in US—China relations, the indictment of the Chinese officers was
the first time that the United States charged a state actor with this kind of cyber
hacking. The indictments enraged Chinese officials such as Qin Gang, spokesperson
for China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, who denounced the indictments as “purely
ungrounded with ulterior motives,” claiming “the Chinese government, the Chinese
military and their relevant personnel have never engaged or participated in cyber
theft of trade secrets.”” The controversy marred China’s twentieth anniversary of
first participating in the World Wide Web and threatened to escalate tensions
between the nations as US and Chinese officials accused one another of engaging in
cyberespionage and cyberattacks.® These dueling representations of the indictment
in Chinese and US media thus provide insight into the tensions underlying conver-
gence, new technology, governance, and crisis in US—China relations. The incident
also indicates how both US and Chinese institutional structures struggle to address
the questions of ethics and security raised by advances in technology. The cyber
controversy therefore raises important questions regarding how the United States
and China reconcile disputes regarding new technologies and communication
supply chains, indicating how the age of communication convergence is inherently
fraught with confusions, complications, and controversies.

This chapter examines how the cyber controversy was portrayed in Chinese
and US political discourse by undertaking a comparative framing analysis. The
first portion of the chapter analyzes US media and political discourse regarding
the indictments of the PLA officers, including statements by US political leaders
and news coverage by the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Huffington Post,
and the Wall Street Journal. The second half of the chapter examines coverage of
the cyber controversy as portrayed in the Chinese version of the People’s Daily and
how Chinese state media used Western news reports to frame the controversy. In
offering this comparative analysis, we attempt to chart how institutional structures
in the United States and China responded to the unique challenges posed by new
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technology in matters of convergence, governance, and crisis. Moreover, because
the question of “cyberwar” is so unstable—including competing definitions of
cyberespionage, cyber surveillance, cyberattacks, cyber policing, cybertheft, and so
on—our analysis touches upon the questions of ethics and truth in international
communication, the relationship between communication and national security,
and, ultimately, the very prospects of diplomacy and trade in the age of commu-
nication convergence.

Rhetoric and News-Framing Analysis

In this chapter we take a rhetorical approach in examining discourse concerning
the 2014 cyber controversy. This method enables us to probe symbols at the level
of their meaning, to explore how they function, and to examine the ways they
are employed to discern relationships regarding language, power, and authority.”
In doing so we combine a close textual analysis with news framing to analyze
media articles and political statements. Close textual analysis requires the critic
to examine discourse “microscopically—at the level of the sentence, phrase, word,
and syllable.”® Thus, this entails studying the syntax, imagery, language choice,
figures, argument structure, and the development of ideas. This critical attention
to the minute levels of language usage can yield new understanding of how texts
function both rhetorically and politically.’

In combining close textual analysis with news-framing analysis, we find that
language and communication play a significant role in the framing process. We
approach frames as “discursive structures embedded in news discourses that func-
tion to convey meaning” that are integral to gaining and sustaining power."” How
rhetors frame an issue can open avenues for deliberation or limit argumentative
possibilities, as they can emphasize “specific values, facts, or other considerations
and endow them with greater relevance to an issue than would an alternative
frame." Framing can also work to influence people’s perceptions of social issues
“by eliminating voices or weakening arguments of those attempting to generate
news coverage for their candidate, cause, or policy”* This means that politicians
can affect the framing process through their word choices. Thus, powerful political
officials can promote or resist a specific frame through their language usage in
public speeches and statements. Additionally, high-ranking political leaders whose
remarks are pertinent to a specific news story may be more effective in influencing
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how ajournalist frames the issue."”* Examining how journalists and political officials
use language to support, dispute, or counter the framing of issues is significant, as
frames can influence the public’s understanding of news and events by prioritizing
“some facts, events, or developments over others, thereby promoting a particular
interpretation.”™

Combining rhetorical and news-framing analysis is a productive approach for
examining discourse surrounding the cyber controversy, for the contested nature
of representations distinguishing different types of cyber activity was a crucial
part of the dispute. Indeed, the United States and China offered wildly divergent
perspectives concerning what constitutes unacceptable cyberattacks and standard
cyberespionage, further complicating deliberations between the two states. For
most nation-states, including the United States, cyberespionage is a common part
of intelligence-gathering operations—it is a form of spy-craft, but not war. However,
trouble arises in defining what a cyberattack encompasses. Foreign policy analysts
Kenneth Lieberthal and Peter W. Singer note that “a variety of like and unlike
efforts have all been described as ‘cyber attacks’ simply because they involve the
technology of the Internet at some point.” In this study, we define cyberattack as a
behavior in cyberspace that impedes, harms, and/or devastates a computer network
or system; in contrast, cyberespionage compromises “cyber systems in order to
monitor activities . . . and to extract information.””

To watch how these debates unfolded, we conducted a Google Images search
for the FBI “Most Wanted” posters—which included images of the charged PLA
officers—in order to locate US media in which the posters circulated. We also col-
lected US political leaders’ statements regarding the 2014 indictments. Additionally,
we searched for, collected, and analyzed articles concerning the cyber controversy
in the Chinese sphere that appeared in the People’s Daily. As the newspaper of the
Communist Party of China’s Central Committee, the People’s Daily is the Party’s most
authoritative and influential newspaper. We collected a sample of ninety-seven
articles by searching network records and library back issues of the People’s Daily
between March 1, 2014, and October 1, 2015, with the keywords “America” (% )
and “internet” (£ ).!® We then analyzed the articles and statements in both
data sets by using a rhetorical approach that combines elements of rhetorical and
news-framing analysis."”

Our analysis of this data suggests that US political leaders relied on the frame
of “criminality” to cast the PLA officers as well as the Chinese government as
guilty of unlawful cyber behavior. American political officials also used the frame
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of “(un)acceptability” to differentiate between US cyberespionage for national
security purposes and Chinese cyberespionage for economic advantages and
financial gains. In so doing, US officials attempted to present a clear narrative that
exonerated the United States while blaming China for criminal wrongdoings. US
media outlets such as the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal provided a
range of perspectives—some even challenging the US officials’ narratives—by
explaining similarities between US and Chinese cyberespionage and articulating the
differences between how US and Chinese leaders define appropriate cyber activity.
In contrast, Chinese state media used the frames of “US aggression” and “Chinese
victimage” to counter the indictments of the PLA officers and refute allegations
that China engages in cyberespionage.

By portraying the United States as an aggressive world power that routinely
conducted surveillance on its own citizens as well as a number of other countries,
the People’s Daily characterized US leaders as hypocritical. In turn, the newspaper
sought to exonerate China by denying that the nation engaged in cyberespionage
and claiming that the nation was committed to peaceful development. The
cyber controversy illustrates how both US and Chinese institutional structures
struggled to navigate the challenges of convergence, governance, and crisis when
faced with the potential and peril of new technology and global communication
supply chains.

Cyber Controversy in US—China Relations

US-China relations include a complicated history of cyber controversies. Mandiant,
a US computer security firm, first published a report in February 2013 linking
Chinese Military Unit 61398 to the hacking of over one hundred US companies."
China’s Foreign Ministry declared that China did not sanction cyberespionage
and asserted that US hackers had also targeted China."” US-China relations were
further strained when the Pentagon released its first report tracing cyberespionage
to China’s government.*® According to the May 2013 report, Chinese government
and military hackers gained access to information concerning US economic and
defense systems, compromising the computer networks of 150 corporations and
agencies.” In June 2013, Hua Chunying, a spokesperson for China’s Foreign Ministry,
responded to the allegations by explaining that “China is one of the most seriously
cyber-attacked countries.” She asserted that China opposed “all forms of hacker
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attacks.”” Instead of “war and hegemony,” she recommended that cyberspace
needed “rules and cooperation.”*

With the increasing threat of cyberattacks, US officials developed a five-point
strategy that involved (1) creating legislation (2) highlighting trade secret thefts,
(3) increasing public awareness of cyberthreats, (4) encouraging the private
sector to bolster cybersecurity measures, and (5) privileging the investigation and
prosecution of private sector and state-sponsored trade secret theft. With this
strategy, the FBI's efforts yielded an increase of cyber trade theft investigations by
60 percent from 2009 to 2013.2* In turn, Congress strengthened punitive measures
for individuals engaging in cyberattacks under the Economic Espionage Act. As
part of the act, those convicted of economic espionage face a $5 million penalty,
substantially raising the penalty from the prior $500,000.

But US—China relations were already on edge. In 2013 former US National
Security Agency (NSA) contractor Edward Snowden had leaked information to
WikiLeaks revealing the NSA’s extensive espionage activities, including the moni-
toring of networks in Germany, France, Hong Kong, and Beijing.”® The timing came
just two days prior to the US—China “Sunnylands Summit.” Snowden’s disclosure
severely undercut US officials’ portrayal of the United States as the victim of
Chinese cyberespionage. Despite the damage, both Xi and Obama agreed that the
nations must further cooperate on issues of cybersecurity. In a public statement at
the Summit, President Obama acknowledged the complex terrain of international
cybersecurity, characterizing it as “uncharted waters” since “you don't have the
kinds of protocols that have governed military issues . . . where nations have a lot
of experience in trying to negotiate what's acceptable and what’s not.” It was of
“critical” importance, Obama maintained, “that China and the United States arrive
at a firm understanding of how we work together on these issues.”*

In similar fashion, President Xi agreed that the United States and China needed
to work together to establish cybersecurity guidelines. China was also the “victim of
cyber attacks,” Xi explained, noting that both nations needed to “remove misgivings
and make information security and cyber security a positive area of cooperation.”?’
After the Summit, Yang Jiechi, Xi’s foreign policy adviser, echoed the sentiment
when he told reporters, “Cyber-security should not become the root cause of mutual
suspicion and friction, rather it should be a new bright spot in our co-operation.”®
As a result of the Sunnylands Summit, Xi and Obama agreed upon the common
ground that “international law applies to cyberspace,” setting the groundwork for

bilateral relations and US—China collaboration on issues of cybersecurity.?’
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Despite such positive strides, tensions increased the following year when US
attorney general Eric Holder announced the indictment of five PLA officers for
infiltrating US companies’ computer networks to illegally acquire information
that provided commercial advantages to Chinese businesses.*” In response, China
lodged a complaint with the United States criticizing the indictment, surmising
that the move was based on fabricated facts, that it violated basic norms governing
international relations, and that it jeopardized China-US cooperation. In protest,
China announced that it would no longer take part in a bilateral working group
with the United States on cyber behavior, urging the United States to immediately
withdraw the indictment. Shortly thereafter, China’s State Internet Information
Office mandated new restrictions on foreign internet companies and the selling
of foreign computer equipment in China.*

Accordingly, the Obama administration sent a stern warning to nations sup-
porting cyberattacks. In response to North Korea’s hacking of Sony Pictures that
same year, President Obama pledged to take a “proportional response.” Hours after
the president’s statement, North Korean computer networks were down for nearly
ten hours.* Some speculated that the United States orchestrated the North Korea
outage, although US leaders would not confirm the allegations.®®

Further straining cyber relations in 2015, US officials linked Chinese hackers to
“the largest cyber hack in U.S. history** The intrusion compromised over four million
US federal employees’ records at the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) as well
as another computer system encompassing records on federal employees’ associates,
friends, and family.*> The OPM breach marked a sharp turn in Chinese cyberespionage
efforts, from attacks on economic targets to ones focused on security and federal
agents. According to Western news reports, the hacking of United Airlines, Sabre
Corp., and OPM showed China’s strategic and calculated efforts to create a vast da-
tabase of US government employee information for intelligence-gathering purposes.
US officials were increasingly alarmed by Chinese efforts to restructure state hacking
groups into a central, militarized unit for what Gibson described as “traditional state
espionage and politically-motivated cyber attacks.*® These progression of events,
actions, and comments thus point to a troubling pattern: US and Chinese leaders
discuss cyber matters and even reach tentative agreements, then the US releases
reports, warnings, and even indictments linking the Chinese government and PLA
to illegal hacks and the cybertheft of industrial and military R&D. We highlight the
notion that this pattern underwrites the now bipartisan anger in Washington, where
China’s cyber activities are perceived as nothing less than acts of war.
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In response to the cyberattack, President Obama announced a national emer-
gency, signing an executive order allowing the United States to impose financial
sanctions against individuals and nations involved in cyber behavior that have
caused or “materially contributed to, a significant threat to the national security,
foreign policy, or economic health or financial stability of the United States.”*’
The executive order allows the president to prohibit groups from purchasing US
goods and technology, bar citizens from taking part in business dealings with
individuals who engaged in cyberattacks, and freeze those individuals’ or groups’
financial assets. In taking these actions, the Obama administration applied efforts
to hold parties accountable and to deter future attacks. Although international laws
and treaties exist to govern traditional warfare, there are no similar agreements
governing cyberwarfare.®® The order was significant as it offered a framework
to guide the greater international response to cyber hacking, cyberattacks, and
cybertheft. In fact, President Trump’s aggressive actions against Huawei were based
in part on the legal and political groundwork established here by President Obama.
Meanwhile the US response was framed as “escalatory,” spun by Chinese state
media in outlets like the People’s Daily to draw attention to conflicting definitions
of and approaches to cyberespionage. Accordingly, in the following sections we
turn to an analysis of US and Chinese political and media discourse surrounding
the 2014 cyber controversy.

US Political and Media Representations of the US—China
Cyber Controversy

FBI Wanted posters of five PLA soldiers were released in 2014, when Attorney Gen-
eral Eric Holder announced their indictment in Shanghai during the Fourth Summit
Conference on Interaction and Confidence-Building Measures in Asia.*® The posters
were reproduced in US media reports that covered the cyber controversy.*® They
provide a fruitful area of inquiry as they lend insight into how US political leaders
and journalists (re)presented the cyber dispute and the responses elicited. We posit
that the Wanted posters worked to reaffirm the “China threat” in US discourses
and during the cyber controversy. While the CPC and Chinese state media outlets’
responded to the indictments and Wanted posters by framing the United States as
ahypocritical and aggressive foe that repeatedly victimized China, the indictments,
Wanted posters, media representations, and government responses illuminate how
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converging communication systems, political rhetoric, and advances in technology
reflect significantly complicated challenges to the US-China relationship.

Making Criminality Visible: The History of FBI “Most Wanted" Posters

“Most Wanted” FBI posters are perhaps the most widely recognized symbols
denoting criminality, and they have a long history within the United States, where
runaway slave posters were predecessors of the “Most Wanted” posters. Wanted
posters were later used to locate outlaws like Jesse James and Butch Cassidy. In 1919,
the FBI created Wanted posters for gangsters and deserters from the military. In 1930,
the civic organization Chicago Crime Commission published public enemies lists
featuring the notorious gangster Al Capone.* Over the years, Wanted posters have
become an established convention in the United States, identifying individuals who
have engaged in unlawful acts, denouncing them as dangers to society.

The contemporary “Top Ten Most Wanted” list almost did not come into
being. Initially, FBI officials were wary of publicizing the nations’ most formidable
criminals, deeming it “undesirable to dignify Public Enemies by listing them.”**
However, the organization changed its approach in 1949 when an International
News Service reporter asked FBI director J. Edgar Hoover to name the top ten men
he wanted to apprehend. The FBI subsequently published its official “Ten Most
Wanted Fugitives” list on March 14, 1950, in the Washington Daily News. Bank robber
Thomas James Holden topped the list. Within a year, Holden was in custody.* Due
to the high level of interest generated by the article, Hoover made the list a regular
feature.** To date, the list has aided in the capture of over 150 criminals.

The FBI's “Most Wanted” list has evolved in relation to advances in technology.
In 1996, the FBI began posting the list on its website. Contemporary iterations of
the list can be found on the FBI's website and podcast as well as the agency’s social
media accounts. Additionally, on Facebook and Twitter platforms, users are able to
access and share “Most Wanted Posters.” Since first posting the list on its website,
the agency has also broadened its efforts by creating different “Most Wanted” lists
for specific types of crimes, including a list for cybercrimes. The development of
multiple listings and formats has offered the FBI greater flexibility and visibility
for targeting different types of criminals. When spots open on the “Most Wanted
Terrorists” and “Most Wanted Fugitives” lists, “The FBI's 56 field offices submit
nominations, which are subjected to several rounds of vetting at headquarters,
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and must finally get a stamp of approval from the FBI's top executives.” In addition,
“Any FBI agent can request that a fugitive be added to one of the crime-specific
pages.”*> Advances in technology, combined with the creation of multiple lists, have
increased the visibility and circulation of the FBI's “Most Wanted” lists. Adding an
individual to the list is a serious affair that has profound consequences. By being
named to a “Most Wanted” list, the individual is publicly conflated with criminality,
classified as a dangerous criminal. The “Most Wanted” list’s long history in US law
enforcement and high visibility further heighten the gravity of being named to
this list.

While not as extensive as some of the other lists, the “Cyber’s Most Wanted” list
has steadily grown. The FBI added the five PLA officers to the list in 2012. In March
2016, two Syrian men were charged with “attempting to hack U.S. companies and
media organizations” and were added to the cybercriminals list. Later that month,
Attorney General Loretta Lynch announced the indictment of seven Iranians for
planning a cyberattack targeting New York financial institutions.*® At the time
of writing, the list includes over forty individuals and organizations.*” The list’s
growth illustrates US officials’ urgency in countering what they perceive as foreign
cyberthreats. While the United States sought to send a strong message to China via
the Wanted posters and the indictments, China denied allegations of engaging in
wrongful cyber behavior. The People’s Daily countered the US charges with claims
that China is the victim of ongoing US cyber aggression and characterized itself
as a world power committed to peaceful development.*® In the following sections
we examine the prominent news frames that dominated US media coverage of the
cyber dispute, before turning to Chinese state media coverage.

“Criminality” and (Un)acceptability of Chinese Cyberattacks

In political discourse and media representations of the 2014 indictment of five PLA
officers, the frames of criminality and (un)acceptability dominated US leaders’
characterization of the cyber controversy. For instance, FBI director James Comey
described the PLA officers’ actions as “thievery” and pledged that the FBI would
“investigate it and seek to prosecute it the way we do when anyone kicks in your door
and steals something from your house or business.”*® Assistant Attorney General for
National Security John Carlin added to the sentiment by comparing hardworking
Americans who “spent their business days innovating, creating, and developing
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strategies to compete in the global marketplace” to Unit 61398 members who
“spent their business days in Shanghai stealing the fruits of our labor.” Furthermore,
Carlin deemed China’s actions as “criminal” and as representing “conduct that most
responsible nations within the global economic community would not tolerate.”

Thus, the indictments, coupled with US leaders and media reports displaying
the PLA officers as wanted criminals, worked to represent China’s actions as
unequivocally unacceptable and criminal. Furthermore, the combination of the
indictment and posters displayed not only the Chinese military officers, but also the
Chinese government and CPC as outlaws flagrantly violating US law. Furthermore,
the indictment of the officers and the issuing of the “Most Wanted” posters are
reflective of the Obama administration’s shift to implementing policy, action,
and the escalating consequences of cyberattacks from a matter of diplomatic
governance to that of criminality (recall Obama’s executive order in 2015 and the
five-point strategy before that in 2013 to create legislation to fight cybertheft and
cyberattacks and promote cybersecurity, among other actions).” As Gizmodo writer
Adam Clark Estes sums up, “The very existence of these Wanted posters shows
how the government wants everyone to view these suspects as serious criminals.”>

Additionally, the indictments and Wanted posters worked to make cyber-
crime and the US—China cyber controversy visible to a larger audience. As Carlin
described, for “the first time, we are exposing the faces and names behind the
keyboards in Shanghai used to steal from American businesses.”* The publishing
of the Wanted posters alongside news articles detailing the indictments visually
affirmed the portrayal of the hackers and, by extension, the Chinese government
as engaging in criminal behavior.

Additionally, and coupled with representations indicting the Chinese military
and government through a criminality frame, US leaders and media representation
used the frame of (un)acceptability to portray China’s behavior as criminally
dangerous and different from the United States’ use of noncriminal cyberespionage.
For example, Eric Holder described China’s actions as appearing to have been done
“for no reason other than to advantage state-owned companies and other interests
in China, at the expense of businesses here in the United States.”* Jay Carney, White
House press secretary, reiterated this same differentiation, declaring, “We don’t do
what those Chinese nationals were indicted for” “We don't gather intelligence for
the benefit of U.S. companies.” Eric Holder’s and Carney’s testimonies strike the
key distinction represented in the criminality and (un)acceptability frames and
US-China cyber controversy—that the Chinese government, military, and Party
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benefit from cyber hacking, cyberattacks, and cyberespionage as the proprietors
of state-owned enterprises.>

US officials attempted to differentiate the United States’ cyber behavior from
China’s cyber actions by positing that there is a clear distinction between criminal
and noncriminal cyberespionage. Speaking to the tensions underlying new tech-
nology, convergence, and governance, Carlin further justified the indictments by
asserting that Chinese leaders had been unreceptive to the United States’ previous
efforts to raise concerns about Chinese cyber behavior. He explained how the
Chinese government previously “responded by publicly challenging us to provide
hard evidence of their hacking that could stand up in court.* Despite a decrease in
Chinese hacking in the aftermath of the publishing of the Mandiant report and US
leaders’ expression of concern, Chinese hackers resumed cyber-hacking activity.”’

A Range of Perspectives in US Media Discourse

US media outlets represented a range of perspectives, some challenging US leaders’
dominant narratives, in opening dialogue about the similarities and differences
between US and Chinese cyber behavior. For instance, Wired senior writer Andy
Greenberg asserted that it was unclear whether the US effort to define acceptable
hacking “helps to legally or diplomatically distinguish Chinese hacking activities
from cyberespionage by America and its allies”*® Huffington Post reporter Matt
Sheehan argued that the United States’ distinction between cyberespionage for
national security purposes and for financial gain and commercial advantage became
“increasingly difficult to maintain given recent revelations that NSA hackers broke
into both Petrobras, Brazil's largest oil company, and Huawei, a Chinese telecom firm
that has largely been stonewalled in American markets because of cyber-security
fears.” Referencing Snowden’s earlier disclosure of intelligence information to
WikiLeaks, cryptography specialist Bruce Schneier raised a similar issue, surmising
the United States had lost “any moral high ground to complain about this stuff.”>
New York Times journalist Edward Wong pointed out that “China and other nations
accuse the United States of being the biggest perpetrator of both kinds of espio-
nage.”*® And from yet another perspective, Eric King, deputy director of Privacy
International, affirmed that “there are real questions about whether these [Chinese]
agencies’ employees are independently criminally liable.” King warned that China
could very likely retaliate by targeting NSA employees, using “the exact same legal
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justifications as the Chinese who have been put on the FBI's most-wanted list.” As
this diversity of perspectives suggests, US media outlets were critically and openly
engaging in efforts to differentiate between cyberespionage for security purposes,
financial gain, economic advantages, and the potential impacts all this might have
on US-China cyber relations.

Moreover, Western news reports considered differences in political systems
when interrogating the differences between the United States’ and China’s alleged
cyberespionage. For instance, in the Wall Street Journal Barrett and Gorman
pointed out that “in China, where many companies are state-controlled in some
fashion,” the strict divide between state and private sectors does not exist.*? US
media publications also reported on the pervasive nature of hacking in China
such as when New York Times reporter Edward Wong reported how “hacking is
as common in the corporate and criminal worlds as in the government. It is even
promoted at trade shows, in classrooms and on Internet forums.”®® By providing
more information regarding the political nuances informing the cyber controversy,
journalists considered a range of perspectives to help complicate notions of (un)
acceptability in cyberespionage.

Furthermore, US reporters also questioned the effectiveness of the indictments.
They pointed out that it was highly unlikely that the Chinese officers would ever
face a US judge, as the nations have no extradition treaty and the men were
unlikely to visit the United States.®* As Washington Post journalist Andrea Peterson
reported, “The people who are charged in this case have never been inside the
United States—and now that they’re literally on wanted posters, they’re probably
not going to visit here anytime soon.”® By questioning the effectiveness of the
indictments, journalists further explored the criminality and (un)acceptability
frames. In so doing, they created space and generated dialogue for alternative
ways of interpreting the cyber controversy that critically expanded the range of
deliberative possibilities—from criminality and condemnation—to understanding
and reflection.

Retaliation and Chinese State Media Coverage
of the US—China Cyber Conflict

While images of FBI Wanted posters featuring the indicted PLA officers circulated
in US media discourse, a very different image appeared in the People’s Daily. A
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silhouetted figure stands with his back to the viewer. A pair of headphones is
perched on his head. The cords from the headphones stretch forward, encircling
a globe positioned in front of him. As the cords wrap around the earth, they form
the shape of an “X” on the continent of Asia. A circular crest of an eagle adorns the
back of the silhouetted figure’s jacket. The words “National Security Agency, United
States of America” are clearly visible on the crest.®®

Although the figure’s face is not shown, the outline, the color of skin, and the
NSA crest signify connotations of US president Barack Obama. Accompanying an
article in the People’s Daily, the image provides a powerful visual rebuttal to the
Wanted posters of PLA soldiers circulating in US media.®’” In the picture, Obama
serves as a symbol of the United States’ NSA cyber surveillance. While the US
Department of Justice indicted five PLA officers on accusations of engaging in
military acts of cyberespionage for commercial gains, the People’s Daily—directly
representing the voice of the Party—responded with the image portraying the
United States as cyber surveilling not just China, but having a wired chokehold on
the entire world. Not only does the image depict global dominance of the US cyber
surveillance program, it also is an attempt to portray the Obama administration
as hypocritical for indicting the PLA officers. This evocative image encompasses
many of the most prevalent frames that appeared in Chinese state media coverage
of the 2014 US-China cyber controversy. In its attempts to create a dueling narrative
to counter US allegations of PLA cyberespionage, the People’s Daily implemented
the media frames of US aggression and Chinese victimage to sway its readers.
Representations characterized Obama and—by extension the US government
and NSA—as hypocritical cyber aggressors. The dueling narratives engaged by US
leaders and the People’s Daily illustrate how advances in technology work to trigger
new communication convergences as well as new challenges regarding cyber
relations and sovereignty. Rather than dissipating tensions between the United
States and China, both nations contributed to greater distrust in the relationship
as each side rhetorically escalated the stakes of the controversy.

The Frame of US Aggression
People’s Daily relied heavily on the frame of US aggression to rebut US allegations

while portraying the United States as provocateur in the cyber conflict. Instead
of acknowledging China and the PLA’s use of cyber surveillance and espionage,
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the outlet instead focused on the United States’ history of surveillance programs,
citing evidence from both US and Chinese sources. Characterizing the United
States as a dangerous aggressor that used technology for duplicitous means, People’s
Daily targeted domestic and international cases of US surveillance. Unlike US
news outlets that provided a range of perspectives on issues of cyberespionage
and security, the Party and Chinese state media directed the Chinese public to
focus on US intelligence efforts at large. This included not only cyber surveillance
but also intelligence gathering via other technological devices. For example, the
People’s Daily cited an August 2015 New York Times article detailing how American
Telephone and Telegraph Company helped the US National Security Bureau
monitor a large-scale collection of internet information.®® Citing a piece from
2014, the People’s Daily reported how Germany criticized the United States’ NSA
for implementing a broad program to monitor individuals’ communications, using
it to point the finger at the United States for violating individuals’ human rights.
The People’s Daily attempted to draw parallels, echoing the 2014 report’s concerns
in criticizing the United States for engaging in a wide range of global monitoring.*
Thus, these representations, among others, served to escalate the cybersecurity
dispute from an issue between China and the United States to one about human
rights and global monitoring between the United States and the international
community.” These examples are indicative of the CPC’s efforts in using state
media outlets like the People’s Daily to frame China as a victim in a larger global
campaign, wherein the United States was portrayed as a dangerous and hypocritical
aggressor against global world order.

The People’s Daily further deflected attention from Chinese intelligence efforts
by focusing attention on the United States and Germany, turning to a “Pew Global
Attitude Survey” released in the spring of 2015. The data was used to frame US
aggression, with the People’s Daily report highlighting that at the time more than
half of German citizens perceived the NSA’'s monitoring efforts to have had a
significantly negative impact.” The newspaper implied that US intelligence’s
monitoring tactics were not only domestic, drawing associations to the Obama
and NSA chokehold image in the People’s Daily, but also affecting the global
community.”® By portraying the United States as an adversary engaged in extensive
global surveillance programs, Chinese state media attempted to frame leaders in
the US government as hypocritical when it came to the issue of cyber sovereignty.
It was an attempt to articulate the United States as losing the trust of nations and
the people around the world. By reconfiguring the scope of the conflict to other
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cases in other foreign nations, Chinese state media concocted the image of the
United States as a dangerous aggressor that routinely violated the human rights of
its own people as well as the citizens of other countries. Without any critical focus
turned inward, the United States as hypocritical aggressor frame worked to dismiss
the CPC’s, PLA’s, and Chinese government’s roles in the cyber conflict and project
any responsibility for the crisis onto the United States.

Additionally, the People’s Daily published several commentaries by Chinese
scholars and officials about the controversy to counter the FBI's indictment and,
in an attempt to bolster the United States’ “Global Monitoring Behavior Record,”
released a report by the China Internet Media Research Center (CIMR).” In great
detail, the report provides an interrogation of the global monitoring behavior of the
United States, again pulling from a plethora of Chinese and international sources,
demanding that the United States “explain its surveillance activities, cease spying
operations that seriously infringe upon human rights, and to stop creating tension
and hostility in global cyber space.”™ The People’s Daily covered the CIMR, using it
to frame the United States as the real aggressor in mystical fashion and attempting
to debunk US leaders’ allegations of Chinese criminality and cyberespionage.

Chinese state media further supported its counter-US strategy by publishing
framing statements from former CIA officer Ray McGowan and former secretary of
state Madeleine Albright that called for the strengthening of mutual trust—front
and center.” The story described Ray McGowan criticizing the United States’
indictment of five Chinese army officers as childish, irresponsible, and contradicting
its own aims. McGowan states, “From the documents released by Snowden, the U.S.
government is collecting everything, including ‘National Interests’ and ‘Commercial
Interests.”” Again, we see the deflection from China’s role in the cyber controversy
to the highlighting of the United States as the hypocritical aggressor. Similarly,
Madeleine Albright’s emphasis on the need for more US—China cooperation was
used to reframe the issue. Albright asserted, “It is necessary for all of us to realize
that the two countries have an unshirkable responsibility for reducing friction and
strengthening cooperation.””” By publishing critical comments by US officials—
dressed up as Chinese victimage justifying China’s position—the People’s Daily
attempted to cast doubt on the Obama administration’s efforts to create a stark
divide between acceptable and unacceptable cyberespionage. Quoting former
US officials questioning the US standpoint—for Chinese readers—worked to
strengthen China’s efforts in framing the United States as a hypocritical aggressor
rather than as the victim of cyberespionage.
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Chinese journalists also cited frustrations regarding US cyber surveillance
programs to counter US leaders’ delineation of (un)acceptable cyberespionage
and to reinforce the narrative of US aggression. For instance, the People’s Daily
published a report produced by China’s State Council Information Office, Human
Rights Record of the United States in 2013. Furthering the frame of the United States
as a hypocritical aggressor, the report quotes a joint declaration from nine civil
liberties groups criticizing the United States, declaring “such vast and pervasive state
surveillance violates two of the most fundamental human rights: the right to privacy
and to freedom of expression.”” By highlighting civil liberties groups’ concerns over
US surveillance programs, the People’s Daily and China State Council Information
Office framed the United States as engaging in unacceptable cyberespionage.”™

Framing Chinese Victimage

Unlike US media outlets that provided a range of perspectives, including ones
that critically examined US leaders’ accusations against China, the People’s Daily
served to bolster the claims of Chinese leaders through its reliance on the frame of
Chinese victimage. This is, of course, unsurprising as the newspaper serves as the
mouthpiece of the CPC. Thus, it is crucial to examine how the People’s Daily depicted
China in the cyber conflict in order to witness how the newspaper rhetorically
deflected attention to and responsibility for China’s role in the controversy.
When the US Justice Department announced the indictment against five
Chinese military officers on allegations of cybertheft, the People’s Daily hit back
by publishing a report by China’s National Information Office chronicling how
the United States attacked China’s cyber network. In citing the report, the People’s
Daily declared that “the U.S. must explain its own monitoring operations,” accusing
US leaders of engaging in violations of human rights at home and abroad and
urging them to stop creating tensions and hostility in the global cyber arena. In
so doing, the People’s Daily attempted to cast the United States as hypocritical and
unreasonable, victimizing its own citizens through its cyber programs, and thereby
attempting to affirm the image that China was the victim in the cyber conflict.*® A
week after the indictment, the People’s Daily followed up by publishing a report by
the CIMR, reinforcing the frame that China was the victim of US cyberattacks. The
report—published in Chinese and made available in the Chinese public arena—
provided details on how the United States monitored various groups within China,
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including the Chinese government, enterprises, research institutions, ordinary
internet users, and their mobile phones. Tellingly, the report highlights a case from
1990—nearly thirty years ago—that frames the United States as planting optical
fiber bugs in the office walls at the Chinese Embassy in Australia. According to the
report and the corresponding newspaper story that points the finger at the United
States as aggressor in the cyber conflict, China has historically been the victim. By
casting the United States as a dangerous cyberthreat and China as a peaceful victim,
the People’s Daily worked as a mouthpiece for CPC attempts to justify the need for
increased Chinese cyber defense programs. While criticizing US officials as making
unjustified allegations, the newspaper argued for China’s efforts to strengthen its
own network security in the name of safeguarding Chinese networks.* Through
its reliance on the frame of Chinese victimage, the People’s Daily depicted China
as the victim of US aggression, meanwhile framing the United States as a threat to
China’s cybersecurity.

Progress and Peril in US—China Cyber Relations

Chinese and US representations of the cyber controversy provide insight into the
often- complicated intersections between convergence, new technology, and the
global communication supply chain. While advances in technology create new
possibilities and convergence points, they also often generate new challenges for
institutional structures. Within the context of the 2014 controversy, developments
in cyber technology required the nations to develop new guidelines delineating
how such technological innovations should be used. Tensions arising from the
countries’ divergent perspectives magnified the challenges already embedded in
US-China relations. The dispute brought to light the cultural differences, distrust,
and competing and complimentary aims that inform US—China relations.

For Chinese leaders, and as represented in the People’s Daily, the indictment
of the PLA officers was yet another example of American hypocrisy and US
aggression. Chinese officials viewed US leaders as hypocritically castigating China
for cyber behavior from which the United States routinely benefits. US political
leaders became increasingly frustrated as their previous efforts to address the cyber
controversy appeared fruitless, as China refused to abide by the distinction between
cybertheft for economic advantage and financial gains, and cyberespionage for
national security purposes. Due to mounting frustrations, US officials believed it
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was increasingly unlikely that Chinese leaders would engage in substantive action
regarding the 2014 cyber disagreement. As both US and Chinese leaders jockeyed
to safeguard each nation’s respective power, neither side was willing to yield
advantage to the other.

US and Chinese representations of the cyber controversy offer important
insight into the complexities of US—China relations. The cyber conflict illuminates
the limitations of simplistic binary narratives often employed to make sense of the
nations’ complicated relationship. As this chapter has demonstrated, the frames
of criminality and (un)acceptability positioned China as an outlaw deserving of
punishment. The US media’s inclusion of a range of perspectives helped to open
up space for dialogue and debate in defining the parameters of cyber relations. In
turn, coverage in the People’s Daily obscured vantage points by framing China as
the victim and criticizing the United States as a hypocritical aggressor. The cyber
controversy illustrates the misguided assumptions that such one-dimensional
representations yield.

Since the 2014 indictments, the United States and China have experienced
progress and setbacks in their cyber relations. In the wake of the OPM breach,
the Obama administration contemplated levying sanctions against China. US and
Chinese leaders were concerned such action would jeopardize relations and impede
President Xi Jinping’s first state visit to the United States. In the weeks preceding Xi’s
September 2015 visit, Chinese and US officials met in Beijing and Washington to craft
an agreement governing cyber behavior.*® The delegation, including high-ranking
Chinese Politburo official Meng Jianzhu, created an accord to guide US-China
relations in cyberspace.®* As part of this agreement, the nations pledged their
respective governments would not “conduct or knowingly support cyber-related
theft of intellectual property, including trade secrets or other confidential business
information, with the intent of providing competitive advantages to companies or
commercial sectors.”® The accord was an important breakthrough, as it represented
the nations’ first step in negotiating the configuration of cyber behavior. It also
signified a significant change in China’s perception of cyberespionage. Neither
President Xi nor President Obama commented on the indictment of the PLA officers
or the Wanted posters during their joint press conference announcing the accord.

As part of the agreement, Chinese leaders agreed to the US view distinguishing
between cyberespionage for national security and commercial purposes. Critics
pointed to several possible reasons to explain China’s shift, including advances in
the NSA’s capabilities to identify those responsible for cyberattacks and the threat
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of sanctions.* Under the agreement, US and Chinese leaders approved developing
a cyber hotline to improve communication between the nations on cyber issues,
participating in regular meetings regarding aggressive cyber behavior, combating
cyberthreats from both countries, and readily responding to menacing actions
in cyberspace.’” The agreement did not entirely resolve the cyber controversy,
as it skirted complicated issues such as delineating acceptable cyberespionage
for economic and national security means. However, the accord did represent
significant progress in the nations” handling of the dispute. But, as we move to the
next saga in US—China cyber relations, controversies over technology and security
continue—for example, clashes over ZTE, 5G networks, Huawei, and China’s
“Made in China 2025” program—show us a future rife with ongoing clashes and
fragmentation.

Today, the United States and China continue to struggle with challenges regard-
ing convergence and cyber sovereignty. In December 2018 the Trump administration
accused China of violating the 2015 cyber agreement to end cyberespionage for
economic purposes.® The US Department of Justice indicted two Chinese nationals
for allegedly breaking into the computer systems of US government agencies
and major internet providers. The New York Times reported that the suspected
individuals were connected with China’s Ministry of State Security. In 2019, the
debates have shifted to global 5G networks and Huawei, recharging similar debates
on cyber relations and (inter)national security concerns in the global arena. Despite
these setbacks, we argue that engagement between the United States and China
must continue. The United States and China must continue to deliberate, negotiate,
and compromise in order to effectively face the demands of convergence in the
twenty-first century.
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Sino—US Conflict in the Age of Convergence

Jufei Wan and Bryan R. Reckard

diplomatic crisis between the United States and China erupted on Decem-

ber1, 2018, when Meng Wanzhou, chief financial officer of the Chinese tech
giant Huawei, and daughter of Huawei founder, Ren Zhengfei, was arrested
in Canada. Accused of violating US sanctions on Iran, Meng’s arrest was
part of alarger investigation conducted by the US government that initially focused
on the Chinese telecommunications giant ZTE Corporation.! In 2017, ZTE paid a
$1.2 billion fine for violating US sanctions on North Korea and Iran. Later, among
the documents seized from a ZTE laptop, US officials identified Huawei as having
used a shell company in Hong Kong to do business with Iran.? Meng’s connection
to evading American sanctions on Iran further discredited Huawei’s international
reputation, increased US suspicions about its relationship with the Chinese
government, and deepened America’s concerns about Huawei and the Chinese
government’s alleged cyberespionage activities. Signaling deteriorating US—China
relations, Meng's arrest and the controversy surrounding Huawei indicate how the
age of convergence rotates around murky cybersecurity crises.

Although the US Justice Department argues that the case of Meng Wanzhou is
“free of any political interference and follows evidence and the law;”® China frames
the case as a serious political issue, both denouncing American hegemony and

97
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Meng'’s detention, in which the CPC portrays Meng as a scapegoat for Huawei’s
challenge to US tech dominance. For example, a spokesperson for the Chinese
embassy argued that the arrest of Huawei’s CFO illustrated a politically motivated
effort to intervene in Chinese high-tech enterprise, claiming that it did not adhere to
“the principle of rule of law and judiciary independence” and constituted a violation
of Meng’s human rights.* Public outcry regarding Meng’s arrest was prevalent in
China as well as in the international Chinese community. Parker Li, a student who
studies China’s political economy at the University of British Columbia, stated that
“many Chinese people from mainland China feel she is being unfairly bullied by the
United States.” The discourse revolving around the detention of Meng indicates
how the United States and China are interdependent yet also absorbed in the
global competition for technological and economic supremacy, hence illustrating
communicative patterns that are deeply rooted in contradiction and conflict in
the age of convergence.

Indeed, as Stephen Hartnett and Bryan Reckard have noted, “the U.S.-China
relationship has been marked for more than sixty years by entrenched misun-
derstanding, unproductive communication patterns, and simmering rivalries.”®
Furthermore, long-standing and seemingly irreconcilable conflicts—economic,
political, diplomatic, cultural, and military—continue to impact the relationship
between the two global powers. In fact, for more than two centuries the two nations’
histories have intertwined. As American journalist and China expert John Pomfret
posits, “Americans and Chinese have been enchanting each other and disappointing
each other since they first met in 1784.” “If there’s a pattern to the relationship,” he
explains, “it has been rapturous enchantment followed by despair.”’

When President Richard Nixon visited China in 1972, many agreed that an open,
transparent, and prosperous China was in the United States’ interests.® In the nearly
five decades that have passed since the Nixon-Mao meeting, the United States
and China have repeatedly drifted apart and at times moved closer together. For
instance, tensions between the two nations increased after the Tiananmen Square
massacre in 1989, in the aftermath of the accidental US bombing of the Chinese
embassy in Belgrade in 1999, and after a midair collision between US and Chinese
military aircraft near Hainan island in 2001.” However, the tethers of economic
benefit and our mutual “enchantment” have reinvigorated the partnership time
and again. Despite these periodic upswings, the past five years have seen increased
concerns about global economic competition, contested military hegemony, and
rapid changes to the balance of the world order.
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While some US commentators hold out hope “that China will become ‘more
like us’ as it is more integrated into the U.S.-led liberal international system,” other
Americans have begun “to feel disappointed, uneasy, and threatened.”® Nonetheless,
Cheng Li, director of the John L. Thornton China Center and a senior fellow with
Brookings, has argued that “positive U.S.—China relations” are “vital to the two
countries and to the world at large.” In 2016, Li explained, “Forty-four years after
establishing diplomatic relations, the world’s two greatest economic powers [had]
forged unprecedentedly close ties" Yet even during President Obama’s tenure,
tensions caused by disagreements concerning climate change, disputes between
rival claimants in the South China Sea, the Obama administration’s “Pivot to Asia,”
and attempts to establish the Trans Pacific Partnership trade agreement did little
to assuage fears regarding China’s growth and the potential for conflict.

With the arrival of Trump in the White House, concerns quickly departed
from previous US policy, which had sought “a constructive relationship” that
“mitigated risk” and “maximized opportunities for cooperation” with China."
Instead, the Trump administration “adopted an increasingly zero-sum, unilateralist,
protectionist, and nativist ‘America first’ approach to the relationship.” Take for
example, when on October 4, 2018, Vice President Mike Pence delivered a damning
address denouncing Beijing’s political dictatorship, its unfair trade practices,
currency manipulation, military expansion, diplomatic strategies, surveillance
mechanisms, religious oppression, forced technology transfers, and intellectual
property theft, among others. Amid his machine gun barrage of criticism, Pence
argued that it was “America [that] rebuilt China over the last 25 years” in the hope
that “freedom in China would expand in all of its forms”; however, America’s hopes
for a prodemocratic China, Pence suggested, had been dashed." In the US—China
relationship, plagued by enduring distrust and culminating in Pence’s latest
challenge, we hear overlapping yet also conflicting interests in the rhetorical tropes
and communication patterns that attempt to justify each sides’ respective actions,
meanwhile accusing the other of wrongdoing.

In our examination of US—China discourse, our shared communication pat-
terns, and the rhetorical maneuverings surrounding the Huawei controversy,
we hope to contribute to a burgeoning area of research that has emerged in the
communication discipline. For instance, Denise Bostdorff’s work has analyzed the
evolution of Richard Nixon’s rhetoric on China from the early 1950s, when Nixon
emerged as a rising political figure in US politics to his visit to China in the early
1970s as president.”” More recently Michelle Murray Yang’s work has explored
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Nixon’s speeches and toasts over the course of that China visit.'® Yang’s work is
particularly relevant to our analysis in this chapter, as she shows how President
Nixon was able to overcome the ideological differences between the United States
and China “by using the definitional power of epideictic rhetoric to craft a positive
view of Sino-American relations,” hence creating “a new definition of the nations’
relationship that focused on the countries’ shared values and common goals.”"” Yet,
whereas Yang illustrates Nixon’s rhetorical successes in bridging cultural chasms
to build international ties, our analysis emphasizes a breakdown in US-China
relations, an instance where rather than coming together, the two countries are
moving apart at an increasingly rapid rate.

In fact, the highs and lows of the US—China relationship are front and center
in Lu Xing’s research examining the “dynamics of U.S.-China relations” over a
period of more than sixty years from 1940 to the end of the twentieth century."®
Examining converging and diverging rhetorical patterns, Lu notes that in the
US-China relationship “the two countries have evolved from ‘military allies’ to
‘ideological enemies’ from ‘moral adversaries’ to ‘strategic partners’ in response
to international and domestic rhetorical exigencies.” Similarly, Stephen Hartnett
has focused on US—-China communication patterns comparing and contrasting
discourses of democracy as exemplified in coverage of the Hong Kong protests,
the discourse of US secretary of defense Chuck Hagel, and the CPC'’s responses to
Hagel and the protests.”” More recently, Hartnett and Reckard’s research exploring
US and Chinese discourse and the rhetorical battle as it pertains to growing rivalries
in the South China Sea illustrates the clash between an increasingly powerful and
progressively more assertive China, and a US military hell-bent on maintaining the
regional status quo.”’ And so, in an effort to shed light on the future of US—China
communication in the age of convergence, we build upon Lu Xing, Murray Yang,
Hartnett, and Hartnett and Reckard’s work to make sense of the multinational
dispute concerning Huawei and the ongoing rhetorical conflict between the United
States and China.

In the following sections of this chapter we analyze the rhetorical strategies
deployed by the Trump administration, China, Huawei, and other international
communities. We argue that the detention of Huawei’s CFO Meng Wanzhou and
the Trump administration’s anti-Huawei campaign are synecdochical symbols for
souring Sino-US relations. On the one hand, we show that US discourse revolving
around this international trade and cybersecurity crisis is based on threat construc-
tion.”” Embodying what Hartnett refers to as “the rhetoric of warhawk hysteria,” this
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“imperial rhetorical style” is brimming with features and characteristics in which
US policymakers seek to build support for uncompromising trade policies through
anxiety-producing rhetoric that establishes China as a threat to US interests (as
well as global democratic interests).” On the other hand, we turn to Huawei and
attempts by its founder, Ren Zhengfei, to distance the Chinese tech company from
the Chinese Communist Party—led government with the hopes of repairing Huawei’s
international corporate image amid US allegations that Huawei collaborates with
the CPC, Chinese military, and Chinese spy agencies to skirt US sanctions. We
highlight Ren’s and Huawei’s attempts, in a series of interviews in 2019 intended
to rebuild its image in the international sphere as an ethical, high-tech company,
at removing doubt about linkages to the Chinese government—a systematic PR
and marketing strategy—through denial, dissociation, avoidance, and redirection.

Furthermore, we contend that the Party has adopted a “tit for tat” rhetorical
strategy to downplay the seriousness of America’s accusations and to highlight
American hypocrisy. In this rhetorical bout, the “tit for tat” trope appropriates
common rhetorical themes used by America in Sino-US discourse, transforming
what were at one time criticisms of China into rhetorical tools used to denounce the
United States. While the discourse surrounding Huawei shows us fragmented US and
China interests despite the two countries being intertwined both economically and
technologically, ultimately we argue that the ongoing rhetorical battle exemplifies
the degradation of the US—China relationship, wherein both nations inch further
away from a cooperative partnership and move closer to geopolitical rivalry marked
by competition and conflict.

To support our thesis, we first explore the rhetorical tactics Huawei employed
as the company addressed US allegations and attempted to maintain and repair
its international reputation. Next, we examine the controversies surrounding
China’s alleged cybercrimes, Huawei’s dubious relationship with the Chinese
state, and Vice President Pence’s rhetoric of “warhawk hysteria,” hence illustrating
the Trump administration’s emphasis on directly confronting China as a threat to
US interests. Third, in an attempt to illuminate a wide range of perspectives, we
examine the opinions and arguments stressed by different media factions and the
international community with respect to Huawei and the Meng Wanzhou crisis.
We analyze American mainstream media viewpoints, Chinese official state/Party
media representations, and perspectives from state actors outside of and separate
from the United States and China. We believe this study, by incorporating multiple
perspectives making different arguments, can shed light on the rhetorical tensions
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between the United States and China while also highlighting some potential
openings for improving Sino—US discourse in the age of convergence.

“Made in China 2025" and Efforts to Reform
Huawei's International Image

Two central tropes within Confucian rhetoric and traditional Chinese culture—
peace and harmony—pervade customary Chinese adages and ancient idioms. In this
ancient discourse, harmony is prized as a precious social good, while peace is touted
as a cherished goal in both domestic and international political arenas. However,
public memory of China’s “century of humiliation”—a period marked by foreign
imperialism and colonialism as European and Japanese powers repeatedly invaded
the Chinese mainland beginning in the early nineteenth century until the rise of
Mao and the CPC—significantly influences the CPC’s outlook today. Thus, what
Harnett has termed the rhetorical trope of “traumatized nationalism”—“wherein
contemporary CPC leaders strive to justify geo-political aggressions by framing
them as dignity-restoring and sovereignty-protecting attempts to erase the stain of

prior humiliations”—

is deeply rooted in contemporary Chinese politics and the
Party’s rhetorical choices. Domestically, this means that the concepts of peace and
harmony have been transformed, coded into rhetorical justifications for continued
CPC control. Internationally, these concepts have become part of the rhetorical
strategy designed to support China’s global expansion and regional dominance.”
In short, ancient Confucian values have been repurposed for contemporary needs,
albeit turning them into tools for the Communist Party’s global ambitions.

Given this historical-tactical-rhetorical context, our chapter is driven by these
questions: How does the trope of traumatized nationalism impact China and the
CPC in their pursuit of peace and harmony? Moreover, will China’s global ambitions
entail a future of peace and harmony or something more resembling hegemony and
dominance?*® The seemingly inevitable rise of China as a global power suggests that
the answer to these questions will very likely have significant impacts on the world
community. In exploring the answer to these questions, we first consider China’s
technological ambitions and its “Made in China 2025” plan before turning to the
drama surrounding tech-giant Huawei, which, in the fall of 2018, became the focal
point of international debates concerning China’s global intentions and ambitions.

In line with Huawei’s rise, “Made in China 2025” is a state-led industrial policy
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(released in 2015) that aims to reduce China’s dependence on foreign technology,
to catch up with and then surpass Western high-tech industries, and to seek a
dominant position in the global high-tech marketplace. As McBride and Chatzky
suggest, this program will “use government subsidies, mobilize state-owned
enterprises, and pursue intellectual property acquisition” to “update China’s
manufacturing base by rapidly developing ten high-tech industries.”” Of course,
new fifth-generation cellular networks (5G) and telecommunications—Huawei’s
bread and butter—are included in this list of high-tech industries. Envisaged as the
“network of networks,”® 5G impacts data traffic in many different high-tech devices,
including industrial robots, security cameras, drones, and cars. With this in mind,
China’s blurring of the lines separating civilian and military technologies potentially
poses a threat to developed countries’ national security. For example, in April 2018,
US intelligence agencies warned that Chinese recruitment of foreign scientists,
their theft of US intellectual property, and their targeted acquisition of US firms
constituted an “unprecedented threat” to the US industrial base.” Vice President
Pence detailed the threat, noting that the “Made in China 2025 plan encroaches on
America’s global technical and economic leadership position and does so in dubious
and suspicious ways, because “Beijing has directed its bureaucrats and businesses to
obtain American intellectual property by any means necessary.”* While China has
described the “Made in China 2025” program as inspiring growth, strengthening the
nation’s technological power, and pursuing unaided innovation—think Huawei as
one of the leading tech giants*—the United States has deemed it a serious threat
to national security and global technological stability.

Huawei, one of world’s largest telecommunications companies, operates in
more than 170 countries and regions. It is regarded as the face of China’s technolog-
ical prowess and a source of national pride. As a leader of technological innovation
in China, Huawei is at the center of the fight over the future of 5G. As illustrated by
De Cremer and Wu, Huawei’s objectives converge with the Party’s communication
infrastructure and technology goals. Indeed, Ren Zhengfei created the company
“with the aim of becoming the backbone of the People’s communications indus-
try”®* Yet because of the strong connections between Huawei’s objectives and
the CPC’s ambitions, Huawei’s advanced 5G technology has prompted national
security concerns among Western countries. Furthermore, Huawei’s alleged ties to
China’s People’s Liberation Army, its politically oriented business models in foreign
markets, and its infringement on intellectual property rights discredit the company’s
overseas reputation, sap the tech giant’s economic strength, and impede Huawei
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in its global expansion efforts. Moreover, China’s intelligence law, passed in 2017,
has amplified concerns about Huawei’s cyberespionage activities. For instance,
Article 7 of China’s National Intelligence Law declares, “Any organization and
citizen shall, in accordance with the law, support, provide assistance and cooperate
in national intelligence work, and guard the secrecy of any national intelligence
work that they are aware of”*® In this chain of events, a corporation like Huawei
has a legal responsibility to aid the Chinese state and Party in intelligence work.
Thus, as a key player competing for global technological supremacy, Huawei has
become increasingly scrutinized by foreign nations the world over. This key point
merits repeating: according to the Chinese law, Huawei is required to do the CPC’s
bidding—as we will see below, Huawei has tried to distance itself from the Party,
yet the National Intelligence Law makes such distancing difficult, if not impossible.

Confronted by the Trump administration’s global anti-Huawei campaign,*
and shackled by the Party’s intelligence law, the Chinese tech giant has favored
two defensive strategies. On the one hand, Huawei has a propensity for taking
legal action, suing some governments for allegedly damaging its corporate image.*
On the other hand, it has pursued a systematic strategy to reform its image into
that of an ethical high-tech company that strives for openness, transparency, and
the highest cybersecurity standards. Indeed, even the construction of Huawei’s
headquarters illustrates the major rebranding efforts sought by the company.
Linking traditional European architecture and Chinese technology, visitors are able
to visit Huawei’s newest campus in China’s tech megacity, Shenzhen. The campus
features picturesque Parisian building facades and manicured grounds dotted with
Budapest-inspired bridges. Upon entering the campus, visitors can board Huawei’s
own vintage-style red train—complete with old-fashioned train whistle—to take
a Disneyland-like ride through the campus.®® The scope of the project reflects
the size of Huawei’s massive economic footprint too, as demonstrated by a new
European-style “castle” that stretches across land equivalent to a whopping 345
football fields.*” Huawei’s Shenzhen campus thus points—like Google’s, Apple’s, and
Facebook’s headquarters in America—to a massive international company trying
to use architecture to brand itself as a cheerful, innovative, and classy member of
the international community.

But architecture is not enough, and so Huawei has been practicing US-style
public relations spectacles as well. For example, with the hope of drawing domestic
and, particularly, positive international attention to the company and its new
campus, in July of 2018, Huawei held the “To the Explorers: 5G Polar Code and
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Fundamental Research Awards” ceremony at its headquarters in Shenzhen.* More
than one hundred experts received awards in basic research and communication
standards at the ceremony, including Turkish professor Dr. Erdal Arikan, the father
of polar codes and the official coding scheme for 5G standardization. As much an
award ceremony as a concentrated public relations stunt, the event highlighted
international collaboration and the benefits of technological progress not only for
China but also the world. Upon arrival at Huawei’s campus, two commissionaires
in white suits opened Dr. Erdal’s door as he stepped out of a shiny, streamlined car;
then, accompanied by Huawei’s concurrent rotating chairman, Guo Ping, Dr. Erdal
walked the red carpet to a grandiose auditorium where he was met with thunderous
applause.® Crystal chandeliers, live symphonies, stunning European-style deco-
rations, and the efforts of well-trained PR personnel came together to illustrate
Huawei as an exemplar of ethical technological progress, a company that stays
abreast of Western standards, that values innovation, and both works with and is
beloved by international intellectuals.

In his award acceptance speech, Dr. Erdal praised Huawei for its future-facing
outlook and service to civilization: “Without vision and technical contributions of
Huawei’s directors and engineers, polar codes would not have made it from the lab
to 5G in less than 10 years.”*” Huawei, Erdal continued, makes it “possible for so many
researchers from around the globe to collaborate for a common cause in service
to humanity.”* We highlight this example to stress the significance of Huawei’s
image maintenance efforts in light of its tarnished reputation. From the pomp and
circumstance surrounding Erdal’s arrival at the ceremony to his own comments
emphasizing Huawei’s focus on the global good, the display was a calculated and
sustained PR effort to present itself as an ethical corporation contributing to the
global good of humanity, dedicated to the international community.

Denial, Dissociation, Avoidance, Redirection
and The Ren Zhengfei Interviews

In contrast to the publicity Huawei hoped the award ceremony would encourage,
Huawei’s founder has typically preferred to stay out of the limelight. From the
founding of Huawei in 1987, Ren Zhengfei has accepted few interviews, avoiding
speaking to the news media until 2013.** Yet because of intensifying pressure
from the international community to address concerns related to technology
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and security issues, Ren has recently been interviewed by dozens of domestic
and foreign broadcasters, including the United Kingdom’s BBC, the United States’
CBS and CNBC, and China’s CGTN. From the perspective of many media groups,
Ren presented himself as an ambitious leader. For instance, CBS reporters reacted
positively to Ren, noting how engaging and humorous he seemed.* During his
interviews, Ren reflected on the demanding situation Huawei faced as a start-up
company in 1987. Regarding himself as a hardworking person and branding Huawei
as an advanced innovative technology company, he denied any connections
between Huawei and Chinese state intelligence efforts, international espionage,
or intellectual property theft. Responding to interviewers, Ren also repudiated his
ties to the Chinese government and the People’s Liberation Army. In playing down
the connections, Ren recounted, “At that time, I was a very low-ranking officer
in the People’s Liberation Army. After leaving there, I have [had] no interaction
with them.”** Ren attributed Huawei’s successes to hard work rather than special
ties to the Party, state, or military and, as he pointed out, “Even 100% state-owned
companies have failed.”*® Notably, he even turned down an award as one of China’s
one hundred reform pioneers recognized by the CPC Central Committee and
the State Council in 2018. And so, as exampled in the interviews, Ren utilized the
strategy of dissociation to distance Huawei from the Chinese government, military,
state, and Party, all the while emphasizing Huawei’s independence as a company
free from political intervention.*

When asked about Huawei’s cyberespionage allegations, Ren firmly rebuffed
accusations of wrongdoing and utilized Chinese law to support his claims. Ren
maintained that, according to statements made by a “member of the Political
Bureau of the CPC Central Committee,” the “Chinese government always required
Chinese firms to abide by international rules, laws, and the regulations of the
country where they operate.”*” Noting that China had no law requiring companies
to install backdoors in their technology products to collect foreign intelligence,
Ren claimed that he would refuse to do so if the state or Party ordered Huawei to
include such technology in its products, echoing Apple’s and Tim Cook’s stance in
a 2016 interview with ABC.* In fact, Ren’s response highlights the ambiguity and
imprecision embedded in the characteristics of some Chinese laws. As Tanner
suggests, the Chinese intelligence law, passed in 2017, places vaguely worded,
ill-defined, and open-ended new security obligations on domestic as well as foreign
firms.* For example, this law does not explicitly reference the consequences for
failing to support the nation’s intelligence work, nor does it distinguish “obstruction”
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from failure to assist.>® Thus, across multiple interviews, Ren claimed the Chinese
telecommunications tech giant would not cooperate with the Chinese state and
CPC for intelligence work and would rather violate state regulations than emerging
international norms. In this way, Ren sought to dissociate Huawei from the Chinese
state and Party.

With regard to accusations of intellectual property theft, Ren utilized the
strategy of avoidance to suggest that he believed in US law and the legal process,
redirecting the conversation to express his appreciation of “U.S. help” for a “huge
advertisement at a very cheap price” in making Huawei visible in some countries,
even where Huawei has not yet launched advertising campaigns.* BBC’s Karishma
Vaswani posed a more pointed question concerning Cisco, Nortel, and Motorola’s
accusations that Huawei had stolen intellectual property and technology from
them. This time, Ren reframed the issue by denying the allegations, asking, “How
can we steal what they don’t have?” Ren called the US allegations “marginal,”
surmising that “they are not enough to say that Huawei has become what it
is today by stealing from the U.S.” Ren’s redirection pointed out that “lots of
Huawei’s technologies are far ahead of those in Western companies.. . . therefore,
it is impossible for Huawei to steal technologies that Western companies do not
have.”*® By using the strategies of denial, dissociation, avoidance, and redirection,
Ren’s interviews illustrate the rhetorical work put forth to rebrand Huawei on the
international stage as an ethical tech company disconnected from the Chinese
state, military, and Party.

Rebuilding Huawei's Image and Legal Action

Huawei has also conducted substantial advertising campaigns and created the
hashtag #HuaweiFacts, which trended on social media.>* In an effort to rebuild
Huawei’s image, Catherine Chen, who was then on the Board of Directors at
Huawei, wrote an open letter to the US media inviting them to visit Huawei’s
campus. Focusing on Huawei’s attempts to show its transparency and openness,
Chen beseeched US media groups not to “believe everything you hear and Huawei’s
doors are always open.””® Addressing US cybersecurity concerns, Chen argued that
since 1987 “there has not been a single major cyber security incident” concerning
Huawei, explaining that Huawei would annually spend 5 percent of its research
and development budget on a global cybersecurity assurance system.*® Ultimately,
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Chen indicated that Huawei would “abide by all applicable laws and regulations
in the countries and regions where it operates, including all export control and
sanction laws and regulations of the UN, US, and EU.¥

In addition to Chen’s open letter and the Ren Zhengfei interviews, Huawei has
concentrated its campaign on appealing to the media, responding to accusations
of wrongdoing, and attempts to refashion itself into a tech company that plays by
international rules. Furthermore, its actions in the courts exemplify an offensive to
thwart the United States’ global anti-Huawei campaign. On March 6, 2019, Huawei
sued the United States for allegedly ruining its image due to claims it was a security
threat, and for allegedly violating constitutional principles on the “separation of
powers and the bill of attainder clause, which prohibits legislation that singles

1758 Huawei’s offensive was

out a person or entity for punishment without tria
not confined to the United States alone, threatening legal action against the
Czech Republic after the country issued a formal warning regarding Huawei’s
cybersecurity threat.” Additionally, Guo Ping, Huawei'’s rotating chairman,
accused American intelligence agencies of hacking Huawei’s services and insisted
that the United States also needed to be scrutinized for its previous espionage
activities.’” In tandem with actions to deny, disassociate, avoid, and redirect, the
lawsuit is part of Huawei’s overall strategy to push back against America’s global
anti-Huawei campaign.

With its advanced 5G technology, Huawei is representative of one of the
Party’s greatest ambitions for the PRC, to be a powerful nation on the world stage
built on a foundation of scientific and technological advancement. Although
Ren Zhengfei has tried to embody Confucian values in his interview testimonies,
suggesting that “a technological competition is a peaceful competition,” Huawei’s
suspected ties to the People’s Liberation Army, its politically oriented business
models in foreign markets, its infringement on intellectual property rights, and its
complicity in violating international trade sanctions against Iran have continued
to arouse Western countries’ national security concerns. Indeed, with the arrest of
Meng Wanzhou in Canada, with a Huawei employee in Poland accused of spying
for China, with the Czech Republic issuing a formal warning about Huawei as a
cybersecurity risk, and with the United States, Japan, Australia, and New Zealand
in some form blocking Huawei from building 5G networks in their countries, it
seems clear that many nations continue to view Huawei as a CPC-linked security
threat.®
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China's Cyber Offensives and Mike Pence’s Speech
on Policy toward China

From as early as 1995, President Bill Clinton had recognized that “cyber-wars would
likely be among the deciding factors of twenty-first century global power.”* Indeed,
cyber offensives disrupt the free flow and exchange of information and could lead
to the dysfunction of a state.%* As a growing economic, military, and technological
power, China’s rise has triggered increasing concerns in the West about the potential
for foreign meddling in the democratic process and even the possibility of massive
cyberwar. For instance, on October 4, 2018, Vice President Mike Pence delivered
a scathing speech at the Hudson Institute laying out the Trump administration’s
policy toward China.% Replete with assertions of Chinese threats to American
and international welfare, Pence’s address embodies the rhetoric of “warhawk
hysteria.”®® Stuffed with counterthreats of direct action, Pence’s speech escalated
tensions between Washington and Beijing, in large part by announcing that the
Trump administration would not turn a blind eye to China’s alleged infractions.

Highlighting China’s attempts to influence American public opinion, and
especially its interference in America’s 2018 midterm elections, Pence shared that
a senior member of the US intelligence community had told him that “what the
Russians are doing pales in comparison to what China is doing across this country.”®’
Framing Chinese efforts as aggressive interference in US domestic policy, politics,
and domestic affairs, Pence explained the meddling as “China’s comprehensive and
coordinated campaign to undermine support for the President, the administration’s
agenda, and the nation’s most cherished ideas.”®® Ryan Hass, a senior fellow at the
Brookings Institution and a former member of the National Security Council in
the Obama administration, notes that “the vice president attempted to shift public
scrutiny from Russia to China.”®® Yet when asked to explain what the Chinese did
in the 2018 elections, Dan Coats, US director of national intelligence, avoided
any potential contradictions by sending a classified answer,” leaving the public
wondering about the authenticity and potential dangers of such a Chinese threat
to American democracy.

Bill Priestap, the FBI's assistant director in the Counterintelligence Division,
argues the Chinese government learned from the Cold War that “economic strength
is the foundation of national power,” and thus China’s cyberwarfare program has
prioritized the advancement of economic supremacy through the targeting of
foreign military technology, business secrets, and personal information.” And so
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China’s cyber operations have emphasized strengthening the economy and bridging
the gap between China and the United States, in large part by stealing American
R&D in the hope of jump-starting Chinese advancements in business and military
technology.” Thus, Pence’s address, presenting China as the gate-crasher that
interfered in American domestic politics, illustrates America’s increasing anxieties
regarding China’s systematic threats to national security. Given this context, the
Trump administration’s calculated move of escalating the animosity in the Sino-US
relationship marks a shift into a long, drawn-out struggle over trade, technology,
geopolitics, and security, thus pointing to what many observers are now calling a
“New Cold War."™

Further highlighting Beijing’s theft of American intellectual property, Pence’s
address targeted how Chinese hacking was detrimental to “the foundation of
America’s economic leadership.”™ As Coats has suggested, Beijing’s hacking agenda
was focused on pilfering information and stealing technical advancements: “Fortune
500 companies [that] were being hit at shockingly high rates”™ Moreover, since 2012,
Chinese hackers have transitioned from only targeting “companies and government
agencies in the defense, energy, and aerospace sectors” to pursuing organizations
charged with securing Americans’ personal data.” Indeed, the September 2018
Marriott data breach demonstrates how Chinese intelligence agencies amass
American personal data for tracking travel habits and movement across borders, for
future use and the targeting of American spies.” As Townsend indicates, “China’s
access to large volumes of personal data—especially business and government
employees—opens the opportunity for future stealthy operations against specific
companies or government agencies.””® Unlike Russia’s cyber activities, which
focused on meddling in the 2016 presidential elections, China’s cyber priorities
are to surpass America economically and to target its intelligence communities
by collecting America’s business information, military technology, and citizens’
personal data. Across all of America’s various intelligence agencies, then, the new
consensus is that China is a bad actor, especially in the realm of cyber activity. The
question is to what extent Huawei is complicit in this New Cold War.

The Multiple Perspectives of American Media

In stories about the Huawei cyberespionage crisis, American mainstream media
have represented the spread of Huawei'’s 5G networking from multiple perspectives,
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including framing Huawei as (1) a CPC-linked national security threat, (2) alargely
independent technological and economic challenge, and (3) a private business
with a Communist-based culture and loose ties to the Party.” Across these three
portrayals, some American media framings of Huawei’s 5G global ambitions align
with the views held by the Trump administration. As one article in the New York
Times suggested, according to Mike Pompeo, the US secretary of state, Huawei is
a puppet controlled by China’s central government to promote its authoritarian
regime, to seek economic dominance, and to threaten other nations’ cybersecurity
infrastructure.*® Allowing Huawei to participate in 5G construction is tantamount
to permitting China “to control the internet of the future,” posing a wide range
of economic and security threats to the world.* Furthermore, in the Washington
Post, King and Moritz have argued that Huawei’s ties to the Chinese government
and China’s 2017 intelligence law make it extremely risky for the United States to
allow Huawei to enter its critical cyber infrastructure systems.* Presenting a range
of alternative perspectives, some of the opinions advanced in the New York Times
are consistent with Chinese media tropes that frame Huawei’s 5G expansion as a
technological challenge devoid of political motivation. Some of these stories also
highlight cases of American hypocrisy and denounce America’s past espionage
activities.*® Satariano showcases claims that the White House’s accusations against
Huawei are based on weak evidence. Suggesting that “nobody appeared to be won
over” by the White House’s “case against Huawei” when the Trump administration
attempted to persuade other countries to ban the Chinese company at a Barcelona
tech conference in February 2019, Satariano also emphasized Huawei’s critiques of
US cyberespionage and claims that “the United States had a more checkered history
of espionage than Huawei” ever had.* In these instances, the United States’ history
of cyber activities serves as evidence of a nation willing to call others to task for
the same offenses it routinely commits.

Yet another perspective attempts to illuminate Huawei’s suspicious ties to the
Party and central government. For example, some articles in the New York Times
have focused on investigating Huawei’s ideology, internal structure, and corporate
culture.® As Zhong suggests, although Huawei has posited that it is entirely owned
by its employees and has no affiliation with the Chinese government, its ownership
remains murky because the company has never sold shares to the public.®® Fur-
thermore, the New York Times has represented Huawei’s organizational structure
as based on “traditional political and communist party culture for guidance.”®’
In this line, Huawei refers to its management training program as the Central
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Party School, the name of the Communist Party institution that trains promising
CPC recruits. The casual reader of mainstream newspapers in America would
therefore be understandably confused, as Huawei was portrayed in the Times and
Post as either a CPC-linked intelligence agency threatening US national security,
or a super-advanced tech giant challenging US international market leadership,
or a shadowy entity with opaque financing and an authoritarian management
culture—or all of these. Across the US media we examined, then, there was a shared
sense of concern, a palpable sense of crisis, but no consensus as to Huawei’s roles
in the drama.

Chinese State Media, “Tit for Tat" Rhetorical Strategies,
and the International Reframing of Huawei's Image

Whereas US media sources present multiple perspectives on Huawei, in response to
Pence’s inflammatory address, Chinese state media utilize the rhetorics of dissent
and strategic silence to mitigate tensions between the United States and China.
For instance, in an article published by China Daily, Pence’s speech is framed as
preposterous: “Mike Pence’s speech arouses laughter on China’s social media.”*®
In the article, “laughable” or “laugh” appeared six times, “joke” appeared twice,
and “ridicule” appeared three times.*® Pointedly, the article only collected Chinese
netizens’ online responses to less sensitive portions of Pence’s address, using them
to illustrate the Party’s attempts to portray Pence’s comments as bordering on
the absurd. As we will see in this section, the Party’s rhetorical strategy is largely
based on misdirection: on trying to discredit US claims by muddying the waters,
confusing the categories of analysis, shifting attention to other claims, and otherwise
shrouding the cyber controversy in confusion.

Within this campaign of misdirection, much Chinese state media avoided
analysis of Huawei’s actions altogether, instead focusing on the political and
cultural tensions inherent in US discourse. With regard to cybersecurity concerns,
Chinese state media have framed them as US political and ideological conspiracies
channeling “American evidence” to support its claims. For example, Xinhua
News Agency cites a CNN online poll as evidence that the US global anti-Huawei
campaign is politically motivated.”’ China Daily reporters then heavily referenced
Eric Xu, deputy chairman of the board and rotating CEO of Huawei. Mirroring Ren’s
attempts at dissociation, Xu attempted to separate Huawei from politics, suggesting
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that cybersecurity is a technical problem rather than a political or ideological
problem.” Likewise, Hu Xijin, editor in chief at the Global Times, commented on
Twitter that “Huawei has been trying to distance itself from politics, but it has grown
too big [so] that politics is coming to its door. Huawei is innocent.”* Furthermore,
the editors of China Daily have argued that when America discriminates against
Chinese tech giants like Huawei, the United States violates its own free market
principles.””® Borrowing rhetorical tropes from American discourse, Chinese state
media’s “tit for tat” approach adopts often-used US rhetorical strategies to attack
America. And so, as these examples highlight, Chinese state media have utilized a
“tit for tat” rhetorical strategy to denounce the United States’ anti-Huawei global
campaign and to point the finger at the United States’ campaign as politically
motivated, all the while framing Huawei as wholly concerned with technology
alone, thus isolating the business from any notions of Party politics. It is of course
ironic that these pronouncements regarding Huawei’s alleged independence from
Party control have all been issued in Party-controlled outlets.

Repentance and atonement also appear as major foci in Chinese state media
framings of Huawei. State media pronounce Huawei as an advocate embracing
openness and transparency, as adhering to foreign policies and international prin-
ciples, and as incorporating ethical practices in its improvement of cybersecurity
standards worldwide. But such claims to adhere to international standards contrast
sharply with the Party’s mandate that state media “align their ideology, political
thinking, and deeds to those of the CPC Central Committee,” and with President
Xi Jinping’s pronouncement that state media’s responsibilities include “focusing
on the Party’s major task and serving the interests of the country,” among others.”*
And here, in this tension, we stumble into one of the driving contradictions of the
age of convergence: as markets interweave, creating new international networks
and norms (convergence), so nation-states seek to marshal these markets for local
advantage (hence fragmenting these new networks), meaning the national and the
international exist in tension, and convergence and fragmentation exist in tension.
As we have shown here, Huawei claims to be acting in the interests of international
convergence, yet many observers fear it is a Party-controlled agent, making it a
force of fragmentation.

Some Chinese media have sought to massage this contradiction by representing
Huawei as both an agent of international convergence and an agent of national
advancement. For instance, consider the Global Times representation of Huawei’s
launching of new cybersecurity centers—in Brussels in March 2019 and in Germany
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in November 2019—as illustrating the company’s following both Party mandates
and international principles.® According to the story, Huawei hopes to collaborate
internationally across the industry to improve cybersecurity standards, underscor-
ing Huawei’s investment of at least $2 billion toward improving cybersecurity.”® At
the same time, the presence of such Huawei leadership in Europe signifies a major
political gain for the PRC, a new foothold in new territory. In this way, the story
portrays Huawei as advancing both Chinese and international interests.

As Huawei'’s 5G global expansion and the Trump administration’s global
anti-Huawei campaign have grown to represent the US—China technological
and geopolitical competition for global leadership, international communities
are cautiously considering Huawei’s participation in their nation’s 5G network
construction, meticulously balancing their relationships with the United States and
China. Although the Trump administration has made countless efforts to persuade,
pressure, and even threaten its allies to ban Huawei’s equipment, international
attitudes toward Huawei’s 5G global plan vary from country to country. For instance,
Britain has considered the potential of allowing Huawei to have some access to
nonessential elements of its new 5G system, positing that “the security risks could
be managed by closely scrutinizing the company and its software.””” Germany, in
considering possibilities, claims that it might allow Huawei to enter its 5G networks,
but only after implementing a formal “no spy” deal with Huawei.*®

In China Daily, the editor cites Huawei’s potential partnerships with the
UK government as an exemplar highlighting Huawei’s ethical practices in the
cybersecurity sector”® Meanwhile, an article in The Economist considers Britain’s
cautious approach with Huawei as a potential model for other countries. In terms
of cybersecurity, the article suggests, fully banning Huawei would not guarantee risk
relief since hackers usually attack networks “through flaws in software coding.”'®
The argument, rather, is that any ban on Huawei could possibly heighten security
risks by discouraging intellectual cooperation, thereby preventing technological
advancement. As Nicholas surmises, an embargo on Huawei would be detrimental
to all nations’ technological innovation and development, because “a ban would
exclude a major source of innovation—ideas, people, and products—from the
technology market.”” From this perspective, supporting free markets trumps
national security, and even underwrites it. And so, as the United States and
the international community considers banning Huawei, the issue has become
laced with concerns about fragmentation and the potential impact on the global
communication system. Because telecommunication supply chains and markets
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are so heavily intertwined with each other across markets and countries, this
argument goes, banning Huawei would hurt everyone."” For example, if a full ban
on Huawei is imposed, The Economist warns, then at least 180,000 jobs would be cut,
mainly in China.'®® Also, considering the cost-effectiveness of Huawei’s products
and services, companies that serve sparsely populated areas would suffer the most,
as many alternatives to Huawei’s telecommunication equipment are costly and
less affordable. Speculation suggests that American farmers—assumedly Trump
voters—might suffer great financial losses if they were forced to replace Huawei
kits with more expensive products and services in order to collect data and monitor
crop yields and productivity.'” As these examples indicate, some die-hard free
marketers are more worried about what a ban on Huawei would do to international
commerce than what allowing Huawei’s 5G technology into their systems might
do to their national security.

Instead of a full ban on Huawei, Britain and Germany have suggested a softer
approach, one that could be more effective by first calling for government co-
operation to improve international cybersecurity standards. The United States
has pushed its allies to adopt shared security and policy measures.'® Similarly,
the German regulations read, “Systems may only be sourced from trustworthy
suppliers whose compliance with national security regulations and provisions for
the secrecy of telecommunications and for data protection is assured.”” As Britain’s
and Germany’s stances suggests, in the age of convergence it is more important
for governments to make efforts to work together to incorporate international
cybersecurity standards and to standardize global telecommunications regulations
than to let things spiral out of control into a New Cold War that could fragment
the global communication system. This approach suggests doing the hard work
of collaborating across differences rather than pushing for all-out confrontation.

Conclusion: The Spinning Wheel of Convergence and Fragmentation

The detention of Huawei’s CFO Meng Wanzhou and the Trump administration’s
anti-Huawei campaign are symbolic of the ever-evolving Sino-US relationship and
the paradox of convergence and fragmentation, wherein technology and the global
economy simultaneously pull the two powers together while clashing national
security concerns continue pushing the two countries apart. In this case, the US
Justice Department has argued that the arrest of Meng is based on evidence and
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the law, and is merited by the right of national self-defense, while Chinese state
media and Huawei have claimed that the case is politically motivated, yet another
example of the United States trying to bully China. While we have tried here to
represent the many sides of this controversy, it is hard not to recall Vice President
Pence’s lament that “China has taken a sharp U-turn toward control and oppression
of its own people” and “has built an unparalleled surveillance state” by means “of
U.S. technology”'"” By stressing Beijing’s “theft of American intellectual property”
and its “predatory practice of forced technology transfer,” Pence argues that China’s
technological strength is based not on Chinese innovation, but the illegal seizure
of US technologies.'”® Pence’s concerns have legitimate grounding in regards to
China’s state surveillance mechanism, Huawei’s past theft of intellectual property,
the forced transfer of technology, and lingering concerns about Huawei’s role in
evading international sanctions by providing Iran with prohibited technologies.'”
Hearing such claims, it is hard not to conclude that Huawei is complicit with a wide
range of China’s rogue behaviors. At the same time, Pence’s overblown argument
that without American assistance there would not be a modern China closely
aligns with what Hartnett calls an “imperial rhetorical style.”” Indeed, even while
leveling serious charges against China, Pence’s arrogant claims highlight the Trump
administration’s sense of superiority, which rests directly in the heart of America’s
current foreign policy rhetoric.™ Indeed, China’s modernization and economic
miracle rely on globalization and Western-led resources, yet Pence’s framing of
China, we argue, is excessively negative in plotting China as a geopolitical rival.
The rhetorical posture of Pence and Trump thus risks destroying any possibility of
cooperating as strategic partners.

Faced with cybersecurity accusations and a potential ban from participating
in international 5G networks, Huawei, on the one hand, has not shied away from
taking legal action against governments for allegedly damaging its corporate
image. On the other hand, Ren and Huawei have attempted to rebrand Huawei as
a tech company devoid of political motivations and as adhering to international
regulations. Evident in their systematic campaign and PR plan to reform its global
image and reputation we find the use of the rhetorical tactics of denial, disasso-
ciation, avoidance, and redirection. The fact that all of these claims are made in
Party-controlled media, of course, compromises such claims to independence.
Indeed, just as we find that the Trump administration is needlessly pursuing
conflict, so we conclude that the Party’s commitment to propaganda overwhelms
any hope for genuine dialogue.
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In this regard, it is important to note that China has taken its own aggressive
measures to strike back, including most pointedly by practicing “hostage diplomacy”
against Canada."? Following Meng’s arrest, China detained two Canadians, accusing
them of espionage, while resentencing another to the death penalty, thus signaling
a‘“new age of hostility.”" Canadian prime minister Justin Trudeau, commented, “We
will consistently and always stand up for Canadians, particularly those Canadians
who have been arbitrarily detained.”™ The US—China cyber controversy over Huawei
has accordingly expanded to include Canada, and, as noted above, has become a
central part of technology conversations in Great Britain, Germany, Australia, and
other countries. The laws of convergence dictate that the damage will continue to
spread, enveloping more and more players.

Recognizing this dynamic, in May 2019, the Trump administration exerted the
full force of the US government in a bid to choke off Huawei’s access to American
suppliers, including chipmakers like Intel and Qualcomm and Google’s Android
software system, which Huawei has relied on. Today, as global supply chains are
more interconnected than ever before, America’s export control list also inhibits
UK, German, and Japanese companies from selling equipment to Huawei. For
example, UK chip designer Arm announced it would stop licensing key technology
to Huawei because part of its designs were derived from “US origin technology” and
were therefore subject to US export controls."® Arm’s break with Huawei comes as a
major blow to the Chinese tech giant, as few other tech companies produce complex
processors such as those produced by Arm."® Nevertheless, as the anti-Huawei
campaign continues, American tech companies have argued that such a ban could
lead to massive financial losses for the United States, so they are now searching
for legitimate ways to do business with Huawei without violating US regulations."”
Notably, the Trump administration has suggested that it would relax restrictions
on Huawei “where there is no threat to national security™®

But it may be too late. In the southern cities of Dongguan and Shenzhen,
Huawei employees are already in full “war mode,” with working hours extended

to midnight."

Confronted by an increasing series of crackdowns, Huawei has
responded by ramping up efforts to develop its own chips, operating systems,
and other key technologies, pushing it closer to the goals of the Made in China
2025 plan. And so the wheel of convergence and fragmentation turns round,
with Huawei as a potent symbol indicating the confusions and contradictions in

US-China relations.
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in the Age of Convergence

The 2016 Baidu and Ctrip Crises as Case Studies in Critique, Trust,
and Hope in Contemparary China

Jack Kangjie Liu and Dan Wang

he age of convergence in contemporary China has been hailed by some

observers as a golden opportunity for the flowering of civic engagement.!

Within this notion of convergence, communication entails an unending

stream of reports, responses, and rebuttals about critical, and perhaps
criminal, failings within China—amounting to a genre we call herein “crisis
communication.” For example, consider these three incidents from 2016. First, toxic
running tracks in the sport field at Changzhou Foreign School in Jiangsu province
were found to be the cause of over a dozen students’ sudden sickness, some even
suffering from leukemia.? It turns out that to reduce production costs, the factory
made the running track by using substandard plastics rich in health-threatening
toxins. In this case, the story touched a raw nerve about the dangerous rush to make
profits by producing deadly materials.® Second, a troubled patient in Guangzhou
slaughtered the innocent Dr. Chen, an experienced dentist. Reports indicated that
the murderer was a former patient of Dr. Chen and had been plotting revenge for
more than twenty years. In this case, the story touched upon questions of mental
health and issues of vengeance, anger, and retribution. Third, Lei Yang, a twenty-
nine-year old man, was beaten to death by police in Beijing on May 21, 2016. The
police apparently mistook Lei for a criminal engaged in running a prostitution
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ring; when he resisted arrest, the police beat him to death. In this case, the story
touches upon rising fears about state authority and wrongful arrest.* While incidents
like these do not always make the headlines, they occur at an alarming rate, and
increasingly—from legacy and social media news in China—we learn that each
day brings new reports of a crisis of some kind. From this perspective, we argue in
this chapter that it is important to analyze crisis communication, for these scandals
and controversies tell us a great deal about the age of convergence in contemporary
China. Indeed, this emerging genre of crisis communication opens up a rich window
of opportunity for watching how Chinese netizens debate issues of ethical behavior,
health care, and even guilt and innocence, amounting to nothing less than an
ongoing debate about the health of the nation-state.

This fascinating new age of convergence and crisis communication in China is
driven in large part by the fact that China has become a “mobile Internet country.”®
Data from the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology in 2016 show
that there were 780 million mobile internet users in the country.7 In addition,
Chinese social media platform use has skyrocketed. Two social media platforms
have dominated Chinese cyberspace this past decade: Weibo and WeChat. These
social media platforms in particular, and the mobile internet more broadly, have
empowered netizens across the country to communicate about the latest crisis
events in real time, offering running commentaries and debates about daily life in
China. The government has gone to great lengths to try to control communication
in China, with leaders telling the media they have six basic responsibilities, working
together to promote the “Chinese Dream” and a culture of “harmony.”® Contrary
to this Party mandate of upbeat and always positive news, media coverage of and
netizen debate about the latest crises potentially spread depression, unease, and
antagonism throughout society, amounting to a powerful counternarrative to the
political leaders’ preferred messages. In short, crisis communication is a rich terrain
for political criticism in contemporary China.

We argue that crisis communication is particularly interesting as it offers
pointed, albeit sometimes veiled, political commentary on daily life in China, thus
amounting to a kind of subtle and highly mediated civic participation. To pursue
this thesis, we turn to two crises that occurred in 2016. The first regards Baidu, one
of the ten largest IT companies worldwide, and the most popular search engine
in China. On January 9, 2016, in the online medical forum “Baidu Illness,” an
administrator revealed that he was dismissed from Baidu, which followed his firing
by appointing questionable people into its administration. This new administrative
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group had the capability to promote fake medical advertisements and cancel any
posts they deemed appropriate. Netizens questioned the group’s authenticity and
credibility, worrying especially about misleading information that could taint
the quality of information and, ultimately, corrupt the medical information they
accessed.” So, on January g, netizens disclosed this information in the online forum
Zhihu (&1F4E[X). The story was quickly reposted, and went viral on Weibo and
WeChat. The mainstream media in China, including the Beijing News and the
Xinhua News Agency Network, then reported that Baidu had sold the “Illness”
forums to advertising companies. Then, in these for-sale forums, these companies
were able to post fake advertisements for their products and services while also
deleting complaints.” These online forums thus quickly changed from providing
visitors with legitimate medical resources into corporate tools for earning money.
In fact, administrators were promoting commercial products and services, some
of which were uncertified, while others were highly suspect.” In this first Baidu
crisis, a platform for distributing quality health communication was sold to the
highest bidders, leaving Chinese netizens with bad advice and, hence, diminished
health care.

In a similar move, media coverage confirmed that Baidu had also sold its “Baidu
City” forum.” Originally an online platform where people shared ideas through
multiple forums, “Baidu City” offered a textbook example of communication
convergence, wherein a virtually limitless stream of user commentary touched
upon issues of health, entertainment, interpersonal, cultural, and other forms of
communication. It was a raucous free-for-all. But then city governments paid a great
deal of money to acquire “Baidu City” forums, where they could cancel negative
posts and maintain control over a positive image of their cities. As with the health
forums noted above, Baidu’s handling of these city forums provoked netizens to
speak out through other social media channels, where they condemned Baidu in
scathing testimony. Thus, by the end of 2016, Baidu had become a target of netizen
anger, for the company was perceived as selling out its users’ goodwill.” In this case,
as we will demonstrate below in more detail, the crisis communication about Baidu
spoke directly to questions of trust and accountability in contemporary China.

Around the same time, Ctrip, China’s largest online travel agency, was encoun-
tering trouble of its own. Miao Li, an everyday citizen, revealed online that he
had inadvertently purchased two fake airline tickets for his friends through Ctrip.
As his friends were checking in to their flight, they found out that they had been
swindled.” With Miao Li publicizing his wayward experience on Weibo, other
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customers throughout China shared similar stories about Ctrip issuing fake tickets
and booking fake hotel reservations, derailing their travel and accommodation
plans.” Throughout the country netizens converged on social media platforms
and channels to condemn Ctrip. If the Baidu cases touched upon both health
communication and urban living, then the Ctrip case illustrated—Tlike the toxic
track crises mentioned earlier—how many companies in China are perceived as
engaging in unethical business practices, even going so far as to steal air miles to
sell fake products. Like the Baidu cases, the Ctrip case spoke directly to a crisis in
trust, with netizens going online to express their anger.

And so we offer the Baidu and Ctrip cases as examples for the comparative
study of crisis communication and convergence in China. Both instances deal with
high-profile companies in China, both are registered NASDAQ companies, and both
occupy the leading positions in their respective online markets. The crises occurred
around roughly the same time, harmed both company’s image, provoked netizens
to question the companies involved, and, more significantly, served as platforms
for netizens to criticize the government’s mismanagement of these crises. Indeed,
whereas we assume that some Western readers perceive China’s communication
environment as one-dimensional and government-controlled, these cases of crisis
communication indicate a lively public sphere—Patrick Dodge has called it an
ever-changing terrain of dissent, a veritable “cat-and-mouse game” of political
positioning—full of citizen feedback and, occasionally, political anger.'® From
this perspective, the landscape of netizen participation in contemporary China is
happening in large part via responses to crisis communication.

Theoretical Terrain

Crises are events that seriously threaten fundamental societal values, living
standards, and daily behaviors."” The typical example is the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001. The crisis significantly changed the lives and worldviews of
everyday US citizens, as well as citizens around the globe, profoundly shaping the
world we live in. Post-9/11, Americans had a deeper awareness and stronger sense
of terrorism, domestic security, and international politics. Moreover, in the United
States the event triggered profound transformations in the budgets, projects, and
outlets of federal, state, and local governments. Thus, national security and the
“war on terror” became everyday topics, debated both in domestic contexts and in
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the international arena.”® Along these lines, crises usually involve some unexpected
negative event—a devastating tornado or earthquake, a terrorist attack, a political
scandal, and so on—that triggers widespread public debate, often leading to the
fragmenting of public values, conventions, and sometime rules. When the post-
crisis discourse goes badly, it can lead to significant harm to society and personal
well-being. On the other hand, some crises bring communities together, as they
rally around shared norms and values.” Regardless of their long-term outcomes,
during most crises, individuals seek out information through various channels and
methods, meaning crises usually lead to spikes in communication.?’ In this sense,
crises are significant moments of communication convergence, as they tend to
lead to citizens seeking information, counseling, and advice across a wide range
of platforms, while simultaneously using other platforms to express fear, anger,
and political criticism.

Steve Fink has categorized four phases in crisis communication with his “four
stages theory.” In the first period, the “prodromal” phase, a crisis emerges as the
nature of the event generates negativity. In the second period, the severity of an
event causes harm, “acute” harm, often at the societal level. Third, the acute severity
of the crisis affects people, causing “chronic” harm, oftentimes both mental and
physical suffering. Finally, there is some “resolution,” when the crisis approaches
its gradual finish. Whereas Fink’s four stages theory of crisis communication is
descriptive of the phases and effects of crisis communication, other scholars have
built upon Fink’s theory. For example Mitroff created the fives stages of crisis
management system that incorporates five mechanisms, including detection,
prevention/preparedness, damage containment, recovery, and learning.?* For
Fink, Mitroff, and other scholars of crisis communication, even while each crisis
is unique and distinct, they also share certain generic similarities in terms of their
stages and patterns.

Starting in the 1980s, crisis communication research gradually made its way to
Chinese contexts. Because the Chinese political system, history, and culture vary
greatly from those in Western countries, Chinese studies in crisis communication
need to be highly contextualized. Recent research in China can be divided into
macro, meso, and micro levels of analysis. While the former scrutinizes crisis com-
munication in and by social structures, political system, and history, the meso level
investigates strategies and relations at the intersections of crisis communication and
public relations.” The micro level of analysis focuses on specific characteristics of
“hot” issues. By “hot” issues we are referring to the specific crises that are happening
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in the age of convergence and social media. These noticeable events significantly
threaten people’s livelihood, assets, and safety, and can damage societal values,
providing real and latent harm to both citizens and governments. For example,
when looking at online reports of crisis events in China, Lan and Zeng characterize
three insights: (1) a crisis usually peaks within ninety-six hours; (2) then it regresses
after an average period of eight days; and (3) this pattern happens along a commu-
nication trend of three periods—prodromal, spreading, and regression.?* Lan and
Zeng's model of three periods in the Chinese context has been used to describe
the general trend of the 2012 Nong Fu poisonous spring water crisis. For instance,
Wang and Shen used the model to conclude that there were five spikes (peaks) in
the online coverage pointing to patterns in the prolonged duration of the crisis.*®
This is just one case, however, and Chinese research on crisis communication and
convergence trends is lacking.

Scholars have paid attention to social media crisis communication research in
other countries and contexts. For instance, Graham, Avery, and Sejin conclude their
study with strategies and skills that can help local governments in crisis.” Similarly,
Liu, Fisher, Austin, and Jin have conceptualized a framework for understanding
social media crisis communication.”” Their model incorporates essential details
encompassing connections between traditional and social media, media users,
and crisis organization. Most useful to our study is their interpretation of two
fundamental relationships, namely the connections between traditional and social
media, and the relationship between social media topic creators and followers.
From these two relationships, we are able to explore influential factors in our Baidu
and Ctrip crises. Thus, for the purposes of our analysis we employ a loose framing
that encompasses Liu, Fisher, Lucinda and Jin’s research; Fink’s four stages theory;

1;28

Fisher, Liu, Austin, and Jin’s social media crisis communication model;*® and Lan

and Zeng’s model in the Chinese context.

Data Collection

Our research team collected online reports surrounding the Baidu and Ctrip crises
in Guangzhou and Beijing between January 10 and March 16, 2016. We gathered
news stories and comments on Weibo and WeChat platforms and from the general
internet.?’ Furthermore, we collected data on the Chinese internet from traditional
state media sources, namely the People’s Daily, Xinhua News Agency, China News
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Services, and various other metropolitan TV stations and newspapers. Gathering
arange of reports and information from traditional state media news sources and
comments on social media platforms has enabled us to compare and contrast data
sets at the macro, meso, and micro levels. Considering that our data collection
period was from January 10 to March 16, 2016, and that the Baidu and Ctrip crises
significantly damaged customer-company relations, we were curious to examine
netizens’ reactions in the following months, especially with March 15 being World
Consumer Rights Day.

To focus on relevant data, we used the keyword combinations “Baidu and web
forum” and “Ctrip and fake air ticket” to search the Weibo postings, which consisted
of more than one million user-generated posts, and searched over seventeen thou-
sand official WeChat accounts.*® For comparison, we collected news and comments
from internet forums and state media news sources. Our collective search resulted
in 19,002 hits for the Baidu crisis on Weibo; 4,590 hits on state media news sources;
and 4,980 hits on WeChat. For Ctrip, the search yielded 15,050 hits from Weibo;
3,170 from state media; and 7,940 on WeChat. Subsequently, our team conducted
data filtering and omitted items that did not contain content relevant to the two
events. Thus, we confirmed qualified data for the Baidu crisis at 15,573 hits on Weibo,
4,290 on the internet state media news sites, and 4,598 hits on WeChat. Regarding
the Ctrip crisis we confirmed 15,050 hits on Weibo, 3,170 hits on the internet state
media news sources, and 7,940 hits on WeChat. While our data set cannot capture
the entirety of public discourse in the nation, these numbers do indicate a massive

sampling of opinions in contemporary China.

The Pulse of Convergence in the Baidu Crisis:
Explosion, Spreading, and Regression

Our team used both quantitative (correlation analysis) and qualitative methods
to analyze our data sets. In figure 1 the x-axis represents the independent variable,
“time,” and Y1, Y2, and Y3 represent the dependent variable, “report quantity.” Also,
we have listed the days with numerical significance on reports and comments of the
three platforms from January to March in table 1. We combined our data analysis
in figure 1 and table 1 with a textual analysis of the online reports and comments.
We categorized the patterns across three general periods, and thus categorized
the pulse of convergence as explosion, spreading, and regression. Taken together,

printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCOhost -

134 Jack Kangjie Liu and Dan Wang

WeChat Posts

T
c
©

=
o

11 Jan
12 Jan |
13 Jan -
14 Jan —
15 Jan |
16 Jan —
17 Jan —
18 Jan |
19 Jan -
20 Jan

FIGURE 1. The Baidu Crisis: Convergence Period on Weibo, WeChat, and Internet Reports/
Comments, January 10-20, 2016

these three phases evolved over roughly two weeks, with the most intense period
of action falling between January 10 and January 20 (see figure 1).

Between January 10 and January 20 the phases of “explosion” and “spreading”
were most prominent between January 10 and 14. The Baidu event was first revealed
in internet forums and then was immediately reposted on Weibo. From Weibo
posts it spread through WeChat. We posit that netizen awareness of the event
increased dramatically once it was reposted from internet forums to social media
platforms. With continual reposts and consistent commenting on day 2, the peak
point materialized with 1,803 items on Weibo. We see the magnitude of this posting
force on the carryover from Weibo, with significant impact, to WeChat and further
internet reports on state media news sites. The convergence trend on WeChat
and the internet dramatically increased, then peaking with 1,595 and 811 reports
and comments, respectively. After January 14, relevant posts and articles reduced
sharply. The overall “convergence period”—the range when “explosion” and then
“spreading” came together across media—occurred between January 10 and 14. In
this frenzied five-day period, the quantity of reports accounted for nearly 50 percent
of the entire data set (see table 1).
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TABLE 1. Report and Comments by Quantity on Important Days during the Baidu Crisis
(January, February, and March 2016)

DAY/
MEDIA

WeChat | 526 | 680 | 1094 | 1595 | 1318 | 1187 | 835 | 883 | 509 | 303 | 98 | 36 | 13 | 13
Internet | 20 | 129 | 379 | 811 | 752 | 495 | 376 | 311 | 203 | 81 16 5 9 8
Weibo 790 | 1803 | 1622 | 1549 | 1262 | 1142 | 1069 | 927 | 913 | 309 | 91 38 | 30 | 28

1710 | ym | 112 | 113 | 114 | 115 | 116 | 117 | 118 | 119 | 1/20 | 2/20 | 3/15 | 3/16

Comparing the internet reports on state media sites and the two social media
platforms proved revealing in a few ways. First, the Baidu crisis raised much atten-
tion on traditional state media platforms. Various investigative reports, analytical
articles, and viewer comments were posted in the online versions of People’s Daily,
Xinhua News Agency, and CCTV. Professional news media contributed to exclusive
reports, for instance The Paper (7#3#F) and The Huxiu (JRIR ), the former being an
online media outlet specifically covering the news, and the latter focusing on IT
news. Personal, professional, and organizational Weibo and WeChat accounts across
various sectors and industries then reposted these critical reports about Baidu. We
call these reports “critical” because of the insightful, exclusive, or significant stories
that critiqued Baidu as a corrupt, money-focused company, and the “explosive”
and “spreading” periods that followed. For instance, during the explosive and
spreading periods, the Guangming Daily, a paper affiliated with China’s Ministry
of Science, revealed that Baidu manager Guo Cheng Ma was sentenced to seven
years in jail. Authorities charged Ma with accepting illegal commissions for helping
an internet company, a subsidiary advertising agent of Baidu, obtain revenue from
advertising advantages during the crisis.*' They found that Ma had accepted a
bribe of roughly 3.95 million RMB, which authorities found hiding in his niece’s
bank account. As this example indicates, while the state-run media are loath to
allow articles questioning the legitimacy of the Communist Party, they are quick
to notice instances of individual wrongdoing—for this enhances President Xi’s
much-publicized campaign to root out corruption.*

After the convergence period of January 10-15, the trend sharply dropped into
the “regression” period. After January 20, the topic frequency returned to normal
rates, as reports and comments fell below one hundred per twenty-four-hour period.
This pattern of explosion, spreading, and regression illuminates just one beat in the
pulse of communication convergence across platforms. It is telling that two months
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later, on March 15, 2016, on World Consumer Rights Day, there were relatively few
hits or new postings about the Baidu crisis: thirty, nine, and thirteen, on Weibo, the
internet state media news sites, and WeChat, respectively.

Influential Factors in the Baidu Crisis

We now turn our attention to some of the factors impacting the convergence periods
and communication trends. Based on the social media crisis communication model
(SMCC), we posit that the relationship between topic creators and followers in the
Baidu crisis offers clues to what triggered the pulse of convergence. Recall that in
the Baidu crisis, topic creators were fired from their forum administrator positions.
These administrators insisted on revealing the stories behind their dismissal. To
the followers—netizens seeking medical information—the forum not only served
as a communication arena in which you could find helpful medical information, it
quickly became a platform that sparked political participation where forum admin-
istrators denounced their replacements. And so both the original administrators
and followers engaged in the forum to air Baidu’s dirty laundry and learn about
Baidu’s problems of trust and accountability, then moved onto other platforms to
spread the warning.

Dishonest business practices, a lack of trust and accountability, and advertising
forums spreading misinformation were some of the factors that triggered the Baidu
crisis. Additionally, we argue that because of the internet state monopoly, the
government is also partially responsible for constraining the choice of everyday
internet users. Since Google was forced to leave China in 2009, Baidu has become
the biggest search engine in the country. The way Baidu controls, shields, and filters
information, the way it reproduces fake advertisements and false information,
and the way it disseminates misleading messages has exasperated internet users.
Because of the Party’s control of information, netizens have had to bear a distorted
internet search process marked by misleading promotions. So when the Baidu crisis
occurred in 2016, netizens across the country converged on social media platforms
and the internet to collectively express their anger at both companies for ethical
violations, and at the government for setting the parameters of a system where
information is easily manipulated.

Concurrently, we turn to the connections between traditional state media
outlets and social media platforms to highlight another influential factor in social
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media crisis communication. In our analysis, we found that the stories posted on
Weibo provided the beginnings to many reposts converging with and on traditional
media platforms. The internet sites of Sina, Sohu, and 163.com, for example, all
published detailed news reports based on those first Baidu crisis stories on Weibo.
One popular newspaper in China, the New Beijing Daily, published an exclusive
report disclosing that some municipal governments bought the City Forum, outing
government staff who became administrators and “fans” on the forum.* Thus, when
netizens found out that government staff were deleting negative posts from the
forum and intentionally publishing posts that supported either the government or
the companies involved, there was an explosion of (re)posts revealing the scandal,
with the story spreading like wildfire across social media platforms. And so while
the Party’s mandates have led to more control of communication platforms in
contemporary China, netizens have taken to Weibo online forums and WeChat
to voice their anger and to advocate for more ethical communication practices.

The Pulse of Convergence in the Ctrip Crisis

As with the Baidu crisis, the data in figure 2 and table 2 represent three periods in
the pulse of convergence during the 2016 Ctrip crisis. In addition, the figure and
table show dual peaks in Weibo and internet traffic. Like the Baidu convergence
periods, Weibo posts peaked one day after Miao Li, the wronged, exposed the
event. We posit that it was Miao Li’s article coupled with Ctrip’s insufficient and
untimely reply that triggered the initial explosion and spreading periods, and then
the subsequent second spike in hits.

Facing public anger (first spike on January 11) for selling fake tickets, Ctrip
responded on January 12 that the case was just a random mistake in which “one
of its suppliers had illegally exchanged air miles for tickets.”** The company
representative stated that the mistake was not intentional and framed it as a “two
in ten thousand” mistake. However, to their surprise, this response provoked strong
reactions of public anger. On WeChat accounts and online forums, people from
various industries posted articles condemning the company. They viewed Ctrip’s
response as dishonest and dishonorable, and as evidence that Ctrip was trying to
placate its customers by offering false explanations.

On top of the perception of Ctrip’s disingenuous apology, Miao Li posted
another article, again criticizing Ctrip’s business practices, on January 13. The
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FIGURE 2. Ctrip Crisis: Convergence Period on Weibo, WeChat, and Internet Reports/Comments
(January 10-20, 2016)

TABLE 2. Report and Comments by Quantity on Important Days during the Ctrip Crisis
(January, February, and March 2016)

DAY/MEDIA 1710 | 111 | 112 | 113 | 114 | 115 | 1/16 | 117 | 1/18 | 1/19 | 1/20 | 2/20 | 3/15 | 3/16
WeChat 17 | 58 | 199 | 314 | 315 | 279 | 111 | 89 | 59 | 39 | 13 | 10 9 11
Internet 21 | 327 | 639 | 356 | 722 | 388 | 51 3120 | 1 7 5 8 5
Weibo 83 | 1122| 552 | 1354| 801 | 619 | 338 | 194 | 103 | 49 | 23 | 15 | 12 | 12

five-thousand-word article analyzed the process he went through in purchasing
the air tickets, cross-referencing it with data from Ctrip’s annual report to show
that it had 4.3 billion RMB annual income in 2015.* In the article, Miao Li argued
that Ctrip’s staff intentionally deceived its customers by selling fake tickets, casting
Ctrip as a company that condones criminal behavior. If there was a 0.02 percent
(two in ten thousand) chance for the mistake of a fake ticket, he argued, it would
mean substantial impacts in the millions of RMB in illegal income. Moreover, if
Ctrip were inputting this illegal income into their total earned revenue, it would
constitute a serious crime by both Chinese and US standards. Thus, with these
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explosive allegations drawing attention, Miao Li’s article went viral, triggering a
second spike in traffic, this one peaking on January 13.

Chen Caiyin, Ctrip’s PR director, responded with a statement “express[ing]| my
deep sorrow for the inconvenience it has brought to all the passengers involved,”
saying, Ctrip would “offer triple compensation and full refund to customers. . .
whose trips have been affected in the incidents.*® But by then the damage was
done. Whereas the Baidu crisis resulted in one explosion of information converging
across communication platforms, the Ctrip crisis resulted in two distinguishable
peaks spreading across Weibo posts, WeChat, and the internet. With no new topics
or follow-up, the flow of communication dropped to under twenty reports or
comments per day and gradually flattened out. As in the Baidu crisis as well, then,
the Ctrip crisis evolved across initial “explosion” and “spreading” stages, which
covered five intense days of public communication, followed by a longer and slower
“regression” phase.

Influential Factors in the Ctrip Crisis

We posit that the relationships between topic creators and followers, and traditional
media and social media, significantly impacted the period of communication
convergence across platforms during the 2016 Ctrip crisis. In the first relationship,
Miao Li played the role of a public figure influencing his followers. Each time Miao Li
released scathing reports, traffic spiked, thereby triggering the pulse of convergence
across platforms—explosion, spreading, and regression. Customers who had been
cheated by Ctrip were enthusiastic participants, reposting Miao Li’s articles and
sharing stories of their own. Although there were many who reported that Ctrip
did not cheat them, there were many posts in which customers questioned Ctrip’s
ethics and management practices. For instance, on WeChat, one user wrote, “The
Shanghai Local Consumer Committee reveals 4806 complains about the online
travel agency in 2014, and 7806 complains in 2015. As a local resident, [ would prefer
to buy a ticket directly from airline companies, rather than by an online travel
agency (OTA). How do we trust these OTAs?"* This user’s post is symptomatic of
alarger societal-wide issue of internet ethics in China where customers have been
swindled into buying fake products or unqualified services and having a difficult
time getting their money back from dishonest companies.®® And so, in the pulse
of convergence in contemporary China we find online customers taking up social
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media channels to voice their anger about internet business administrators and
dishonest online travel agencies.

In terms of the relationship between traditional media and social media outlets,
we find the pulse of convergence starts from Weibo and then spreads out into
other internet media channels (both internet forums and online traditional state
media news outlets). Moreover, we found that the stories that were first posted
on Weibo resembled the stories that were subsequently posted in other internet
media platforms (traditional state media online versions). In both the Baidu
and Ctrip crises, our analysis revealed that the initial wave of social media posts
strongly influenced later stages of public deliberation, even those that occurred in
traditional state media outlets. This conclusion suggests that the posts from the
“explosion” stage bear a potential agenda-setting function, as the posts released
during the spreading and regression stages either confirm those initial messages
or are forced to engage with them, hence reproducing much of the language first
aired in the explosion stage.

Concluding Thoughts on Communication Trends,
Convergence Periods, and Crisis

Our chapter examined convergence periods and influential factors in two Chinese
crisis communication cases in 2016. In terms of communication trends and conver-
gence periods, we found that the Baidu and Ctrip cases showed similarity across
three periods of a crisis: explosion, spreading, and regression. We found that the
first three stages of Fink’s four stages theory, prodromal, acute, and chronic, were
condensed in what we conceptualize as the periods of explosion and spreading,
in both the Baidu and Ctrip crises. In both instances, we found that Weibo was the
crucial generator/platform of traffic, with WeChat and state-run media playing
lesser roles during the spreading and regression phases of the crises.

The implications of our examples suggest a few characteristics of crisis commu-
nication. First, the speed and spread of information going viral was extremely quick,
quicker even than other cases noted before 2016. According to Wang and Shen and
Lan and Zhen, crisis trends in Chinese contexts usually peak after ninety-six hours.*
However, in the Baidu and Ctrip crises, Weibo posts peaked in just twenty-four
hours—the explosion period—followed by WeChat and internet trends. Next, we
found that when a second “trigger” was introduced, as was the case when Miao Li
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posted his second scathing article criticizing Ctrip, it generated a second pulse of
convergence, thus restarting the pattern of explosion, spreading, and regression.
Third, in terms of the quantity of hits in our examples, Weibo was the most-used
social media platform during both crises. This runs contrary to some claims that
WeChat has overtaken Weibo to become the most used and most influential social
media platform in China.” Finally, the Baidu and Ctrip examples show unique
convergence trends starting on Weibo and moving over to the internet and WeChat.
This is reflective of the trend of Chinese netizens turning to Weibo as an outlet to
post stories, especially when voicing anger about the unethical business practices
and calls for more accountability and social justice.

And so we conclude here with a few points of insight. First, we believe that
Chinese IT enterprises must do the hard work of adhering to ethical business
practices and confirming their commitment to serving the public as socially
responsible entities. Second, the government needs to step up its oversight of such
entities and hold them accountable for their misdeeds. For instance, Baidu and Ctrip
did not work to reduce potential harm at individual and societal levels. Baidu only
made an official statement near the end of the crisis, during the regression period,
and Ctrip lied publicly by claiming that fake tickets are sold only in a “two to ten
thousand” ratio. These inappropriate responses further damaged the public image
of these companies and prolonged their respective crisis periods. At the same time,
the government’s slow and lax responses to both crises further fueled suspicions.
These two cases show the importance of the need for strong ethical grounding
and accountability if the companies and the government hope to win back trust.

Third, in the Baidu crisis, working under the constraints that the Baidu system
imposes upon consumers, users were not able obtain complete and credible
search results, meaning that even as netizens sought to respond to the crisis, they
were forced to do so while working under Baidu’s Party-imposed monopoly on
information. Netizens seeking medical information not only empathized with
dismissed forum administrators, but also shared similar experiences of being
wronged. Rather than solely criticizing the Party, netizens took to critiquing Baidu
in their calls for internet policy change and reform. Thus, social media platforms
provided netizens an outlet to speak out, and to advocate for accountability, fair
practices, and the protection of their online legal and medical rights—even while
these same users noted that they were doing so without access to open and fair
information. The online crisis communication we have analyzed here thus speaks,
sometimes directly and oftentimes obliquely, to the hopes and dreams of netizens
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in contemporary China. Indeed, our research shows how China’s netizens long to
access the information and open participatory platforms that enhance civic engage-
ment and political participation. In this sense, our study of crisis communication
points to a deep and abiding hope in contemporary China.

We want to underscore this point regarding the role the Chinese government
should play in crisis events such as the ones examined in this chapter. Our research
shows that a lack of governance and regulation were major factors contributing
to the crisis in both events. Early in 2008, Baidu was profiting from the illegal use
of a search results ranking-system. Its unethical business practices were revealed
over several occasions, yet each time such charges were raised, the government
was inadequate in responses to accountability or reform.* Likewise, in early
2015, netizens revealed similar experiences with Ctrip and fake air tickets, yet the
government imposed neither consequences nor accountability upon the company.*
Surprisingly, yet tellingly, on March 15, 2016, on International Consumers’ Day,
the Chinese National Tourism Administration ([ ZX iR /&) awarded Ctrip the
Advanced Unit of National Civilized Traveling Award (2 E SCERHRIFFL 3B
{3).* It was ironic that a company that had cheated customers was being hailed
as the national example of online business practices. Although the Baidu and
Ctrip crises have passed, the commercial factors, social environment, and political
system in China that produced these crises have not yet changed. If enterprises,
internet businesses, and public sectors continue on the same path, then the same
communication crises are likely to occur in the future—hence putting any sense
of internet ethics and government credibility at risk.
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The 2015 Tianjin Explosions and Renewal Discourses in Chinese Social Media

Lisa B. Kerdnen and Yimeng Li

n August 12, 2015, global news services announced a series of explosions in
Tianjin “so strong that they shook homes on the other side of the city and

" Residents

sent flaming debris arching over nearby high-rise buildings.

reported being awakened before midnight by what felt like an earthquake
that ripped the facades from nearby buildings, producing convulsions that reg-
istered as seismic shockwaves on nearby geological survey monitors.” Images of
a dramatic fireball in the night sky circulated on social media, with early reports
claiming seven dead and an estimated three to four hundred injured. Authorities
later identified the source of the explosions as 800 tons of improperly handled
ammonium nitrite at the Tianjin Dongjiang Port’s Ruihai International Logistics,
alicensed hazardous chemical storage site. According to official reports, the 2015
Tianjin explosions killed 173 people, including 104 firefighters and 11 police first-re-
sponders; they injured nearly 8oo people and damaged more than 304 buildings,
12,428 cars, 17,000 housing units, and 7,533 intermodal containers, causing more
than $9 billion in damages.® The ensuing investigation revealed a network of
corruption involving more than 700 tons of illegally stored sodium cyanide among
129 other improperly contained hazardous chemicals that “exploded, combusted,
leaked, or diffused.”® In February 2016, the Chinese government concluded an

149
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investigation of the incident, naming 123 persons responsible, including the son of
alocal police officer who was a secret co-owner of Ruihai International Logistics.®
More than forty-nine people were sentenced to prison, including government
officials, Ruihai’s leaders, and port workers in “one of China’s worst-ever industrial
tragedies.”®

The Tianjin explosions provide an occasion to examine the interconnected
nature of crisis, identity, and discourses of renewal as they appear in response to
a human-caused crisis in China.” Illuminating the creative potential of calamity,
Kevin Rozario explains that crises are attention-getting because they “present
opportunities for processing, intellectually and emotionally, the experience of
living in a world of systematic ruin and renewal, destruction and reconstruction,
where technological and environmental disasters always loom.” In such a time,
the epideictic rhetoric of praise and blame intertwines with narratives of national
identity and can fuel discourses of recovery, resilience, and renewal.® Renewal
discourses, which project prospective visions of recovery and rejuvenation, appeared
publicly after the Tianjin explosions, as seen in a prominent banner “Rebuild in
Unity,” which was erected above the port’s gate and was still visible on the explosion’s
one-year anniversary.'” Appearing amid construction signs facing rows of shipping
containers, and appearing hopeful and forward looking even while referencing
a tragedy, the sign crystallized key elements of renewal discourse—it offered a
future-focused call to citizens to create a shared community, one that promised to
transform a devastating and painful loss into a positive outcome.

In exploring discourses of renewal in response to the Tianjin explosions, this
chapter offers three main contributions. First, it extends research concerned with
how renewal discourses function in postcrisis times, offering a non-Western case
study to a body of predominately Western-focused analyses." One of several notable
exceptions is Cotton et al’s analysis of organization communication following
Japan's Fukushima disaster, but a major difference in our case is that the government
(and not a corporate leader) assumed responsibility for postcrisis communication
after the port explosions.”” Most existing analyses examine cases wherein “the
discourse of renewal reaffirms the CEO or leader’s role as the interpreter or framer of
meaning following a crisis.”® By contrast, our study examines how the government,
instead of corporate spokespersons, took command of postcrisis communication. As
Yi-Hui Christine Huang, Fang Wu, and Yang Cheng explain of the People’s Republic
of China, the government “often assumes the principal acting role in conjunction
with or instead of other institutions involved in a crisis”* Thus, the Tianjin explosion
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offers the opportunity to examine the extent to which renewal discourses appear
during a non-Western government’s response to crisis.

Second, this chapter extends our understanding of the complex communi-
cative, social, and material responses to the Tianjin explosions themselves. The
overwhelming majority of English-language academic publications about the
Tianjin explosions address hazardous materials, critical care, and environmental
remediation and disaster response.” The smaller share of communication-related
scholarship investigating the Tianjin explosions has examined the roles of trust in
local authorities’ press conferences and the ways rumor-policing techniques stim-
ulated Weibo discourse. Addressing the first topic, Xueyu Wang has found that the
first six press conferences lacked transparency, noting that even the Party-sponsored
People’s Daily called them “not satisfactory.””® The Communist Party’s official news
organ remarked that the press conferences had been “criticized by quite a lot of
people,” marking what was perhaps an effort to situate blame away from national
toward local governance.” Wang's detailed investigation of the process and content
of the local press conferences found a second series of press conferences improved
in terms of open information-sharing, largely because of local officials’ hard-won
attempts to restore trust through the use of evidence. Improvements in real-time
communication responded to public need.

Addressing the second topic, the roles of rumor-related Weibo posts, Jing
Zeng, Chung-hong Chan, and King-wa Fu tallied sources to find that “more than
50 websites were shut down, more than 300 social media accounts in China were
suspended, and 12 people were arrested for circulating rumors online” in the after-
math of the Tianjin explosions. ' Their analysis offers clues about the remarkable
and productive convergence of rumor-related messaging across websites and social
media. Zeng et al’s analysis of more than one hundred thousand rumor-sharing and
rumor-related posts, rumor-rebuttal posts, and deleted posts found that “for almost
all analyzed topics, after Weibo began to openly refute the related rumors, more
posts discussing this topic were published by Weibo users.” They concluded that
“there is insufficient evidence to show that rumor removal consistently leads to a
chilling effect on the Weibo platform,” despite pervasive claims from Western media
sources that censorship was actively quashing citizen critique.” Such a finding
raises interesting questions about the roles that rumor-removal plays in generating
conversation in online formats. Clearly, more work can be done to understand the
types of responses citizens and officials produced in the aftermath of these dramatic
explosions, to track the information flows that emerge during crisis events.
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Finally, this chapter contributes to conversations about how China as a na-
tion-state is configured in official and publicly circulating social media discourses,
particularly when media converge on a particular incident.” Extending the work
of Benedict Anderson, Hartnett and colleagues explain that “the rhetorical work of
imagining communities is always relational: any sense of an emerging new Chinese
national identity is being formed, in part, in contrast”* In the case of the Tianjin
explosions, representations of postcrisis renewal bear on constructions of China
as a nation-state because of the government’s lead role in response and recovery.
Since, as Yi-Hui Christine Huang and Sora Kim note, “the government [of China]
has the power and requisite access to interrupt and intervene in a crisis event,” the
Tianjin explosions provide a unique opportunity to examine how crisis, renewal,
and national identity converge.?

In this chapter, we explore if, how, and with what effect renewal discourses are
mobilized in official and citizen social media discussion of the Tianjin explosions
in contrast to international-facing Chinese news stories. In the twenty-four hours
following the blasts, more than 590 million Weibo users viewed content about
the explosions, making Weibo a significant site of official and citizen expression
and opinion formation.” Although the early posts about Tianjin were censored,
with a number of rumor-mongering accounts deleted, online content continued
to proliferate, posted by citizens, corporations, and official government sources
alike.”* By comparing internally focused official, state-sanctioned Weibo posts,
and uncensored citizen posts with the outward face of the crisis presented in the
English-language news China Daily, we offer an analysis of how leaders and citizens
made sense of the Tianjin crisis and to what extent renewal discourses figured in
the responses. Ultimately, we find that while renewal discourses were muted in the
immediate aftermath of the Tianjin explosions, the government projected strength
and unity in its response.

Our chapter proceeds in three parts. First, we offer a brief review of the literature
on crisis and renewal. Then, we outline our method before offering an analysis of
our findings. We close by suggesting an agenda for future research on discourses
of renewal in China’s mediated public sphere. Methodologically, our analysis
merges rhetorically informed qualitative and quantitative analysis to show how
partnerships between rhetorical scholars (first author) and social science media
scholars (second author) can provide promising avenues for future collaboration
between scholars working in the United States and China.? Such collaborations can
offer in-depth texture to quantitative or big data analyses. In this way, our chapter
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relates to the central themes of this volume by examining a case of postcrisis media
convergence in which the government played an active role in responding to disaster

in the “3.0 era of digital governance.”*®

Crisis, Renewal, and the Prospects for Building Identity

By all accounts, with their “deadly blasts,” which “felt like an ‘atomic bomb,” the
Tianjin explosions constituted a crisis requiring swift action.”” According to Matthew
Seeger and Robert Ulmer, crises are “often framed as devastating events evoking a
sense of severe urgency, serious threat, and devastating loss.”*® Seeger and Ulmer,
along with Timothy Sellnow and their colleagues and graduate students, among
other researchers, have spent decades studying how organizations and groups
respond to crisis.”® Their analyses of postcrisis communication have identified a
typical set of communication responses to crisis, including the rhetoric of image
restoration and apologia, with their attendant discourses of praise and blame.*

By now, it is commonplace to observe that apologia, a form of epideictic
rhetoric that includes defensive rhetoric, often follows a crisis.®! Organizational
spokespeople frequently respond to crises with apologetic discourse that consists
of a combination of “simple denial of the act, evasion of responsibility, reduction
of the offensiveness, compensation, corrective action, and mortification designed
to repair or restore image.”* In the case of the Tianjin explosions, both the Ruihai
corporation in charge of chemical storage in Tianjin and the government that
regulates such storage facilities faced challenges because of the scale of the explo-
sions and the ensuing death, damage, and injury. While many existing studies of
corporate crisis responses focus on the speech acts of the corporate spokesperson’s
responses, Ruihai Logistics and its public relations team remained silent about the
incident. Their lack of response presumably occurred because the organization’s key
members were quickly placed in police custody and because the government and its
media outlets typically assume leading roles in responding to crises and disasters in
the mainland, a feature that allows us to examine the institutionalization of public
relations at the government level. *

In addition to finding that crises elicit apologetic discourses, Seeger and Ulmer,
among others, have advanced the “discourse of renewal theory,” which builds on
earlier work about organizational renewal.** The theory is based on the observation
that crises create opportunities for positive outcomes and can therefore generate
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language about rebuilding and renewal. According to Seeger and Griffin Padgett,
discourses of renewal “address the communication exigencies associated with
rebuilding, recovery and revitalization.”® By contrast to the discourses of blame
and responsibility, which look to the past, discourses of renewal look to the future,
featuring “ways to move forward in constructing or reconstructing new, and better
organizational forms.”*® In the West, renewal discourses have become a staple
organizational and governmental response to crisis.”

Seeger and others have identified several recurrent renewal discourse patterns.
As Seeger and Griffin Padgett explain, “A postcrisis discourse of renewal is charac-
terized by four dominant features: prospective focus; the opportunities inherent in
the crisis; provisional rather than strategic responses; and ethical communication
grounded in core values.”* While renewal discourses may emerge from official,
leadership organizations and from communication professionals and public
relations firms, we observe that governments, citizens, and the media, too, can play
arole in creating, circulating, resisting, cultivating, and shaping renewal discourses.
The Tianjin port explosions provided a discursive opening for government, media,
and citizens to look beyond the crisis to envision new future ways of doing and
being. Given the absence of research on renewal discourses in the Chinese public
sphere and the potential of the crisis for producing such rhetorics, we compare
discourses of renewal originating from government officials, mediated sources, and
citizens in order to begin to understand how these discourses played out postcrisis
in the Chinese public sphere in the weeks and months immediately following the
explosions.

Because crises can produce challenges to an existing system, renewal discourses
often evoke shared values and, presumably, identities.*® A large and growing body of
interdisciplinary literature examines how crises can serve as occasions for identity
work. Much of this work builds from Benedict Anderson’s notion of imagined
communities, the idea that peoples and nation-states are not innate or given but
rather produced discursively as part of an ongoing processes of identity work.* In
communication studies, Maurice Charland extended this idea through the concept
of constitutive rhetoric, language that calls a people into being.* More recently,
Kevin Rozario observed that calamities supply the exigence for an “extraordinary”
amount of cultural work, while Hamilton Bean and his coauthors explored how a
sense of British nationalism was activated in response to the London 7/7 bombings,
which killed people from a wide range of nationalities but became associated
with a uniquely “British resilience.”** Bean et al. focused on how the discourse of
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“resilience,” as an organizing metaphor, structured official and policy responses
to the bombings. In these cases, responses to crisis or tragedy, whether natural
or human induced, occurred during occasions when national identity was also
challenged, extended, or reasserted. Across this emerging literature, then, renewal
discourse is characterized as providing means of asserting community and invoking
national identity in the face of crisis and loss.

With more than 810 million (and growing) netizens, 92 percent of whom are
mobile internet users, and a 52 percent total national internet penetration, China’s
digital public sphere supplies a vibrant and growing site for examining postcrisis
communication.* Weibo uniquely offers a significant set of official and public
responses to crises. In the immediate aftermath of the Tianjin explosions, more
than one million posters took to Weibo to comment on the crisis, generating a rich
snapshot of discourse.** We investigate how official government, official media,
influential bloggers, and everyday citizens responded to the Tianjin explosions in
the wake of the crisis by examining the uncensored Weibo posts and news articles.
To gather Chinese social media posts about the Tianjin explosions, we gathered
“hot” Weibo posts representing government, media, big V (verified, influential
posters), and citizen content. We coded them for the presence or absence of the
four characteristics of renewal discourse. Meanwhile, we gathered English-language
China Daily news reports of the Tianjin explosions to determine whether renewal
discourses were being projected to international audiences and coded them for
renewal elements, while tracking their dynamics via rhetorical analysis.

Renewal Discourses on Weibo after the Tianjin Explosions

The first part of the chapter examines the “hot” Weibo posts, those that were
reposted and circulated the most. We identified and cataloged the hot Weibo posts
in the six-month period following the explosion, from August 12, 2015, to February, 12,
2016, when the public inquiry concluded, using the key words Tianjin and explosion.
Of 440 hot posts during this time, go minimally met the characteristics of renewal
discourse. Figure 1 reveals the overall dynamics of renewal discourse in the hot
posts, showing the ebb and flow of renewal discourse over time.

Predictably, hot posts about Tianjin declined over time, with several outlying
peaks. One peak occurred around one week after the accident, during a period of
high discussion and media convergence, covering topics such as the firefighters’
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FIGURE 1. Dynamics of Hot Weibo Posts About the Tianjin Explosion

bravery, blame discourse, rumors and clarification of rumors, and large informa-
tional messages. During this initial period, features of renewal discourses appeared,
as posters looked to a future where such accidents could be prevented. A second
peak occurred on October 13, 2015, when another explosion happened in Tianjin,
but renewal discourses were not prominent in these posts that linked to the
earlier Tianjin explosions. What follows is a period of lesser volume, with several
tiny fluctuations. The third noteworthy peak—or rather sets of peaks—occurred
between January 13 and February 10, when the government released its investigation
findings. During this final period, a news story of a dead firefighter’s mother who got
pregnant again generated much attention and reposting, synecdochally standing
in for rebirth and renewal.

The “hottest” post, reposted and commented on the most, appeared August
17, 2015, and belonged to Weibo ID “People’s Daily.*® Prompting 16,610 reposts and
garnering 5,569 comments, the hot post read:

#Tianjin explosion accident# Six days before, at this moment, the fire sparked and

the bang came, it smashed the peaceful night. Up to now, 114 people are dead, 70 are
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FIGURE 2. The Hottest Post on the Tianjin Explosions. This image appeared on the People’s
Daily Weibo account on November 23, 2017.

still out of touch. Tomorrow is the first 7th night. Tonight, no matter where you are,
let’s light the candles together. May the investigations be thorough, bring comfort

and rest to the dead and truth to the living. May such accidents never happen again!

Because this post mentions the investigation and to some extent references the
past—characterizing blame and a forensic orientation, it only minimally satisfies
the four criteria of renewal discourse outlined by Seeger and Griffin Padgett: it is
(partially) future-oriented, it focuses (superficially) on the opportunity to come
together inherent in the crisis, it offers a provisional rather than a strategic vision
(may such accidents never happen again), and it is grounded in the ethical response
of the community (to remember the dead on the seventh day after death, a cultural
norm). While appropriate for generic expectations of the seventh day, it missed
the chance to promote renewal more broadly in terms of rebuilding, and therefore
might fall under the umbrella of what we term a “muted” renewal discourse, one
that makes only vague and superficial references to community healing and a better
future. As we see in the post, amid the memorial lights, masked-clad spectators
gathered, protecting themselves from pollution and illness while taking photos
and sharing images on social media.

Similar “muted” renewal discourses appeared sporadically across the ninety
hot posts, which emanated from three types of Weibo IDs: the media, the response
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organizations, and the “big V" microbloggers whose “verified” or “V” accounts signify
their status as celebrity thought influencers; their accounts can boast millions of
followers.*® The media’s use of renewal elements occurred in 64.44 percent of their
posts, while nonmedia organizations included future references 18.89 percent of
the time, and big Vs appeared in 16.67 percent of their posts. This disparity suggests
the influential role of the media in rebuilding a sense of social cohesion in the
aftermath of a crisis. Elements of renewal discourse raised by citizens were not
detected significantly in hot posts during the six-month period, owing perhaps to
the low probability that a citizen post would be picked up and reposted en masse.

We divided all the renewal discourse into four types, coding for postcrisis
policies and future-related changes; people, things, and actions related to renewal;
lessons learned; and emotional appeals and encouragement. As figure 2 shows, the
postcrisis policy content occupied the biggest share of the posts, emotional appeals
and the encouragement came close after, and the lessons learned appeared the least.

In terms of media discourses, more than half of the posts focused on the
after-crisis policies presented by the government and related enterprises. Premiere
Li Kegiang's speech was widely cited in the posts, including his promise to publish
all the investigation results and give an explanation to the relatives of the dead, to
the Tianjin citizens, to the whole nation, and to the historical record. Tianjin officials
also made similar promises during their press conferences.* Such discourse is not
fully grounded in renewal because of its focus on investigating the past, but in this
case the look to the future was clear, as the government announced its intention to
build an eco-park and set up a monument, while compensating victims. ** Because
of the investigation, Ruihai Logistics did not make any posts about this explosion,
but real-estate and service-related enterprises stepped up posts intended to help
victims relocate in the aftermath of the explosion.

Appeals to ending human-manufactured disasters, wishes that the dead may
rest in peace, and sentiments urging the living to “stay strong” collectively appeared
in17.24 percent of the renewal posts. Such sentiments occurred especially on the
seventh day after the explosion. Comforting emotional encouragement figured
strongly in the posts on this day, such as “The storm will pass,” “The light will
eventually come,” “May all the people, who went through the 8/12 Tianjin explosion
move toward the dawn with hope,” and “Wait for dawn.” When considered against
what we can presume was the critical commentary of many disappeared posts
(along with misinformation and rumors), these platitudes substituted critique with
a campaign of Party-approved good tidings.
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FIGURE 3. Fragmented Portions of Media, Government, and Big V. Weibo Posts by Major Themes

Posts featuring people and objects associated with renewal and the lessons
learned from this explosion occupied the same share of the discourse, at 29.41
percent. What differs from the media discourses was that the emotional appeals
and encouragement messages were raised through an individual perspective.
For instance, such content might feature a letter written by a Tianjin citizen to
the firefighters or repeat encouraging words from Japanese netizens. Other posts
about how a brave, dead firefighter’s mother got pregnant again, how a comatose
firefighter revived one month after the blasts, how a puppy survived the blast, and
so on, sought to emphasize the faces of bravery and create an emotional bond with
victims, while stressing resilience and renewal themes. Still other posts focused
on lessons learned from the Tianjin explosion, emphasizing how the government
encouraged all the provinces to remove dangerous chemical enterprises from
populated districts. After the Tianjin explosion, many provinces reported their
chemical removal plans in quick succession; more than one thousand chemical
enterprises needed to be removed across China at a total estimated cost of $400
billion yuan.* That the Tianjin explosions created an opening to acknowledge and
fix the precarity of China’s chemical storage, revealing hundreds of potentially
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deadly sites, is significant, but so, too, is the government’s central staging as the
paternal hero urging localities to clean up their toxins.

The renewal discourses of the big V posters emphasized encouragement, with
86.67 percent of their discourses geared toward positive, affirming messages for the
future. Similar to the media discourses, renewal discourses peaked on the seventh
day after the explosion. As Cotton et al. note, “as a prospective strategy,” renewal
“focuses on healing the organization [or community] by looking to the future,
avoiding blame, and realigning the culture of the organization or community with
foundational values.”*® Here, for both media and big V posters, encouragement
and healing occupied a prominent share of the media posts, framing the crisis as
an opportunity for coming together. Overall, elements of renewal appeared in a
portion of the hot posts, but fewer than expected, revealing a missed opportunity
for collective renewal work.

The Outward-Facing Discourses: The Tianjin Explosion on the World Stage

If the Weibo posts communicated content primarily, although not exclusively, in
China, to the Chinese diaspora, and among Chinese speakers, China Daily supplied
the outward-facing English-language content for global public consumption, which
raises the question: to what extent did renewal discourses pervade international
news coverage to this face-threatening event?” Past analyses have found that
Chinese post-SARS media coverage of crisis and disaster tends to project a vision of
strength and competence, suggesting that renewal discourses might be a rhetorically
ready resource for government leaders in times of crisis.?* By contrast, earlier post-
crisis analyses of the government’s response to SARS and the 2007 “Made in China”
controversy revealed ineffective strategies of denial, silence, and minimization.”
The present rhetorical and content analysis suggests that renewal discourses were
not a prominent feature of English-language news coverage in China Daily. And
while the silence and denial were not primary strategies of crisis management in
this case compared to, say, SARS and earlier crises, there was room to improve in
terms of offering a comprehensive look at the economic, cultural, and regulatory
conditions that led to the explosions.

Using the online search database Lexis-Nexis, we identified fifty-one news sto-
ries about the Tianjin explosions between August 12, 2015, and the end of February
2016 across China Daily’s various versions (Hong Kong, Europe, United States, etc.)
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TABLE 1. Major Themes in China Daily Coverage of the Tianjin Explosions

ol

Information, damage, and casualties 60%

secne, damage, casualty

eyewitness accounts

victim assistance

environmental impacts

Emotion 24%

praise for heroism

grief/sympathy

blame

Policies, effects, and consequences 16%

safety regulations

information disclosure

== INI = INWO N W W[

punishment

>
1}

N

ol

100%

using the search terms Tianjin and explosion. Eliminating duplicate stories with
verbatim or nearly verbatim content produced a list of twenty-five news stories
about the Tianjin explosions, revealing the high degree of convergence in media
reports of the case. These were read in their entirety several times and inductively
coded into major themes with an eye toward renewal discourses.* Perhaps owing
to the genre of the news report, none included any substantial features of renewal
discourse, although occasional statements appeared hinting at renewal (but these
did not satisfy the full criteria for renewal discourse). For instance, here and there, an
article included a statement that gestured toward building a better future out of the
explosions, such as reporting on the memorial park that would be built at the site.”

Overall, renewal discourse did not appear as a prominent feature of China Dai-
ly’'s English-language news coverage, prompting thematic coding to identify topical
patterns of response. The major inductively coded themes in this news coverage
included information sharing about the scene, including damage and casualty
information; emotion; and policy, aftereffects, and consequences. Consistent with
inductive coding, each article was read twice and categorized in terms of its most
prominent theme, which coincided with the headline and leading paragraphs.®®
Emergent themes were then collapsed into broader categories. For instance, the
emotion theme contained stories that extolled the heroism of the firefighters,
expressed grief and sympathy for victims, or detailed the condolences of foreign
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officials, while the policy, aftereffects, and consequences category contained
subthemes about proposed safety regulations and information disclosure alongside
environmental clean-up plans.

Across these categories the coverage overall worked to project the sense of a gov-
ernment in control. Although the word corruption was not apparent in the archived
news reports in mainland China, by contrast to international news, which heavily
used the term, government actions to ensure safety and reduce contamination
were recurrent.” Indeed, the only place the term corruption appeared was as part
of the word anticorruption, an article noting that an “anti-corruption body did not
identify links between the probe and the Tianjin blasts.”® Stories about mobilization
of the PLA’s biochemical experts and environmental monitors, by contrast, sought
to assuage concerned readers and highlight the efficacy of China’s rapid response.
For instance, statements such as “Zong Guoying, top official of the Tianjin Binhai
New Area, said at a news conference that the area’s government has set up a
service center to coordinate issues related to compensating for damaged homes
and property” and “Chinese military orders arsenal safety check after Tianjin blast”
worked to cement the picture of a government in firm charge of the crisis.** Here
again, this Party-approved staging of the government as hero and problem-solver
obscures the broader governance issues that led to the accident in the first place.

Another noticeable feature of the China Daily news coverage was the invocation
of praise for firefighters, a number of whom died during response efforts.*®® As early
as three days after the explosions, the New York Times observed the focus on heroism,
stating that “the state media on Saturday featured moving tales of heroism and
survival—including the rescue of a 50-year-old man found in a battered shipping
container—while censors worked to delete social media posts criticizing the paucity
of information or suggesting an official cover-up.”® China Daily coverage featured
statements such as that of President Li:

All the firefighters on active or inactive duty participating in the rescue are well-
trained. They knew well about the danger, and chose to risk their own lives. We
are very sorry and sad for their sacrifice. They are all heroes. There is no difference

between active or inactive duty for heroes.®
While such coverage may typify postdisaster communication, it does bear noting

that instead of focusing on corruption and environmental communication, the

media converged on tales of heroism and sacrifice.
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One article stood out from the rest in terms of quantity and content, a reprinted
blog posting about information disclosure running four thousand words—about
four times the length of even the longest of other articles in the corpus. Ostensibly
written by a Hong Kong journalist whose perseverance garnered an impromptu
interview with Premier Li during his visit to Tianjin during the immediate aftermath
of the explosions, the article advanced an argument for media transparency in re-
sponding to crises and disasters in China, while praising Premier Li’s forward-think-
ing vision of transparency. After establishing the scene, the article establishes Li’s
bravery, observing his tour of the scene without protective gear, which projected
strength, resilience, and the perceived safety of the crisis response:

Premier Li was in a white shirt without a chemical splash suit or mask. “The scene
was like in a Hollywood disaster film when we came here.” A field staff member
said: “We were worried about the safety of Premier Li. At the beginning, the wind
flowed towards the sea but suddenly it changed direction towards us. The smell

was pungent.”

“It was not the first time Premier Li appeared tough at the scene of the disaster,”
the author noted.®®

After establishing Li’s hardiness as a proxy for his fitness to lead during crisis, the
article spent multiple paragraphs emphasizing both Li’s insistence on transparency
and the importance of transparency in China overall:

The first thing Premier Li did was to promote information disclosure about the
Tianjin explosions. “If authoritative information cannot reach the public, rumors
will spread widely,” said Premier Li.

“Whether it is safe or not must be confirmed by statistics rather than guarantees
without evidence,” Li said: “It’s important to be clear in telling the truth: What is
the gas? In what situation and at what range could it have what kind of effect?
Make sure that information disclosure is in time and accurate, as well as open
and truthful”

Elsewhere, statements such as “Disclosure has been the primary premise of gov-
ernance under Li Keqiang,” “Earlier, when Li was vice-premier of China, he made
great efforts to promote disclosure,” and “Public opinion was solicited before the
fuel tax reform was implemented in 2008 as requested by Li” worked as government
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public relations to reinforce the putatively open response to the crisis, as well as to
establish the importance of transparency in future crisis response. Together, these
statements reveal efforts to counter the perception that censorship and information
control were strong features of the Tianjin response, which had been alleged at the
local level and which can be seen in the continued blocking of Western news sites
like the New York Times.** Instead, the government sought to project its strength,
leadership, and transparency in responding to crisis. While not a discourse of
renewal, this portrayal projects the image of a competent and assured national
identity, even while tightly controlling informational flows. As we can see here,
the Party was determined for readers to conclude that it was firmly in command
of the response and recovery, going so far as to publicly speak of “transparency”
and being “open and truthful,” all while engaging in another round of censorship
and information control.

Overall, our comparison of the presence and dynamics of internally focused
renewal discourses in social media and outward-looking renewal discourses in
China Daily found that renewal discourses were muted in hot social media posts
and nearly absent from English-language newspaper discourses. We found that
renewal discourse did not predominate in the early coverage of the incident in
any platform by any user subgroup, even when platforms converged across highly
salient coverage. Features of renewal discourse were more present on social media
at the beginning of the crisis and during key news moments over time.

We can only speculate on the material and discursive factors that may have
limited renewal discourses in response to the Tianjin explosions. Scholarship on
the discourse of renewal has identified five conditions that limit its use, several of
which apply in this case. Benoit, for instance, has noted that natural disasters might
be more apt for renewal discourses, while Kevin Wombacher and coauthors observe
that “destruction of infrastructure also allows for the application of commonly
understood metaphors, such as ‘rising from the ashes’ or ‘a fresh start.”®> Although
not a natural disaster, the clearing of infrastructure in the explosion created ample
material and rhetorical opportunities for renewal discourse, as the “Rebuilding
in Unity” banner outside of Tianjin port declared. Second and third, the levels of
“support of organizational stakeholders” and “degree of observable correctable
action” are factors that enable or constrain renewal discourses, with the Tianjin
case offering a complicated relationship between citizens and the government,
which took ownership of the crisis response, and a high degree of observable
corrective action.” The fourth factor affecting renewal discourses is the “ownership
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or control of the organization,” with private organizations seeming more likely to
use renewal, a factor that may partially explain its limited appearance in Tianjin.*’
Additionally, place can serve as a salient factor for renewal discourses, with the
particular places of some crises serving as a rhetorical resource. Wombacher and
colleagues explain:

Space and place are important symbolic and rhetorical aspects of a postcrisis
context. In some cases, such as explosions (intentional or unintentional) and
natural disasters, the structures in place prior to the crisis are gone and leave
communities with no other options than to rebuild in the same space, rebuild
the structure in a new place, or forego whatever activities were previously hosted

by the structures.®®

Finally, the fact that a company, Ruihai Logistics, was in charge of the hazardous
chemicals storage that exploded created opportunities for discourses of blame that
focused on removing the offenders from society, while preserving the image of the
government working diligently on behalf of citizens. This feature likely encouraged
the focus on fact-finding about the past.

That the English-language China Daily reportage did not feature renewal
discourse prominently reveals a missed opportunity for national identity work
in the face of a crisis. In China, renewal discourses resonate with broader “road
to rejuvenation” narratives, those seen in official state narratives at the National
Museum in Beijing and elsewhere across contemporary political discourse.*® Such
narratives position China as having emerged from its century of humiliation as a
global economic and cultural leader; as Ian Johnson describes it, this narrative
tells “the story of how China was laid low by foreign countries in the 19th and 20th
centuries but is now on the path back to glory.” We posit that the relative absence
of renewal discourses in this case is due to the nature of the crisis, the nature of
the government’s rhetorical constraints or reluctance to use renewal discourses in
such contexts in China, a cultural pattern or set of genre-based expectations, or to
a combination of factors, including factors not mentioned above.

Regardless of the reasons for the lack of renewal discourse in these platforms,
our analysis confirms the government’s public relations role in projecting strength
and command over the Tianjin crisis, a pattern previously identified in case studies
of Sichuan earthquake responses and avian influenza news reports.” In the case
of the Tianjin explosions, this projection of strength and command over the
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crisis converged in social media and in English-language news reports. To project
control, the government stressed its sending PLA chemical experts to the scene,
its thorough investigation, and its punishment of wrongdoers. And so one of
China’s worst industrial disasters, an event rife with lax oversight, both corporate
and government corruption, and enough intrigue to fill novels of speculation, was
miraculously turned in the pages of China Daily into a testament to the Party’s
competence, kindness, strength, and forward-looking vision. Such are the workings
of propaganda in the age of convergence, where, in this case, the government
controls the levers of public communication.

Understanding Renewal Discourses in China's Digital Communication
Environment

We have brought the concept of renewal discourses to an investigation of Chinese
media, convergence, and governance in the immediate aftermath of a human-man-
ufactured crisis. By tracking how renewal discourses were utilized—or, in this case,
not utilized—Dby various parties in response to the 2015 Tianjin explosions, we
examined the dynamics of postcrisis communication in the Chinese public sphere,
providing insight into how government sources, media outlets, and citizens made
sense of the disaster.

This chapter extends the literature on renewal discourse and on rhetorical/
media constructions of China in several ways. First, it adds a non-Western analysis
to a predominately Western-focused set of existing studies to show a case where
renewal discourses were moderately employed after a crisis. Second, it examines
renewal discourse as something that can be dispersed through various organs
of society and taken up by government as an institutional public relations and
governance mechanism and not one exclusively generated by a corporation and
its spokespeople responding to a crisis. Our study further emphasizes the role
that social media can play in disseminating renewal discourse throughout society.
Third, it combines the sensitivities of rhetorical analysis (first author) with social
media content analysis (second author) to uncover the dynamics—and missed
opportunities—of renewal discourses across converging media in a postcrisis
environment. Thus, it illuminates how studies of Chinese media can be enriched
by rhetorical analysis and theories, which can add a qualitative dimension and
texture to analysis.”
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Despite the relative scarcity of renewal discourses in this case, we suggest that
examination of renewal discourses can shed light on China’s changing communi-
cation patterns overall. As Huang and Xu observe:

Disasters and accidents are different from everyday large-scale activities, so most
government departments are usually caught off guard. A steady flow of information
usually has to be sent to the commanders and then exported after analyzing and
processing. The traditional way is to release the news that the government wants to
spread preferentially. However, this outdated pattern is likely to become completely
invalid in the mobile Internet era, and, if used, may even have an opposite effect
to that intended.”

Our analysis confirms that the command-and-control mode of communication was
not solely at work during the aftermath of the Tianjin explosions, which generated
arich tapestry of expressions from government, media, and citizens alike. Although
rumor and panic-inducing posts were eliminated, the 440 hot posts and China Daily
coverage testify to widespread efforts to disseminate useful information, as do the
China Daily stories, which nevertheless projected a government firmly in command
of the situation and advocating for open information sharing, even while tightly
containing certain topics and types of information.

Our analysis is limited by several factors. First, the limited nature of the data set
and the cross-cultural analysis constrain the generalizability of our findings. Second,
we acknowledge the ethical dilemmas of using Western theories like discourse of
renewal theory to analyze Chinese discourses. Third, we caution that studies of a
broader swath of renewal discourses in China are warranted.

To extend this preliminary work, we suggest that mediated renewal discourses
and their capacity for identity formation and solidification deserve additional
research attention in China. Given the near certainty of large-scale, human-induced
future crises, a need exists to explore how official discourses of blame and renewal
operate in the evolving landscape of China’s era of 3.0 digital communication. As
innovations prompt changes in public communication strategies, scholars can track
how and with what effect renewal discourses converge across media platforms.
China’s rise in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries supplies a story of renewal
that is continually retold across various forms of converging media, and scholars
would do well to analyze renewal discourses across numerous genres, crises, and

platforms.
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NOTES

This chapter was created in cross-continental partnership. Both authors narrowed the
focus, scope, and research question and found secondary literature. Li did the hard work
of gathering, categorizing, coding, and translating Weibo posts and drafting a description
of her findings, while Kerdnen supplied the theoretical background, collected and
analyzed the China Daily English-language news coverage, and drafted the bulk of the
text. Li generated figures 1-3, while Kerénen created table 1. The authors thank Claire
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Code Switching and Language
Games in Contemporary China;
or, Convergence and ldentity
Construction on WeChat

Todd L. Sandel and Peimin Qiu

hina has been described by some scholars as an undifferentiated whole, held

together by a unified culture and language. Jared Diamond, for example,

claimed that when challenged by European powers in the nineteenth

century, China “lost” because it was encumbered by its “single writing
system” and “substantial cultural unity.”! On the other hand, when the linguist
John McWhorter described China, he wrestled with how to describe a place where
people speak a range of mutually unintelligible codes: “What are called the dialects
of Chinese are as different from one another as are the Romance languages, and
speakers of one must learn the others as foreign tongues.” Yet because Chinese is
written using “symbols” and not an alphabet, McWhorter argued, this “means that
all of the Chinese varieties can be written with the same script.” This feature of
written language, combined with the “unifying effect of Chinese culture,” means
that Chinese varieties should be counted as dialects and not distinct languages.” A
vision of China as a “unified whole,” however, may look different when considering
everyday speaking practices. When meeting someone from China for the first time,
it is commonplace to ask: Where are you from? What is your hometown? What

793

“fangyan is spoken there”?° This can then lead to an interesting discussion about

differences between how words and phrases are uttered in that person’s fangyan

| 175
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(dialect/local language) and how they are pronounced in Standard Chinese (also
called Mandarin or putonghua). The picture that emerges from a local point of view
is that China is not a unified whole but an amazingly diverse patchwork of regional
dialects, local language norms, and overlapping cultures.

Beginning from this understanding of the rich complexity of languages, this
chapter examines how China is both unified and diverse, and how the languages
used within China are both being brought together and diversified in new ways
as they mix and evolve in the new world of communication convergence. To
unpack this topic, we look at online communication shared among China’s youth,
members of the so-called post-1980s generation born after the implementation of
the one-child policy.* Most are well educated, have ready access to media, and, as
we demonstrate, use a variety of linguistic forms to communicate online, notably
when using WeChat, China’s most popular smartphone application.’ The context
for this study is Macao and those who interact regularly with people in the adjacent
city of Zhuhai. This is a rapidly modernizing region of China where Cantonese is
the most commonly spoken fangyan and, similar to how youth in Shanghai use
mixed online communication,® youth of this region mix Cantonese with Standard
Chinese, English, and other representational (including especially visual) forms,
thus making for a remarkably rich stew of communicative practices.

Before proceeding we must first address the question: What is a Chinese
fangyan? In Chinese, fang F7is the character for place, as in difang #1753, and yan
= is the character for language, as in yuyan 3& 5 . The two characters, fang 73 and
yan 5, when combined, may be understood as the language (yuyan) of a place
(difang). In a comprehensive study of the Chinese language, Norman (1988) claimed
that “there are literally scores of mutually non-intelligible varieties of Chinese.. ..
[and] [n]o comprehensive dialect survey for the whole of China has ever been

carried out.”

This may be due not only to China’s size and population, but also
because China is a linguistically rich and diverse place, where regional differences
abound. Take, for instance, the common Chinese greeting, “Have you eaten yet?”
In Standard Chinese (Mandarin) it is pronounced as “Ni chi bao le mei?” Yet in
Hoklo (also known as Taiwanese) it is “Li jia ba boe?” and in Cantonese “Lei [or
nei] sik bao mei?” Likewise, the phrase “Have you eaten your rice yet?” in Mandarin
is “Ni chi fan le mei?” in Shanghainese “Nong chet vah leh va?” and Hunanese “N
chah fan le mou?”® These local ways of speaking index regional variations that
may map onto differences of culture and language. Considered within this book
about communication and convergence in the contemporary China, then, our
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chapter dives to the very foundation of human understanding by asking: How are
daily communication practices in contemporary China enriched, complicated,
and rendered more cosmopolitan as youth in Macao play with representation on
WeChat? As these online communication practices evolve, what kinds of code
switching are taking place, and how does this network of language games in turn
drive identity construction in contemporary China?

To frame our questions in a larger context, we wonder how such linguistically
diverse communication practices can give rise to a single “imagined community.”
As noted above, scholars point to China’s writing system as a unifying symbolic
system. Throughout the dynastic period, for example, “literary Chinese” was the
written form used for official and most scholarly documents: “In the Qing dynasty,
the ordinary written administrative language was a late form of literary Chinese.””
Learning to write literary Chinese was acquired through years of rigorous study,
primarily by those who prepared to take examinations to join China’s bureaucracy."
Another feature of literary Chinese was that it could could be read and pronounced
in different ways."> Written messages could be communicated among people who
pronounced characters differently, a convergence point that served to bridge
linguistic differences. In the modern period, China’s official written and spoken
language transformed dramatically. As the Qing Dynasty (1644-1912) came to an
end, and as Western missionaries established schools across China, the purpose of
education changed.” Instead of serving as the primary vehicle for training scholars
in classical Chinese and Confucian texts to pass civil service examinations, a new,
mixed Sino-Western curriculum promoted science, nationalism, and modernism.
Then, following the establishment of the Republic of China (ROC) in 1912, the
Chinese Nationalist (Kuomintang or KMT) government made efforts to create
a national language based upon vernacular forms that could be used in modern
media and education of the masses. Hence, in 1926, the already tottering Nationalist
government sought to unify the nation by creating a National Language based upon
Beijing’s fangyan.*

Following the end of war with Japan in 1945 and the removal of the KMT
government to Taiwan in 1949, this National Language system, using standardized,
traditional characters and a pronunciation system consisting of “Mandarin phonetic
symbols,” was imposed on Taiwan."”® In mainland China under the administration
of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), scholars developed a separate simplified
writing system and a Romanized pronunciation scheme, Pinyin, in 1955 named

putonghua, or the “common language,” with the goals of overcoming illiteracy
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and “nation-building.”16 For the Communists, then, like the Nationalists before
them, the struggle to unify China as a coherent postcolonial nation, an “imagined
community” with a shared vision, hinged in no small part on bringing the culture’s
many fangyan into one linguistic camp: a strong and unified China, Mao believed,
needed one language and one writing system, not a melange of local customs that
hindered communication.

Despite Mao’s efforts to create a unified Chinese language, today’s Standard
Chinese consists of two forms that differ in a number of ways: one difference is
the use of traditional (in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Macao) or simplified characters
(in most of the mainland); a second difference is that hundreds of words and
phrases are both spelled and pronounced differently. For instance, the way to call
something “authentic” in Taiwan is daodi; in China this same word is didao. The
verb “to copy” in Taiwan is dayin; in China this verb is fuyin. Yet despite differences
in vocabulary and differences in pronunciation, these two versions of Standard
Chinese are similar and usually mutually intelligible—hence the almost daily
feature of Chinese life where friends check each other’s pronunciation to make
sure they are understanding each other.” Furthermore, as Standard Chinese has
been adopted for use in formal education and promoted via media, it has spread
and is now spoken and/or written across all regions of greater China. The use of
Standard Chinese is perhaps greatest among China’s post-1980s generation youth
and has thus become the lingua franca of greater China.'® But does this mean that
the rise of Standard Chinese is signaling the end of China’s nonstandard fangyan?
Does the age of communication convergence mean that Mao’s dream of a unified
nation held together by a unified language is finally coming true?

To answer this question broadly is beyond the scope of this study. However,
it is possible to answer it in part. First, consider where this study is situated, the
Macao-Zhuhai region of the Pearl River Delta. This is one of the wealthiest parts of
China, where new ideas and communication technologies are available and adopted
readily, especially among youth.” Furthermore, Hong Kong and Macao—both
special administrative regions of China—are places where Cantonese is the lingua
franca, even for well-educated youth.*

Second as we shift our focus to messages shared in an online context, consider
that China’s internet is a platform for the emergence of new and mixed linguistic
forms.” Studies conducted in Hong Kong and in Shanghai show that new forms
of online discourse and code switching have emerged, marked by the mixing of
English, Standard Chinese, and a local fangyan (i.e., Cantonese or Shanghainese).??
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As demonstrated below, we find youth in Macao/Zhuhai similarly using mixed
linguistic forms and creatively incorporating other symbolic systems, such as emoji,
as afforded by the social media app WeChat.®

In this backdrop of language mixing and communication convergence, we
continue with a brief overview of the historical and modern development of
written vernacular Cantonese, highlighting practices in both Hong Kong and Macao.
Next, we present our findings and discuss implications for how WeChat serves as a
platform for the ongoing flows and creation of new linguistic forms, code switching,
and identity expressions.

Written Vernacular Cantonese in Hong Kong

Snow, in a comprehensive study, examined vernacular Cantonese in Hong Kong,
one of the most linguistically special placees in the Chinese-speaking world. It is
important to note that Hong Kong and Macao—which Snow failed to mention—are
the only places in China where educators have the option to instruct schoolchildren
in written Chinese through a spoken fangyan—Cantonese.* They are also places
where a written vernacular Cantonese that incorporates nonstandard Chinese
characters—that are not formally taught—are widely used; these occur in a
variety of texts, both public and private, such as advertisements, newspapers and
magazines, emails, text messages, and social media.

Written vernacular Cantonese has a history stretching back centuries: earliest
written vernacular forms, including Cantonese and Southern Min (Taiwanese),
were used in such folk performances as opera, songs, poems, or religious liturgies.”
Prior to 1949, places like Hong Kong and Guangzhou experienced an active “dialect
literature movement,” when the Communist Party—in an effort to spread literacy
to the masses—encouraged the development and use of dialect forms in a variety
of publications, such as newspapers, books, novels.* Following the establishment
of the PRC, however, the dialect movement ceased in Guangzhou and other
areas of China. Whereas in Mao’s China there were strengthened efforts to fortify
Standardize Chinese into one language and writing system, in colonial Hong Kong
written vernacular Cantonese did not cease, but grew in use.

Both before and after the handover to the PRC in 1997, Hong Kong was diglossic:
Standard Chinese (and English) existed alongside spoken and written vernacular
Cantonese. In contrast with nearby mainland cities such as Guangzhou, the
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number of articles written in vernacular Cantonese, as opposed to standard
Chinese, increased across time; this varied, however, according to the political
leanings of a publication, with Cantonese appearing more often in popular and
left-leaning publications than right-leaning conservative ones.” Cantonese was used
prominently in magazines, comic books, “pocketbooks”—short works that could
be read while riding on the bus or train—and advertising. Before 1997, vernacular
Cantonese was a “low” code (i.e., informal communication, the uneducated and
lower classes of people) and Standard Chinese a “high” code. However, after 1997
Cantonese gained prominence as a marker of Hong Kong identity, and was even
promoted among academics, who produced Cantonese dictionaries and grammars.
Hence, Cantonese, as a key element of a “Hong Kong identity,” has come to elicit
the embedded dynamics of culture and communication; language and identity
converge to further enrich Chinese diversity.

Written vernacular Cantonese differs from standard, Mandarin-based Chinese
in two ways: syntax and the use of nonstandard characters. This is apparent in the
example below.” Consider the sentence, “I give you a book.” In Standard Chinese,
using traditional characters, it is written as

S +V +10 +MW +DO
E54 #a R —a &
Wo gei ni yiben shu

I give you one (+ measure word) book

In this sentence, the syntax is Subject 3 + Verb4& + Indirect Object{’R + Measure
Word Phrase—ZS + Direct ObjectE.

The same sentence written in Cantonese:

S +V +MW +DO +10

£54 = —a &= R

Ngo bei yatbun syu nei (lei)
I give one (+ measure word) book [to] you

There are two noteworthy differences. One is the second character in the sentence,
the verb 5 for “give,” pronounced bei. While it has the same meaning as the Stan-
dard Chinese character %5 (gei), it is both pronounced and written differently. This
is an exclusively Cantonese character. The second difference is the syntax. Whereas
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in Standard Chinese the indirect object precedes the direct object, in Cantonese
the positions are reversed: the direct object precedes the indirect object.

Macao's Vernacular Cantonese Practices

Starting in 1557, Macao was administered by a European power, Portugal. The Portu-
guese administrators paid little attention to Macao’s educational system, resulting
in what Bray and Koo call a “poly-centred collection of education systems.”*® After
the handover to the PRC in 1999, Macao was granted a high degree of autonomy as
one of China’s two “Special Administrative Regions” (SAR). In addition to designing
its own local currency and legal system, Macao has control over, and a distinct,
language policy that includes two official languages: Portuguese and Chinese. Local
law requires official communication in both languages. Schools provide instruction
in one of these languages, although, importantly, “the law does not explicitly state
which variety of Chinese (Cantonese and Putonghua) should be used as medium
of instruction.”®® Most students attend schools where Cantonese is the primary
language of instruction, and a minority offer instruction in Portuguese, Mandarin,
or English—supplemented with Mandarin Chinese language instruction. Further-
more, the Macao government does not take an official stand on the use of simplified
or traditional characters, with traditional characters favored in most schools and
society at large.* While local media are influenced by the mainland’s policies, they
are not directly censored by Chinese authorities.* Local news broadcasts on “Macau
TDM” (Teledifusdo de Macau) are delivered primarily in Cantonese (there is also
a Portuguese language channel); the internet is uncensored, and media produced
in Hong Kong and Taiwan are available.

When looking at language practices in Macao, we find that Cantonese is the
first and/or prefered language of most residents in Macao, with written vernacular
Cantonese used regularly.*® For instance, the characters for “taxi” are written as H
T, pronounced in Cantonese as “dik si”; an underground “car park” is written as
[EE (deifit), and one often sees the possessive character written in nonstandard form
as Mt (ge), not B9 (de), as it is in Standard Chinese. We see this nonstandard char-
acter in the image in figure 1. The phrase positioned directly above “Your Catering
Professional” is written in vernacular Cantonese, f&BE 4N B 5%, pronounced as
“Nei ge ngoi maai zyun gaa.” The second character, B (ge), is a possessive particle
that is nonstandard.

printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterms-of-use



our Catering X

Pr Ofessmna
883

mﬂn

aRARRERES BEHERYT BRIERE 6 BER wew
TR R o R IR0 E AT Ol RS - AR RR R
B0 R LEAE . ML FRAS - XHERERTEE. )
ERENE KA RBRRIL -

I AN mERga 00 /80 8 nransmesk
"M ROAEET HHAAE L B EWMARINNGEE:W  EmrENaS s

FIGURE 2. Vernacular Cantonese in Official Signage
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While most official public signs are written in Standard Chinese, there are
exceptions. The photograph in figure 2 was taken in December 2014 at a government
office in Macao. Most of it is in Standard Chinese. However, the text displayed most
prominently in the center is a vernacular Cantonese expression (using standard
characters): 52 F4&HE kap zou zuk kei, or in English, “apply early.” In Standard
Chinese this same phrase would be written as $& P48 (tizao xuqi), as the standard
phrase for “early” is tizao. Yet the Cantonese phrase here is X2 (kap zou).

These are but two examples of vernacular Cantonese writing that are often
seen in Macao. An analysis of newspapers, which is beyond the focus of this
chapter, would also show that like Hong Kong, local Macao newspapers that cater
to “popular” audiences (i.e., a tabloid, akin to the New York Post or The Sun) use
more vernacular Cantonese writing.** In the backdrop of the Chinese government’s
policies and Macao’s local laws, we highlight the prominent use of Cantonese
while also noting that Portuguese, English, and Mandarin are foregrounded in the
vernacular in different contexts. We now turn to online communication practices
to explore the kinds of language mixing that showcase the ever-evolving world
of communication convergence, and that are driving identity construction in

contemporary China.

Macao Youth's Online Communication

Anecodotal evidence indicates that the use of vernacular Cantonese has increased
among Macao’s youth, notably their online and social media communication.
This is perhaps not surprising, when considering findings from studies of youth in
other contexts. For instance, in a study of colloquial Arabic in Saudi Arabia, Azmi
and Aljafari found that young people are most adept at reading colloquial Arabic,
as they use it regularly in social media messages.®® In China, where internet use
and penetration is greatest among youth, the internet is a context where creative
expression is most prolific, where online writing occurs that some may call “deviant,”
and the social norms that happen in face-to-face communication, such as deference
to elders or social superiors, are less likely to be observed among youth.*

The creativity of expression seen among China’s youth comes during a time
of rapid growth of online communication, and most notably, the social media app
WeChat (Weixin f{Z) that was created in 2011. By 2018 there were an estimated
one billion monthly active users on WeChat, with most in China, spurred in part
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by WeChat's excellent design.*” Unlike other social media apps like Facebook or
Instagram, WeChat is not blocked by China’s internet censors, making it readily
available as a social media platform in China and Macao.*® According to data
collected by the Macao Association for Internet Research, WeChat ranks highest in
usage as a social media app among mobile phone users in Macao. Data also show
that g9 percent of fifteen- to twenty-four-year-olds and 97 percent of twenty-five
to thirty-four-year-olds use the internet. Among all internet users, 92 percent use

a cell phone daily, and the most popular app (78 percent) is WeChat.*

Methods and Data Collection

This study began with a personal observation by the second author. She grew up in
Zhuhai, a city adjacent to Macao. Qiu would often cross the border to visit her aunt
and cousin who live in Macao. Then, after completing an undergraduate degree in
China, she moved from Zhuhai to Macao and worked at a company for two years.
During an initial period of adjustment she noticed differences in communicative
practices, and how people would code-switch and code-mix.*°

In Macao, Qiu noticed that people would often code-switch or mix Cantonese
and English, whereas in Zhuhai people would mix Cantonese and Standard Chinese.
Another difference was that when exchanging messages on WeChat, her colleagues
and friends—most of whom were young like herself—told her she did not use
enough emoji. These observations motivated this study.

Our data consist of two parts: (1) twenty-one WeChat screenshots—collected
over a six-month period from 2014 to 2015, and (2) interviews about code-switching
in WeChat messages. Qiu collected screenshots from people she knew personally,
including friends and/or colleagues at the company in Macao where she worked
prior to this study. Attention was paid to collecting messages that demonstrated
the creative use of emoji, the mixing and appropriations of other languages, and
repairs, such as when a word or phrase was misspelled. Twenty-one screenshots
surfaced with one or more of these features.

For the second stage of research Qiu developed a list of questions for interviews
with thirteen participants. Some were conducted individually and others with
two or three participants jointly. Locations varied, with some conducted at the
University of Macau, others at a hotel lobby, coffee shop, or restaurant. The initial
questions of each interview probed demographic questions, such as age, occupation,
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frequency of use of WeChat, years spent in Macao, and primary friendship groups;
this was followed by open-ended questions about code switching or code mixing.
Participants talked about their experiences in code switching on WeChat, how
they used emoji, and the impact of code switching on everyday conversations and
interpersonal relationships. For the last part, participants were presented with
preselected screenshots and asked to comment on each. They were asked to guess
the identity of the people who composed the messages (e.g., alocal Macao person,
or someone from mainland China) and whether they would post similar messages.
They also made interpretive comments about images and texts that they were shown.

Participants ranged in age from twenty-two to thirty years old; they were
informed that their messages were being used for this study, and provided written
consent to use their messages. For the second phase of this study, Qiu conducted
thirteen interviews with Cantonese-speaking young adults. All gave written consent;
approximately half (six) were born and raised in Macao. The rest (seven) lived in
Macao but grew up in Zhuhai or other parts of Guangdong province. All interview-
ees spoke Cantonese as their first language; they were also fluent or conversant in
Mandarin (Standard Chinese) and English. Interviews were conducted in Cantonese
and transcribed into Standard Chinese. The authors jointly analyzed transcripts.
All personal identifying information has been removed to protect participants’
identities.

From these data, we looked for emergent rules, interpretations, meanings, and
identities. In the following section, we present, interpret, and comment on seven
screenshots. We chose these because they display different types of code mixing
involving different languages (e.g., Standard Chinese and Cantonese), mistakes,
and/or the creative use of emoji or other images. In our discussion we draw upon
the interpretive comments participants made about these screenshots during

interviews.

WeChat Screenshots: Language Mixing

This first excerpt is the shortest. It was a message exchanged with Qiu’s cousin, a
lifelong resident of Macao. The opening is a mix of vernacular Cantonese and En-
glish: #2%H 10:30 2% body check (teng ciu 10:30 heoi body check; English translation:
morning 10:30 go body check). Qiu replied, &f hou (good). This is followed with a
question, 7ZEMBIZ (Where [go] eat?).
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E=8110: 30Z%body
check

FIGURE 3. English-Cantonese-
Chinese Language Mixing

Note the mixing of three codes: vernacular Cantonese, Standard Chinese,
and English; singly they would be unintelligible to a monolingual speaker. The
opening, S250 (teng ciu) is vernacular Cantonese. The next phrase, “body check”
is English; yet for the monolingual English speaker the meaning would be unclear:
“body check” is a direct translation of the Cantonese term 884% (tai gim), or health
checkup. Thus, the first message, translated into English, could be rendered as “[I]
have to go to a checkup at 10:30 this morning” The response, ¥, means “good” or
“okay.” The character #F is the same in both Cantonese and Standard Chinese.
However, the reply FEMBIZ is not Cantonese, but rather Standard Chinese. In
Pinyin, pronounced as “zai nar chi,” it means, “Where [go] eat?” If it were written
in vernacular Cantonese, it would read as Z18 & (heoi bin dou sik).

In a follow-up interview Qiu asked her cousin why she wrote ZEMBIZ and not
the Cantonese phrase, 518 & &. Her cousin explained that it was because of the
input method she used to write Chinese, Cangjie, and that she could write £}
Z with fewer keys than are required to write Z1% & &. Chinese characters can
be typed on a phone or computer with a number of different methods. Most users
in Macao use Cangjie, a system developed in Taiwan that is based upon “building”
characters with the keyboard; the other is to use a phonetic system, such as Pinyin,
or a Cantonese phonetic that is similar to Jyutping. Therefore, the choice of this
phrase seems influenced more by how to input a character, or time-use efficiency,
rather than a linguistic decision.

Qiu asked other participants to comment on this screenshot. All readily under-
stood the meaning of the first two turns, as they understood vernacular Cantonese
and the meaning of “body check.” However, they found the phrase FEMIZ con-
fusing. That is, while the meaning was clear, the identity of the speaker—whether
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a “local” from Macao or an “outsider” from Guangdong—was not. Most thought
this person was an “outside” person from another province of China, who had
only recently learned to write in vernacular Cantonese. Thus, we see that in online
communication the perceived identity of participants can blur, as messages are
impacted by technology, character input behavior, and user choice.

Cantonese-English Message

This next screenshot is similar to the first. It starts with vernacular Cantonese,
marked by use of the character 'g, pronounced as “m,” meaning “no” or negation.
HATRE EE RN, ZEZEa B (Ngo ho nang heoi m dou laa, jiu dang 1 jyut

ban), literally translated as “I maybe cannot go, have to wait until November.”
Then there is a code-switch and response in English, “I see.” The reply is in mixed
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English-Cantonese: “sorry” Bf. The final character Ff (pronounced as “aa’), is a
tag particle that comes at the end of an utterance and does not convey referential
meaning. Instead, it changes the key of the utterance, making it sound like speech:
final particles such as aa or la are common in everyday spoken Cantonese.* The
closing utterance is in English: “Never mind.”

When this image was presented to interview participants, they said two things.
One was that people usually follow the language of the preceding utterance. This
we see from examining the order of languages/codes:

Turn 1: Cantonese

Turn 2: English

Turn 3: Mixed English/Cantonese
Turn 4: English

Another point is that the type of code-switching observed in these utterances also
occurs in everyday speech. Participants who moved to Macao from nearby cities
said that when they first arrived, they noticed how local Macao residents inserted
English words and phrases into their speech. This impacted their own speaking
practices. One interviewee commented:

After working for two years [in Macao], just as you say, I really started to uncon-
sciously change. But when going back to Zhuhai, your friends who have never
worked in Macao, and you're chatting, you start to randomly add English. . .. Then

they’ll say, “How come you always say so many English words?”

This participant was not aware how her speaking habits had changed until she
went to Zhuhai and chatted with friends who had “never worked in Macao.” These
friends noticed a linguistic mixing similar to that displayed in figure 4.

Character Switch

Code switching (or mixing) may involve not only a switch from one language to
another, but a character switch, as in the following. The opening two messages (by
poster 1) are in vernacular Cantonese and written in simplified characters. J& R
B, S EHIER AR E4 Jyun lai ngo gei co z0; gam go sing kei dou hai
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ciu zou heoi bou [Originally I remembered wrong. This week the tutoring class is
in the morning]. The response is also in vernacular Cantonese, but in traditional
Chinese characters: JEMi TH {R 285 3RS N K — 2R ? sei laa gam nei lai m lai dak
cai heoi aa jat gaa [Dead. Do you think you can make it this time?]. Following this
switch, poster 1 responded, also in traditional characters: 220 1], B A4 HIE %k
% Lai m cit, so ji gam jat m sai heoi [Can’t make it. So today I won't go]. The chat
closes with poster 2's response, again in traditional characters, TH&B1S gam dou
dak [That’s all right].

While Macao’s official language policy is to use traditional characters, simplified
characters are not sanctioned. In commercial districts that appeal to Chinese
tourists, such as in and around casinos, many signs and business advertisements
are written in simplified characters. Furthermore, people who cross the border
from Macao to China for work and/or school are exposed to and use both kinds of
characters. Furthermore, when inputting characters on a mobile phone, the user
can easily switch between simplified and traditional character sets. Hence, this may
explain how and why the messages we have been discussing, written in vernacular
Cantonese, display a switch from simplified to traditional characters.

When interview participants commented on this screenshot they noticed
the character switch, but did not find it remarkable. Rather, their attention was
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drawn to the use of the number 5, in the form of an emoji (discussed later): 2&
5 3k. The meaning of the phrase was clear, as the number 5, m in Cantonese, is
pronounced the same as the word for no or a negation, also m. The phrase literally
means “come not come?”; it is a way to formulate a question. The usual way to
write the question, based upon spoken vernacular Cantonese, is Z20E 1] (lai m
cit); this is how poster 1 replied. Why did poster 2 write the phrase as?g 5 382 The
person who wrote this explained that she thought it was a “cute” and playful way
to phrase the question. She also explained that it was easy to insert this emoji
when typing on her phone.

Message Repairs

As studies in conversation analysis and ethnomethodology demonstrate, during
workplace interaction participants develop ad hoc rules for how to respond to
each other, as “context is both a project and a product of the participants’ ac-
tions.”** Such rules may be created and/or invoked when an apparent rule violation
occurs. The following is one example of institutional talk. The participants were
three friends who worked at the same company in Macao. Participant 1 opened
with a question in English, “What’s your plan these two days kwan”? Both partic-
ipant 2 and participant 3 responded, using a style of English that may reflect an
underlying Cantonese structure: “Don’t actually have plans,” dropping the implied
initial pronoun “I” and the adjective “any.” Likewise, participant 3 responded, “So
u need party,” a Cantonese-style construction, transforming the “to” infinitive
“need [to] party” into a zero infinitive “need party.” This exchange of messages
apparently flowed smoothly, even with such phrases as “The interviews are on those
three English paper owners.” However, the last word of the final turn was marked
as a mistake, when participant 1 wrote “bou.” He then self-corrected and wrote
“boy*,” showing that the word was misspelled and that he knew how to spell it
correctly.

When participants viewed this excerpt, they discussed a number of strategies
for addressing mistakes. One tool that a number of them mentioned is the ability
to “recall” a problematic message. If a message is sent to people who are not rela-
tionally close, or if the message is a job-related task, they will be more careful with
message construction, and read it before sending it out. But if they send out a poorly
worded message, or one with an obvious mistake, such as in this example, they will
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try to recall it. Or, another tactic, as in this message, was to repair the message with
an asterisk, thereby marking the correction.* This we see in the last turn: “boy*”
But, participants explained, if they are chatting with close friends, they usually do
not correct mistakes such as misspellings, wrong characters, or inappropriate emoji.
Instead mistakes may be overlooked or left unmarked, because friends would be
more likely to understand the intent and meaning of such messages. Friends who
want a clarification can ask for it, just as a repair could be made in face-to-face

conversation.

Emoji, Rules, Generational Differences

Perhaps one of the most interesting features of WeChat messages is the use of
emoji and stickers. In early text-based computer-mediated communication, users
would “accent” messages with pictorial images called “emoticons,” such as the well-
known smiley face :).* With the development of online technologies, especially the
smartphone, a greater array of “emotion” accents have been created, most notably
in Japan, where such images were first called “emoji.”*®

Figure 7 is a short message shared between two colleagues at a company in
Macao. It is comprised of mixed codes: vernacular Cantonese, English, and emoji.

An English translation is provided in order to show meaning and word order.

1 Ha ha. Good news, helen and bond bond this week both did confirm to do one
event, since [the time] they came into the company, it is for them the first real time
that they have done one by themselves, using their own hands and feet.

We give them a little encouragement with our applause

2 [Emoji indicating “Thumbs up”]

This is a series of complex, mixed-language messages; monolingual speakers of
Cantonese and/or English would find them difficult to decipher. Note, for example,
the second message: FEEd. The first two characters, FH Il (ngo dei), are Can-
tonese for the plural pronoun “we.” Next is a combined form Etd, pronounced in
Cantonese as “bei + d.” The character EEin Standard Chinese means “to compare.”
However, here it signifies the verb “to give,” based upon the Cantonese pronunci-
ation of the character bei. In Standard Chinese this verb would be written as %3,
and in the model Cantonese sentence shown above, this verb was written using
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the nonstandard character &£. Likewise, the letter d is used for its sound qualities.
The adjective meaning “a little” is pronounced “di” in Cantonese, but written as 2
in Standard Chinese.

This novel use of characters and Latin letters to represent vernacular Cantonese
and English is common in messages shared among Macao’s young adults. Perhaps
because they are ubiquitous, other interviewees did not comment on this aspect of

the message. The emoji, however, were remarked upon and discussed by interview
participants:

H: My friend said [my] messages were “too serious.” So I forced myself to add emoji.
H: If you add some relaxed expressions for them, . .. and they send you relaxed
expressions, then you have a different language . . . and I feel there is better

communication.

I: If [the emoji] is big, then you need only one. But if it is small, normally I will always

put three together in a row.

H’s friend said her messages were “too serious.” Emoji were added to change the
key of the message, to make it seem “relaxed” and less serious. This pattern of
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communication among youth who use WeChat is one that we have found else-
where.* The emergent rule of putting three emoji together points to the emergence
of a syntax that bridges China’s youth across regions and linguistic fangyan.

In another interview, a participant spoke about the differences between
“language” (3L 5F man zi) and emoji:

Emoji is a picture. . . . And these pictures can express into language that feeling,
that meaning that sometimes words cannot express. And sometimes you want to
be vague; and sometimes words are a very explicit thing. And if you want to have
a vague section of words, you can use these pictures that will allow for a vague
expression of feeling. And it's also code switching, that lets you have different kinds

of interpretations to come out.

For this participant, emoji and language, or written Chinese characters, were
perceived differently. Written characters were sometimes believed to be “very
explicit"—perhaps implicating the referrential function of language to name things
or actions. Emoji, however, were described as “vague” and conveyed feelings and
emotions, much as would be communicated nonverbally in face-to-face interaction.
This allowed for the possibility of a code switch, a change in mood, and opening
the message to multiple interpretations.

Later in this same interview Qiu asked participants about perceived genera-
tional differences, if they used WeChat or other social media to communicate with
their parents, and if they did, how their expressions and use of languages were
similar or different. In response S said, “Every morning my mom gets up and plays
on her iPad. Friends in her group will share new information. So she will slowly
accept this, and she will also use these new expressions.” This participant’s mother
apparently was learning “new expressions” while using her iPad and communicating
with friends—peers of the same age—giving evidence to technological and
communicative convergence. D and E, however, responded differently:

D: If I send emoji to my mom, she doesn’t understand what I'm sending her.
E: Yeah. I'm the same. She will say, “What are you sending [me]? Don't play these

things with me!”

These young people said that their mothers did not readily adopt the use of emoji
in messages. For D’s and E’s elders, the meaning of emoji was unclear. E's mother
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saw it as a form of “play” and not suitable for conversation. Thus, while the emoji
and new expressions were apparently adopted by some older folk, others did not
adopt them; this indicates that language innovation may begin with younger people
and then is adopted later by older folk.

Superior-Subordinate

The message in figure 8 was shared between Qiu and the boss at her former
company. It has both code mixing and a code switch from Cantonese to English. We
also see emoji and a repair. Yet it differs from others in tone, arguably because, as a
form of institutional talk, it involved an exchange of messages between a superior
(boss) and subordinate (employee).*

F =R Macy, AR _EF{R
BRAFE?

&% see u than
/ FIGURE 8. Superior-
Subordinate Messages
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QIU: Zou san aa Macy, ming tin soeng ng lei wui hai gung si maa
[Good morning Macy, will you be at the company tomorrow morning?]
MACY: ngo daai koi zung ng sin faan [smiley face emoji]
[I'will probably be back at noon (smiley face emoji)]
MACY: Yiqi (jat chhai) lunch?
[Together lunch?]
QIU: Hou aa [smiley face emoji]
Yes aa [smiley face emoji]
MACY:[winking face emoji] see u than

MACY: then

Qiu opened with a formal greeting, “Good morning Macy.” It was written not in
Standard Chinese (5 _E%F zaoshang hao), but in Cantonese (£ fZFMacy). This
was followed by the request “Will you be at the company tomorrow morning?” While
written in vernacular Cantonese, it did not include emoji, which may indicate a
more formal tone. In reply, the boss answered the question, “I will probably be back
at noon.” The adverb, probably (RX#fdaai koi), appears to be a hedge, indicating
politeness. Yet the message was closed with the addition of a single, small emoji,
a smiley face, softening the message. Macy then added a tag question, written in
mixed Chinese-English, —#Z “lunch?” This indexed the conversational implication
that Qiu wished to meet her boss for lunch. In the third turn, Qiu accepted the re-
quest, replying with a mixed-code message, %] (hou-aa), where the final particle
aa P indexes both a Cantonese, colloquial expression, and a phatic expression

of agreement.*®

The text is followed by an emoji, a smiley face, reciprocating her
boss’s use of an Emoji.

For the final turn the boss switched from vernacular Cantonese and mixed
Cantonese-English to English. The turn began with the “sly face” emoji, indicating
agreement. This was followed by the English phrase “see u than.” The word “than,”
however, was misspelled. Macy sent the word again with the corrected spelling,
“then,” in a repair.

When reflecting upon these messages, Qiu commented:
Based on the whole conversation, we are more like friends than [people in a] work-

ing relationship, which is hugely different from the stereotype [of] conversation

between superordinate and subordinate. The addition of emoji eases the tension
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between each other during the communication. The emoji faces reflect senders’
feelings, which makes emotions visible, [even though WeChat is] not face-to-face
communication. For people with high-ranking position in workplace, [an] emoji

makes them feel more approachable toward their employees.

The perception that WeChat is a platform that facilitates the lessening of
social and power distance echoes what we found earlier: a person in a subordinate
position, such as an employee or student, over the course of time may become
less conscious of power and focus more on the content of a message and less on
the social status of the sender.* These online practices may lessen relational and
social distance.

Mixing and Voicing

The last screenshot, figure 9, is arguably the most complex. It combines the creative
use of emoji, Cantonese, English, Chinese (simplified and traditional characters),
and the picture of a famous Korean actor. The occasion for this message was the
upcoming sixth anniversary of Sina, a media company in Macao. The Korean
actor, Kim Soo-hyun, was well known in Macao, as he was named a winner in the
Fifteenth Huading Awards for his role in the Korean drama My Destiny (the award
is based upon viewers’ survey of the top one hundred television series broadcast in
China). Kim Soo-hyun was contacted by Sina employees who attended the Huading
Awards ceremony. He consented to having his picture taken while holding the sign.
On the upper left-hand corner of the sign there appears in English “To Sina Weibo.”
Underneath, in large letters, is the handwritten message in simplified Chinese
characters, HT R IR (Xinnian kuaile), or “Happy New Year.” Beneath is the same
phrase written in Korean Hangul. At the bottom is the actor’s signature. The image
was then posted to Weibo (China’s version of Twitter).

An employee who saw the actor’s picture resent it to colleagues at Sina. Poster
2 posted a penguin emoji, followed by “Sina’—the name of the company. Poster
1 replied, in colloquial Cantonese (marked by Mi la), “4 2K bond bond & {/RMi”
(“Today bond bond is depending upon you [a”). Poster 2 replied: “BFE1Z xi.’
The three characters Bf8{{8 are Do Min Joon, the actor’s screen name written
in Chinese; poster 2 made the name sound more “Korean” by adding xi, Korean
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for “Mr” The message closed as poster 3, writing in Cantonese—marked by the
Cantonese character {E keoi (third-person pronoun): “Haha 3% & 28 & approach
{ERY” (“I'will do my best to approach his [fame/achievement]”).

1 Korean actor Kim Soo-hyun
WERR
Happy New Year
2 Penguin emoji
2 Sina [addressee, company in Macao]
1 %X bond bond FE {RML
Today bond bond is depending upon you la
2 BREUR xi
Do Min Joon xi [Kim'’s character on show, My Destiny]
3 Haha F{ & & & approach {EfY

I will do my best to approach his [fame/achievement]
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This exchange shows a way to creatively insert images to create different
personas. The three participants engaged with the Korean actor’s picture, speaking
for and through it. In the last turn, poster 3 responded to “him” by promising to
work hard and “approach” his accomplishment. Here we see what Bakhtin would
call “voicing,” showing how language has the “taste” of a context and is populated
by intentions.*® That is, the participants animated and responded to the actor as
though he were speaking to them, manipulating him like a puppet—a kind of
discourse that Cooren and Sandler would call “ventriloquated.”

From this we see how WeChat users could do more than simply share prop-
ositional content. They creatively used a variety of linguistic forms—Cantonese,
Standard Chinese, traditional and simplified characters, English, emoji—to create
messages that are humorous, build social rapport, and cut across social barriers.
In other words, while their spoken and written Cantonese may originate in the
speech and writings of previous generations, they are creating new mixed forms,
new vocabularies, and new rules. And this may lead to a new identity, one that is
not limited to one side of the Macao-Zhuhai border, but in an online medium that
can be shared across all of China, and beyond.

Conclusion

We began this chapter with the observation that some scholars have failed to
acknowledge China’s linguistic diversity. In the modern period and since the fall
of the Qing Dynasty, both the ROC and PRC governments have supported a single,
national language (or common language, putonghua). Yet, as we have argued, the
data presented illuminate a different and more diverse side of “China,” one that uses
a local fangyan, Cantonese, English, Mandarin, and emoji to create new message
forms. These may symbolically index and construct imagined communities linked
to aplace (e.g., Hong Kong/Macau), or a generation (i.e., youth conversant in online
communicative practices). We have shown how new communication technologies
and platforms such as the app WeChat allow for the space and context where novel
and creative communication practices can emerge and converge. The mixed, online
communication codes developed by youth in the Macao-Zhuhai region incorporate
a variety of languages and registers—including Standard Chinese, a fangyan,
English, and other forms—a conclusion that coincides with earlier observations
in Taiwan, Hong Kong, Shanghai, and other regions of China.>
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We draw two implications from this study. The first is that online forms of
communication, especially the kinds of short chats and messages shared on
WeChat, may afford the creation of novel words and expressions. Macao’s multi-
lingual young adults communicate on their mobile phones using WeChat, with
processes of code switching, code mixing, and a wide range of linguistic codes,
including Cantonese, English, Standard Chinese, emoji, and even Korean. While
some members of older generations found the creation and use of new words and
expressions unintelligible, and/or too “playful” to count as serious communication,
all these converging factors produced the unique cultural context for modes of
expression that this generation of youth interpreted as lessening social distance
and creating relational closeness.

A point of interest is how young adults are embracing the use of emoji. These
representational and highly visualized symbols are used to accent messages, impart
affect, and change the relational quality of exchanges. Perhaps one appeal of emoji
is that they work socio-pragmatically as “nonreferential indexes” and derive their
meaning by pointing to some dimension of interactional and cultural context.>
That is, an Emoji symbol is attractive because it is “vague” and “open” to multiple
interpretations, and not “limited” or “closed” in meaning, as Chinese characters
might be perceived. While modes of communication increasingly converge on
and between WeChat and other social media platforms, meanings cannot be fully
closed; new mixed linguistic forms and terms, emoji, images, and others, facilitate
greater polysemy just as in the offline world, where ritual objects can have multiple
meanings.>* And thus, online language games show us how languages come together
and fragment apart at the same time, how China is complexly both unified and
diverse, and how identity is continually evolving.

Our second implication is a critique of an argument made by McWhorter, who
saw in Chinese culture the power to unify China’s many unintelligible fangyan,
or “dialects”>® While it may be that dialect writing was severely sanctioned and
in decline during the second half of the twentieth century, it has not died out
entirely.”® We find, and regularly encounter, vernacular Cantonese writing in both
Hong Kong and Macao. Recent studies conducted both in Hong Kong and in Guang-
dong province indicate high regard for Cantonese.”” With new communication
technologies and online platforms, vernacular Cantonese is oftentimes used in an
even more mixed manner as young adults create new characters, expressions, and
forms, during diglossic situations.*® This may foretell of possible convergences in
the communicative practices of youth across greater China, with the sharing of new
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terms, expressions, and ways to embed emoji and images into their chats. At the
same time, we do not foresee dialect forms of writing and speaking being erased
by standard putonghua.™ Rather, we argue that Cantonese and other nonstandard
varieties will continue on, albeit in supplemental new forms, for instance, their use
by youth to highlight or animate their voices and intentions.

We argue that a better way of understanding the appearance of a unified
cultural China is to see it as the imposition of the Party, state, and government—or
in the premodern period, the empire. When the power of the state was strong in
the twentieth century and mass media (e.g., newspapers, radio, television) grew to
reach all parts of China, there was a movement toward greater linguistic and cultural
unity. This arguably is true of China’s post-1980s generation, who were educated in
putonghua and standard written Chinese. However, movement toward a cultural
standard is perhaps countered by the development of new and evolving forms of
communication, namely via social media and online communication. Converging
factors produce this unique and culturally diverse context for more open modes of
expression and inclusiveness, yet they also empower Chinese fangyan to develop
in alternative and nonunitary fashion. This is not unique to Macao and has been
observed in the online communication of youth in other regions of China.®

Young people, who are ready adopters of new technologies and the generation
most likely to participate in and create novel linguistic forms, are finding avenues
along the communication supply chain to develop and express new voices. This
does not necessarily mean that all will write or speak using the same vernacular

fangyan of previous generations, or that a particular fangyan will spread across
China. Rather, young people are incorporating a mix of words, images, codes, and
texts that they understand. Online platforms and new technological tools provide
them with more access and power to construct new iterations and unique identity
expressions that may in turn be shared globally.
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"Plowing Fortunes,” or Fine Wine with
Chinese Characteristics

US and UK Media Representations of the Chinese Wine Industry

David R. Gruber

mountain of books and news articles over the past five years have anxiously

pronounced the so-called rise of China.! The body of research in rhetorical
studies likewise expands, focusing on social and political discourses about
China and the foreign media frames regarding China.? Amid the broader
conversation around China’s influence resides a striking number of news reports
focusing on China’s engagement with Western cultural practices signifying power
and elitism, including China’s new “thirst for fine wine.”

The Telegraph recently reported “wine mania,” as Chinese businessmen have
purchased up to one hundred Bordeaux vineyards.* The New Republic employed
militaristic terms, stating that China “conquered France’s wine country.” Likewise,
the International Business Times recently declared China “a wine power,” referring
not only to China’s mass consumption of wine—estimated at two billion bottles per
year—but also referring to its desire to cultivate world-leading fine wine, a move
seemingly aligned with the CPC’s (Communist Party of China, or Party hereafter)
aspirations to exert “soft power” as it aims to become a “world superpower.”®

Describing the attention to wine through a geopolitical lens, Maguire and Lim
propose that media representations associate wine with “cultural legitimacy, savoir
faire, sophistication, and high culture,” yet British and American media rhetorically

207
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position China as indelibly lacking in cultural capital. Maguire and Lim accuse
the media of perpetuating a one-sided “geopolitics of consumption.” The result,
they argue, is a paradox: “Despite China’s economic power, its legitimacy on a
global scale remains low with regard to global hierarchies of taste and distribution
of prestige.” Put simply, Maguire and Lim account for negative representations
of Chinese wine drinkers through appeals to an unsettling shift in the global
power balance. Wine culture is one place, they argue, where scholars can see
Western media “defending their style of life as superior or more civilized” such
that when “ascendant groups” move to adopt those styles, they are rejected and
new styles then forge new unattainable paths for legitimacy.” In terms of cultural
convergence, Maguire and Lim point to the ways that geopolitics, the exercise of
soft power, the consumption of elite products, the media narratives surrounding
them, and the legitimacy of “taste” all come crashing together in complex and
interactional ways.

Accounting for negative representations of the rise of China by setting Western
media outlets in the role of mouthpiece for political interests threatened by China
has now become somewhat commonplace. A bevy of recent scholarship draws
strong connections between geopolitical concerns and Western media representa-
tions, lambasting news conglomerates for harboring anti-Chinese colonial attitudes
rooted ultimately in regional insecurity or cultural prejudice. Mawdsley, for instance,
investigates media reports about Chinese interests in Africa, arguing that UK
newspapers “tend toward the simplistic binary between well-intentioned West and
amoral, greedy and coldly indifferent Chinese” in an effort to delegitimize Chinese
development.® Likewise, Suspitsyna asserts that the Chronicle of Higher Education
routinely positions China as “culturally inferior Other” by negatively portraying its
education system and setting up unfair comparisons with the United States, effec-
tively positioning US universities within a frame of “global governmentality” even
amid a “rhetoric of well-intentioned proclamations about building the US-China
friendship.”® Naduvath suggests that contemporary “geopolitical anxieties” as well
as an “anti-communist motivation” account for distortions of Chinese identities
and cultures prevalent in Western media, where values of democratic pluralism
are privileged and where any shift in the “global power architecture” produces
immediate resistance.'” The overarching conclusion from such research may be that
“media scripts can (re)produce and circulate geopolitical understandings as well
as unsettle them.” The media are undoubtedly capable of investing geopolitical
anxieties into interpretations of news events; as Paterson and Nothias note, the
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news is a cultural text imbued with colonial attitudes and may tend to produce
“representations that sustain colonial ideologies.”* Even so, it remains an open
question as to whether present geopolitics or colonial remnants are a sufficient
explanation for negative representations of China when examined in the context
of specific social conversations.

This chapter focuses on recent US and UK media coverage about the develop-
ment of China’s own homegrown wine industry, investigating within that circum-
scribed sphere the extent to which Chinese economic and cultural developments
remain tethered to global geopolitics as a basis for explaining the presence of any
unflattering or damaging representations. This chapter also explores the extent to
which Chinese wine cultivation is rhetorically compared with and against Western
wine cultures to understand if and when the media govern ideas about the wine
industry in China through the reproduction of colonial or Western narratives.
Looking across twenty-five articles published by major media outlets in the United
States and United Kingdom between 2013 and 2016 (CNN, the New York Times, The
Guardian, BBC, The Telegraph), the study confirms the presence of negative, even
politically suppressive, representations of China and the palpable imposition of
geopolitical discourses as frameworks for interpretation. However, this study also
complicates past scholarship by suggesting that negative comparisons to Western
wine cultures are not forwarded solely with reference to anxious geopolitical
realignments but also with persistent reference to the problems of capitalism and
the need for a set of viticultural ideals—ones specific to wine agriculture, usually
encompassed by the word “terroir"—to mitigate those problems. Put another way,
convergence among politics and media discourses about wine in China necessarily
encounter economic structures as well as cultural and subcultural impositions
alongside the material limitations of farming.

The sampled texts, [ argue, expose more of the story about why Chinese farmers’
(lack of) attention to lifestyle and land management exists as a salient point of
discussion in Western media representations and why such representations serve
as seemingly valid critiques of China’s fine-wine industry. That is, I advance a thesis
that fast-moving capitalist development, as evident in China’s wine industry, is
perceived in Western media as disadvantageous to winemakers; this perception
opens up the room to critique the CPC’s exercise of capital and heightens the
rhetorical appeal of terroir—a predominantly Western glorification of how the
soil and climate of a region mesh with grape varietals over long periods of time
to produce an expression fitting local preferences in a region, something itself
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cultivated over several gener:a‘cions.13 The slow development of land, the meticulous
selection of the varietal, the careful choice of the vintner in cutting growth, the
measured pace of vine maturation, and the declaration that generations are needed
to understand how to operate a high-quality vineyard all converge within Western
media representations and are worth investigating, especially when the taste of a
glass of Chinese wine can so easily serve as a synecdoche for feelings about China
and be a vehicle for critiques of fast-moving development under “capitalism with
Chinese characteristics.”™ This is not to suggest that media discourses raising
questions about vineyard management or land management are not overlapping
with geopolitics; they are. Rather, this is to say that in the world of communication
convergence, discussions about China’s wine, in particular, are complex formations,
sets of intermeshed ideas about capitalism, government control, viticulture plan-
ning, wine characteristics, food culture, and politics.

Of course, any celebration of terroir in the relevant news texts likely fore-
grounds and benefits an elite subcultural group of winemakers and seems, almost
inescapably, saturated with the privilege of a dominant class able to give the time
and resources to a lifestyle of wine.”® Accordingly, any attention to terroir—or more
generally to the celebration of slow farming—cannot be considered completely
independent from colonial histories or present geopolitical anxieties. These are
inherently entangled insofar as economic realities, trade agreements, ownership
rights, technological solutions, pest control, and so on, together forging agriculture
methods and ideas about how to best cultivate products. Nevertheless, taking notice
of such references in conjunction with economic and geopolitical anxieties in pop-
ular news discourses proves useful to mapping and unpacking the media landscape,
to developing alternative rhetorical responses for Chinese wine growers, and to
suggesting new ways of reporting for news agencies. Overall, I plan to make more
evident converging trends across geopolitics, economics, material infrastructures,
and cultural ideals in media discourses.

In particular, better understanding how “terroir” converges with geopolitical
frameworks aids in evaluating why the Chinese wine industry is represented as
a distasteful product, literally, of China’s rapid industrialization. Such portrayals,
judging Chinese land developers as moving too fast and hyperconcerned with profit
at the expense of product and planning, constructs an image of capitalism as a wild
tangle that must be trimmed and managed, like the operations of the vineyard,
to create good wine. This analysis adds complexity to past media scholarship on
negative representations of China’s wine industry, demonstrating how geopolitics
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can and does surface within discourses of state power under threat as well as within
subtle cultural expressions at the nexus of agriculture and economics.

The analysis also stages a positive challenge to those overseeing and working
within the Chinese wine industry to think specific situations and locales through
the perspective of convergence. The goal, as oft repeated in China, to ensure the
harmonious balance between people and nature indeed foregrounds convergence
because the pursuit necessarily aims to regard all of the varied discourses and
materialities that occur jointly around things like making wine. State-guided
“harmonization” cannot become a reality without analyzing how people nurture
wine, how they fund it, how they actually encounter it, how they talk about it,
where they send it, how they use it, and then, of course, whether it appeals to
foreigners, and what it tastes like to locals when paired with distinctive Chinese
foods. Harmony and balance is itself of and about convergence. Although I start
with Western media texts, I hope to show that these are useful toward discovering
latent rhetorical potentials and themselves point toward interesting convergences
worth consideration.

In like manner, I also offer a challenge to Western media outlets. Calling atten-
tion to unfair or easy metaphors in prominent news texts foregrounds an inordinate
focus on Western habits, expectations, and routine forms of communication; the
intellectual effort implies the need for a greater emphasis on Chinese situations,
habits, and specific local discourses. In fact, if media outlets necessarily generate
new rhetorical capacities when granting coverage to any topic, then avoiding
simplistic or dualistic discussions about complex issues has built-in positive impli-
cations. Here, in this particular case, the question for the media when considering
the realities of what this volume describes as “convergence” is probably not how
much China’s homegrown wine tastes like France’s or America’s nor how far ahead
or behind Chinese wine producers might appear to be, but why wine is interesting
in China, what the wine does for China, and what makes this or that wine look
and feel “Chinese” to different audiences; the engagement, at that point, must go
far beyond well-wrought Western metaphors. In fact, wine development imposes
material conditions that can ultimately and should—it seems fair to assert—serve
Chinese people and palates from within their own descriptions and points of
view. The aim, of course, is not to give over coverage to those being covered but,
rather, to turn the rhetorical realities of convergence back on one’s self to realize
that we are all caught up in social-historical-material-symbolic machinations that
often require foregrounding another’s perspective or writing a story without the
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good-bad, right-wrong, tasteful-tasteless, state-versus-state invocations that breed
ruptures where bridges are needed.

Methods Overview

The Guardian recently described China’s rapid development of vineyards as a new
“gold rush,” offering a particularly potent metaphor within the context of media
representations of China’s wine industry.® Using the “gold rush” as an entry point,
I build a qualitative examination drawing from rhetorical scholarship about the
discourses of China as well as from metaphoric criticism in rhetorical studies,
interrogating the social and political undercurrents articulated across several media
reports of China’s wine region.” After a discussion of text selection and a review of
metaphoric criticism, I detail several characteristic examples.

Moving from the “gold rush” metaphor to several related “frontier” metaphors
in the data set, I argue that the sampled texts infuse historical anxieties about the
boom-and-bust patterns of capitalism into viticultural arenas even as they advance
the centrality of terroir to support critiques of Chinese development, demonstrating
convergence across these arenas. Yet I suggest that these frontier metaphors also
expose positive, alternative rhetorical strategies for those invested in the Chinese
wine industry. The conclusion outlines new metaphoric strategies, following
Marita Gronnvoll and Jamie Landau’s (2010) recommendation that rhetoricians
can consider how an existing metaphor might be positively reconfigured.” The
result is a suggestion for redirecting the “frontier” toward an emphasis on Chinese
inventiveness; further, I argue for the reclamation of terroir in (re)presenting the
land through a Chinese lens, a terroir with Chinese characteristics, advancing a
rhetoric of the people’s affective investment in Chinese land and the distinctiveness
of Chinese food and palates in conjunction with addressing economic factors that
might undermine the ability of Chinese vintners to manufacture and market a
specifically local production.

On Text Selection

To facilitate the study, archive searches of specific news databases were conducted.
Investigation of news archives ensured total coverage across specific US and UK
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news outlets, including CNN, the New York Times, BBC, The Guardian, and The
Telegraph. These five media outlets were chosen due to their global, wide-ranging
impact. They also proved pertinent because they were the foundation for other
studies examining China’s wine industry.”

Text selection within each news archive followed a criterion-based sampling
method adhering to three criteria: (1) results must be fairly recent—between
November 2012 and November 2015, (2) results must be published as news or as life-
styles articles, not explicitly marked as political opinion pieces or advertisements,
and so on, and (3) results must have both headlines and text related specifically
to China’s wine industry.*® The search relied upon the search term “China wine,’
sorted by relevance.

In total, twenty-five articles fit the criteria. Eight derived from US news outlets,
four from CNN, and four from the New York Times. Seventeen derived from UK
media outlets, four from the BBC, five from The Guardian, and eight from The Tele-
graph. Upon dividing them into two groups—(A) those that focused specifically
on new wines being grown in China versus (B) those focusing on China’s interest
in purchasing foreign wines—a total of nine articles fell into Group A. Focusing
only on Group A allowed the study to remain centered on media representations
of China’s burgeoning wine region, allowing comparisons to prove more targeted
and, thus, more illuminating with respect to China’s domestic production and
development.

0On Metaphoric Criticism

Because metaphoric criticism is not a single, defined methodology in the field
of rhetoric, this chapter follows the approach laid out by Stern and subsequently
adopted by Condit et al. in their analysis of genes in scientific discourse.” The
analysis hinges on identifying key metaphors and then analyzing them in terms
of the “tenor” and the “vehicle,” critically adhering to an interactionist view
presuming that “metaphors are active together” such that comparing two things/
ideas creates new potentials when employed in a new context.”” In this respect,
Stern’s approach examines possibilities for interpretation only inside of a particular
context. Supporting this mode of analysis, Stern argues that one thing/idea is
metaphorically elucidated through another but that the context determines the
presuppositions and beliefs swimming within the interpretation such that some
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interpretive possibilities become more plausible than others without one single
idea necessarily cognitively dominating independent of context.”® The approach
is generally aligned with rhetorical scholars who recognize the importance of
attending to specific environments, audiences, and affects when examining texts,
situating metaphors as much more than conceptual enhancement.**

In a mode familiar to rhetorical inquiry, metaphors do not merely serve an
“illuminary function” intended to embellish or make “matters more intelligible to an
audience.”” They are “modes of perception.””® The role of the scholar in conducting
metaphoric criticism, then, is to elicit and elucidate “the perceptions and inferences
that follow from it and the actions that are sanctioned by it.”* Following this
rhetorical position, I do not assume that any metaphors “have innate, monosemic
meanings that determine the mindsets of those who use them” but, rather, entail “a
set of diverse potential meanings.””® In brief, I take context and audience to matter
substantively when analyzing metaphors.

I proceed by examining a range of popular US and UK news texts to call atten-
tion to similarities in conceptual relationships, that is, repeated imagery used to
describe the Chinese wine industry, often similar in tone or history. I then argue for
the relevance of specific interpretations drawing from historical and cultural sources
and the aforementioned rhetorical scholarship on China.*® Following Stern in this
respect, I identify metaphors to elicit and elucidate “those particular properties that
are in fact M-associated [creatively linked] with those expressions in that context.”*
To this end, I set the stage with a brief discussion of headlines appearing in the data
set and then move to interpret the metaphoric depictions, arguing that critiques of
China’s terroir emerge from these depictions and prove salient for Western readers
precisely because of the way that geopolitical anxieties converge with economic
worries and the material limitations or difficulties of growing wine.

Geopolitical Headlines on China’'s Wine Industry

Antagonistic geopolitical metaphors, perhaps unavoidably, abound in Western news
reports about China, even within the most mundane topic areas. Reports about
China’s burgeoning wine industry are no exception; war and conquer metaphors
are peppered throughout. In the sampled texts, headlines range from “China
Overtakes France for Red Wine” to “Red Dawn for Chinese Wine.”* Such headlines

imply geopolitical invasion and reek of an existential threat to Western empire.
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The “red dawn” metaphor is especially interesting in this regard, as it likely refers
to a1980s film where the United States is invaded by the Soviet Union. In Red Dawn,
US citizens must resist occupation to preserve their national identity and ideals,
fighting against a red Communist sun rising. Likewise, the metaphor could recall
the mariner’s folktale about seeing a “red dawn” and predicting good weather due to
an effect produced by light passing through air particles preceding a high-pressure
system, a metaphor that tellingly implies change—as well as good fortune for China
and, perhaps in ironic juxtaposition, the thick presence of industrial smog—while
drawing on the official color of the Communist Party.**

Threatening war and conquer metaphors demonstrate the persistence of
geopolitical frameworks of interpretation in discussions of China’s expanding
wine industry, as confirmed by other scholars.*® However, metaphors appealing
to an international rat race for wealth and power also remain prominent, raising
the question of how they are incorporated into texts, and to what ends. Looking
first to the “gold rush” metaphor as a prominent example allows investigation into
the assumptions and presumptions swimming within the body of sampled texts.
To explore the data set, three characteristic examples are discussed and analyzed,
starting with The Guardian’s depiction of a new Chinese “gold rush.”

The Gold Rush Metaphor

A June 2016 edition of The Guardian features an article with the title “China’s
Bordeaux: Winemakers in ‘Gold Rush’ to Turn Deserts into Vineyards: International
Wine Giants and the Super Rich Are Plowing Their Fortunes into an Arid Corner
of Ningxia Region.”** Treating the title (and subtitle) as critically informative, three
overarching implications, indeed themes, become immediately evident. The first
is the time-dependent nature of the enterprise, that is, associating growth in the
wine industry with the frenzy of the famous gold rushes of the 1800s in both the
United States and Australasia. The second theme is a concern about the climatic and
geological fitness for viticulture in China, evidenced within descriptions like “arid
region,” which can indicate an ability to grow concentrated wines or a difficulty in
making wine. The third theme is the attention to the actors involved. In this case, the
author makes clear that “plowing fortunes” does not refer to poor people working
hard jobs to earn well-deserved money; it refers to rich people getting richer on the
backs of the poor. The “plowing” is both a plowing over as well as a plowing through.
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Thinking these themes together results in a complicated image of China’s
new industry, implying winners and losers, booms and busts. At the very least,
the article expresses doubt about the industry’s conditions for success. Stories
of “migrant workers” toughing out “punishing” winters in China and carving up
“rocky soils” play with the multiplicities and vagaries of language to imply future
potentials while keeping optimism on a short leash. The agricultural context for the
gold rush metaphor—hard labor and tough lands—is presented in tandem with
the observation that China already endured a “Great Leap Forward” and a “Great
Famine” with serious consequences; all of this context sits like a heavy stone amid
any lighter depictions of a wine region now glittering with gold.*® Insofar as the
author wields the gold rush metaphor to organize discussion of the region’s growth
around resource challenges, industrial hazards and labor pitfalls, the upward boost
of any new “gold rush” for wine falls flat on the present dangers of agro-capitalism
as much as any anxious reordering of geopolitics.

The dualism of risk and reward inherent in the gold rush metaphor is aptly
detailed by economists Beaudry, Collard, and Portier when they describe a gold
rush as a period of time attracting “large increases in expenditures” but where the
“external effect on productivity” is often unclear because the return on investment
tends to be mitigated by one market player eventually taking a “dominant position
in the market.” The result, they argue, is a boom that fizzles or busts. Although
some individuals may see profit, “The social [i.e., macro-level societal ] gains may
be small or nil.” As they note, in 1898, the population of Dawson City in Yukon
Territory exploded to thirty thousand and then fell to only nine thousand by
1910. Many digging for gold, in contrast to wealthy entrepreneurs, were nomadic
cowboys and hardscrabble treasure hunters living in makeshift tents along rivers
in North America. When the land stopped giving up its gold or when dominant
players emerged, nearly everyone went home empty-handed.*® Noting that
numerous Chinese laborers immigrated to the United States in the 1800s without
much financial benefit while confronting harsh conditions and fierce prejudice
inculcates the gold rush metaphor with an undeniable tenor of economic trouble
and failure.”

Another way of putting this might be to say that the gold rush, as metaphor,
conjures images in a Western context of overly exuberant dreams of great wealth
as well as inevitable destitution and disappointment. The Guardian article plays
with this dualism. Leading with the story of Gao, a bright young farmer who
borrowed three hundred thousand yuan from her parents to start the winery called
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Silver Heights, the reader learns of an “award winning boutique winery.” However,
the article then stresses that the “biggest wine producers” are now billion-dollar
Chinese firms. Subsequently, the author highlights the massive, growing scope of
the competition: “There are 207 registered wineries in Ningxia compared with just
one in 1983.” The attendant observation that Moét Hennessy opened a winery in
2013 foreshadows a coming bust and, in fact, leads into the second half of the article,
which emphasizes the challenges now facing the region, namely, the struggle to
produce a competitive wine. Within two paragraphs, the reader hears the director of
a wine consulting firm comparing China’s wine to a child’s painting; another “wine
critic” declares that the wine tastes like “dirty sweat socks” and “cleaning fluid.”*
Such dramatic juxtapositions—dreams and disgust, taste and distaste—construct
a “geopolitics of consumption,” as Maguire and Lim note; yet these representations
also compose an economic critique about the harsh risk-reward structure of an
agricultural “gold rush,” foreshadowing a bust.*’

The gold rush metaphor echoes a much longer critical analysis of capitalism
after the California gold rush. Asliterary and cultural critic George Henderson (1999)
notes in a history of California’s gold rush period, capitalist development can be
viewed, in retrospect, as operating with three tendencies and perpetuating three
related fictions inside of the discourses about that period. In terms of tendencies:
the first is “for capitalist development to be expressed through cycles of boom
and bust.” The second tendency is toward development that makes some people
much more likely than others to reap “the ‘benefits’ of capitalism.” The third is
the tendency for spatial extension or the need for “the perpetuation of its own
[profit-driven] operations.” Accordingly, as Henderson argues, three fictions emerge.
Capitalist development in rural contexts perpetuates the belief that all inhabitants
of agricultural land will benefit, that all will benefit equally, and finally, that the
benefit will last and produce sustainable industries. Henderson here outlines a
history of discourse about capitalism as historical comment, noting how literature
about the gold rush period expresses the felt struggles of the age. “Agriculture
was a site that capital could not fully make its own and was yet that site which
capital intently strove to capture.”* In stories of the time, the family farmer was
forced to flee, forced to suffer, or forced to find his or her own way after inevitable
disappointment.

These themes swimming within The Guardian article, intentionally or not,
recycle period-specific capitalist criticisms, composing a tension between the
hopeful excitement of gold rush mania, on the one hand, and the denigrating state
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of capitalist expansion in the agricultural sector on the other. Amid the presence
of small bouts of positivity within quotations from Chinese farmers—where, for
instance, the successful Gao from the Silver Heights Winery is quoted as saying, “We
hope [for fine wine and growth]"—The Guardian article concludes with a striking
judgment about the possibility of Chinese wines ever tasting as if produced in Bor-
deaux: “[Perhaps in] a thousand years, she [Gao] laughed.” The article then states,
“In some ways, the winemaker says her home in China’s harsh interior reminds her
of France: ‘We have sunshine like Avignon.” As a final line, the appeal to “sunshine”
reads, perhaps optimistically, as an expression of hope in the confirmation of best
climatic conditions for fine wines; yet, juxtaposed against the previous phrase—*“in
a thousand years”—the audience might, rather, read the ending as a superficial
appeal to one factor among many, composing something similar to a depressing
mid-twentieth-century realist novel where the lead character, desperate to find
peace in the troubled environment, draws a simple comparison that the audience
knows will not resolve the conflict.

Overall, the gold rush metaphor warns Chinese farmers about the disasters of
capital and acts as an expression of concern for those who must not only “tackle
prejudice” against their product but “might not have enough water to support the
industry” as it expands beyond sustainability.* Conversely, the metaphor engages
broader “geopolitical anxieties” by implying that China, through state-controlled
planning, rides shortsighted economic expansion in an effort to reorganize a cultural
hierarchy dominated by the West. In this way, the metaphor functions as a critique
of hope-laden nationalism within China’s own version of “capitalism with Chinese
characteristics,” warning of potential economic problems long familiar to Western
agricultural contexts.

Of course, any Western media outlet criticizing the conditions of Chinese
farming and highlighting its endeavors as unrealistic may be another example of
colonialism, the pompous declaration that the West knows best. Likewise, these
kinds of news stories might indicate the psychological depths of experience specific
to Western agriculture through the twentieth century. Looking across other news
texts from the sample, one sees is a persistent capitalist cynicism that functions
to solidify the need for vintners to embrace self-possessed economic interest, as
articulated in the concept of terroir. Put another way: to care for the farmer’s own
interests, to preserve one’s own land, and to protect against corporate profiteering
is to resist the “fictions of capital” because if farmers do not, then—so the story
goes—they risk losing everything.*?
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The “Stampede” Metaphor

Similar to the “gold rush,” the “stampede” metaphor recalls the Old West and carries
many of the same overtones. The reader imagines cattle charging across an open
plain, kicking up dust and trampling everything in their path. In the metaphor,
the reader can assume one of three different perspectives—that of the animal
charging amid heaving masses, that of a rugged cowboy watching the chaos in
awe from a distance, or that of a rancher spooking the cattle, whether on purpose
or accidentally, who knows? The truth of what sent them running and how this
stampede might end remains uncertain. In this case, any positive ending for the
people running with the bulls in China’s wine industry has been consumed by a
dust cloud of media negativity.

The first use of the stampede metaphor appeared in a 2015 New York Times
article titled “China’s Winemakers Seek Their Own Napa Valley”; the subtitle read:
“A Sudden Stampede.” Interestingly, the same Mrs. Gao and the same Silver Heights
vineyard are highlighted for readers, who hear about her can-do spirit, as in The
Guardian piece. The structural pattern of the narrative is also the same. First, the
story highlights Mrs. Gao’s early entrance into the wine industry in China, recog-
nizing her success. Then the story takes a bad turn, just as in The Guardian piece,
calling attention to the onslaught of wine profiteers, questioning the industry’s
sustainability. Then the author states, “Suddenly, what had been a slow buildup
turned into a stampede.”* The image is quickly directed toward economics—not
coincidentally, a bull market, or an extension of the stampede metaphor—as the
author cites prices “taking off.” The question beneath the text, then, is who or what
gets trampled and whether the bulls are still running.

Subsequent pages quickly spill the answer. Initial positivity about “signs of
prosperity” and the rise of “middle-class Chinese” in the Ningxia wine region
are accompanied by the strange tale of an investor parceling off a huge chunk
of quality land at one hundred times the purchase price; tales of “Disneyesque”
chateaus and Ningxia officials encouraging “the willy-nilly planting of grapes
without understanding which varietals” leads to an invariably blunt conclusion:
“Much of the explosion in wine consumption was driven by government officials
and executives at state-owned companies buying expensive vintages for banquets
and gifts.”** In brief; in this sampled text, the Chinese government fills the role of the
rancher who spurs the cattle to charge and then later fences them in. The stampede
of the bull market winds down to an unsteady halt; who or what profits, outside

printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCOhost -

220 David R. Gruber

of mass conglomerates, is left unknown but implied. The future success of wine in
China sits unresolved in the text and largely situated as the CPC’s problem to solve,
since the government itself is clearly positioned as pushing the industry onto the
region. At this juncture, Chinese government policy converges with what feels like
specifically American imagery about economics, risk-taking, and agricultural life.

The rush to build a market—or to “stampede”—as a competitive impulse,
and equally as rhetorical construction, establishes the means for a future disaster
(or economic default). In emphasizing the extent of the global competition,
the “stampede” metaphor then allows the author to discuss who or what gets
trampled—and by whom. For example, a 2014 CNN story adds a comment by
Simon Zhou, a wine distributor, who says, “Many wine companies, especially
those state-owned companies, are run by people not in the wine business or have
little knowledge of winemaking and grape growing,” suggesting both the elitism of
those who have the capability to benefit from the wine industry and the embedded
skepticism that anyone involved will ultimate see a profit.*> Another sampled text
from The Guardian (2013) titled “China’s Wine Boom of Little Profit to Pandas and
Small Farmers” notes that much of the vineyard land is state owned; the author
of that article quotes a farmer saying, “Farmers like us never drink wine.”*® In that
small comment, the article inculcates a division between those who benefit and
those who do not while highlighting the various parties involved as relatively naive
about wine. The implication being: How can they produce wine if they don't know
anything about it and don’t even like drinking it? Overall, then, the stampede met-
aphor emphases how economics, when driving decision-making where specialist
expertise is needed, introduces the possibility for insinuating crippling naivete and
ultimate failure; yet, more basically, the metaphor suggests that capitalism, even
with “Chinese characteristics,” cannot be a reliable guide to agricultural success
in the wine industry because viticulture is one arena where the bulls and their
wranglers must be equally experienced to survive the run.

The economics of the frontier imagery are particularly evident in the 2014
CNN article, which introduces yet another related frontier metaphor, calling
China’s winemakers “pioneers.” Implicit in this metaphor is a blend of heroism,
adventurism, and risk-taking. As Leah Ceccarelli notes, frontier imagery tends to
imply “adventurous loners, separated from a public that both envies and distrusts
them, but that nonetheless comes to rely on the profitable discoveries that they
bring back from the frontier of research.” Ceccarelli treats frontier metaphors
as a category, and although she examines scientific contexts, her overarching

printed on 2/9/2023 4:04 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Representations of the Chinese Wine Industry 221

conclusion is that such metaphors serve to establish a “wilderness” context that
rhetorically positions a rhetor as the rightful claimant over new lands or wealth.*’
Alternatively, the metaphor also leaves open the possibility that the pioneer might
be the victim of the uncontrollable wilds and the native inhabitants of the land.
This embedded dualism not only mirrors the positive-negative structure of many
of the news articles in the sample but, perhaps, allows the news writer to take on
the role of the (metaphoric) cowboy watching from a distance, shaking his head
while standing in awe of the “stampede.”

Seen from a different angle, the attempt to share two sides of a story, as many
Western news writers are trained to do, results in commonplaces, the production
of manufactured, easy tropes having both a positive and negative dimensions
that can be played out.*® A different explanation positions persistent use of North
American tropes of communication as indicative of the tendency to conceptualize
foreign practices in familiar terms.* Alternatively, such tropes might indicate a
tendency to see the American history of Western frontierism being repeated in
China, to some extent an indication of both an underlying respect and a derision
for ruthless expansion. Still another possibility is that these popular metaphoric
“frontier” tropes frame China within “simplistic binaries” that are, essentially, unfair
and biased—that is, they depict Chinese as rushing to absorb Western elite cultures
and yet failing, desperately hoping to be like Westerners but not succeeding; such
simplistic representations set Western interests in a dominant position and frame
advice from Western interests as needed for success.™

Whatever the case, frontier metaphors may have rhetorical benefits. They
provide the opportunity for China to claim success should the so-called risk-taking
venture prove successful. Conversely, they allow China to blame any defeat on
Western-dominated contexts or the uncontrollable wild lands of desert regions. In
either case, the state-run industry may appear favorable. Thus, the frontier meta-
phors, as far as metaphors go, may not be so bad. Then again, heavy perpetuation
of such metaphors, as the next section demonstrates, resists an image of China as
technologically advanced or working to ensure the prosperity of its people.

The “Red Planet” Metaphor

The title of a 2016 news article sampled from The Guardian reinforces yet more
frontierism messages with respect to China’s new state-powered industry. The title
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reads: “The Red Planet: China Sends Vines into Space in Quest for Perfect Wine.”
The reader is told that “a selection of cabernet sauvignon, merlot and pinot noir
vines” were sent into space to help scientists decipher how to genetically manipulate
vines to survive “the sun-scorched Gobi desert,” which lies inside “an impoverished
region at the heart of China’s nascent wine industry with punishing -25C winters.”

What immediately stands out in these visceral descriptions is the juxtaposition
between a “quest for perfect wine” and the need to develop stronger strains for
“impoverished regions.” On the one hand, the textual appeal to “perfection”
justifies the multi-million-dollar space venture and communicates the unbridled
enthusiasm of China’s state-sponsored activity. The Communist nation-state is
presented as willing to go to any lengths—even to outer space!—to craft a fine
Chinese wine, more “perfect” than all others. On the other hand, the detail that the
region is impoverished communicates disconnect between investment in wine and
the needs of local people. Indeed, mixing the idea of a “perfect” wine with a search
for “suitable” vines results in at least two possible interpretations.*

The first is that the Chinese government uses the space program in propagan-
distic ways for unrealistic and ultimately antipragmatic endeavors. The appeal to
“perfection” in wine, in other words, contrasts with the image of the farmer focused
on making a barely acceptable product without losing the vines to cold weather.
Equally, the image of “space wine” sounds so far out and expansive that it presents
China as going to absurd lengths to extend its “soft power” and to force a viable
wine region onto the world’s stage. The second possible interpretation is that
China demonstrates provident thinking, well beyond its current position, setting
long-term goals, despite present realities. This interpretation allows for China’s
vast expenditure on space wine to be seen as an investment in farmers now being
goaded by the state to plant vineyards for the future.

Whatever way the reader chooses to interpret the passage, the “red planet”
functions as an enthymeme, or a textual place where the reader intuitively un-
derstands that China itself is the red planet both because the ruling Communist
Party associates with the color red and because much of the wine production in
China focuses on red varietals. This viticulture detail crafts yet another enthymeme
for wine connoisseurs. The color red is not merely a political signification but a
gastronomic one, that is, an obsession with red wine.

Those familiar with viticulture in China may tend to see an elaborate scientific
experiment in space as yet another way to organize Chinese wine consumption
around the red varietals (and hence “red planet”), ignoring white wine varietals
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that may be suited to the landscape. Several high-profile wine commentators have
noted that people in China associate the color white with death and the color red
with luck, leading to a glut of red wines, putting farmers in difficult positions when
the land may better fit varietals like Riesling and Chenin Blanc.”® One sampled text
puts it this way, “With such variety of both climate and soil, generalisations [about
which varietals are being planted] ought to be impossible. But it remains the case
that most Chinese wine is red.”** The observation emphasizes the role of market
pressures unique to wine agriculture in China. The enthymeme, then, insinuates
that local preference has not balanced with the land’s performance. Thus, the “red
planet intuits a soon-to-be-alien landscape resulting from an economy unsuited
to profit-driven expansion over viticulture. Put bluntly: China’s obsession with red
wine at whatever the cost, the article seems to say, risks making it into a “Mars” in
the wine industry, the “alien” and “outsider.”

Mars, of course, is already within the metaphor; however, the question is how
the reader implicitly understands China as a Mars-like planet. At the conservative
end of an interpretive spectrum, China may be positioned geologically within the
metaphor, being like Mars insofar as having a “cold,” “impoverished,” and “harsh”
landscape, as noted in the text.> At the expansive end of the scale, China may be
conceptualized sociologically or nationally, as a place where vast sums of money
and new scientific breakthroughs will be needed to launch sustainable industry.
Alternatively, China may be a planet of the future, what Hartnett calls a “post-colo-
nial colonizer” working to reconfigure Western impositions to its benefit and wield
a history of oppression as fuel for a rabid nationalism.*

The underlying question, as with travel to Mars, is whether the cost will, in the
end, be worth the effort. In this case, the frontierism of the “red planet” metaphor
establishes China as both betting high stakes on success and paying a high price
for a possible future. Yet, like all agricultural adventures into unknown lands,
the media representations examined here suggest that the market itself may be
dictating ventures that stand at odds with the resource availability and, perhaps,
the longer-term desires for a top-notch international viticulture reputation.

Terroir as Conceptual Critique

In each case examined above—the gold rush, the stampede, and the red planet—
the land and its infertility converge with local economic history to forge a critique
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of culture, society, or nation. Rather than dismiss this complex articulation as a
flawed discourse motivated solely by Western avarice striving to maintain hege-
mony, understanding the discourse as also tied to Western histories and practices
surrounding wine can place value on the material life of articulations. In other
words, if depictions offered in news texts are “rhetorical articulations,” then they
arise within complex sociocultural milieus establishing “relationships that enable
diverse modes of rhetoric to function.””” Seen this way, a rhetoric of “rushing” in a
“stampede”—even a rhetoric of “space wine” able to survive harsh winters—arises
not exclusively from within geopolitical anxieties but also from concrete practices
and other economic and agricultural abstract ideals in the West.

This is not to suggest that multiple intertwining factors forging cultural cri-
tiques do not come together to function politically to suppress national agendas.
Indeed, they can, and they prove persuasive precisely because they have broader
import. Many of the critiques in the aforementioned texts may well become
potent to Western readers on the basis that “rushing” and “stampeding” ignore the
carefulness of terroir as organizing principle in viticulture, thereby positioning
Chinese winemakers (and Chinese governments) as completely missing the point
of wine cultivation. The rhetorical maneuver, in this way, props up a second kind of
criticism: that CPC economics ignores the agricultural needs of farmers and pushes
adoption of Western lifestyles without knowledge of how those lifestyles connect to
deep-seated concerns about the survival of a wine industry and the prosperousness
of farmers. Frontier metaphors, like so much political communication, enable
subtle and subsequent meanings that cut deep into nationalistic aspirations, well
beyond the strictly literal.

Relatively banal appeals to terroir also work to support critiques of China.
For instance, an article from The Telegraph describes terroir in a way that implies
thoughtless viticulture development in China. The text reads: “It’s the right terroir
that is the pot of gold at the end of the wine rainbow. Without it, you can make
decent wine but it will always be generic, just-another-wine, never special, always
missing something. You have to be very lucky to alight on the right grape for the
right place straight away. Or you have to have a lot of people in a lot of places toiling
away very hard to identify it In context of an article about Chinese wines, the
comment borders between instruction and ridicule. Because red wine is associated
with good luck in China, the note about being “very lucky” to plant a varietal that
succeeds straightaway implies both that Chinese farmers should keep trying and
that the high levels of investment in making a fine red wine in China may be wasted
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and unrealistic. Tying the comment specifically to the Irish myth about a “pot of
gold” at the end of a rainbow produces a subtle, yet potent, critique, positioning
fine wine in China as a contemporary mythology and imagining Chinese farmers
as so silly that fine wine might as well be a pot of gold waiting to be plucked up
and magically uncovered, calling attention to an illusive mirage or impossible
dream. The reality, so the trope communicates, is the opposite of the myth—fine
wine requires hard work and long periods of time in fitting the right grape to the
right plot of soil.

An article from the New York Times raises a similar critique in a discussion
of terroir, stating: “When I mentioned to a colleague that I was going to try a few

”

Chinese wines, he looked at me sadly and said, T'm sorry.” The author concludes
the opening section by saying, “What they [the wines] lack is any sense of dis-
tinctiveness, o, to use a bit of wine jargon, terroir.” The author then remarks that
Chinese winemakers look to Bordeaux “as a model” but do so “without a singular
terroir,” which means that Chinese winemakers lack consistent testing of soils,
thorough understanding of the practices of vine cultivation, and knowledge about
the sustainability principles of winemaking used in Bordeaux. Consequently, the
article recognizes some Chinese “ambition” yet remains thoroughly dampened with
skepticism about the Chinese wine industry. Reviews of several Chinese wines end
the article, and they describe wines in a range from the “simple” to those with “a
hint of nuance and complexity.”*°

Appeals to terroir in these cases operate either within a struggle over “cultural
capital” as a pathetic attempt to “defend [dominant geopolitical] status positions” or
as an expression of capitalist cynicism rooted in historical agricultural experiences,
or as a watery attempt to encourage sustainable viticulture processes in China.*’
The fullest view is surely from amid all three, within the overarching propensity
to maintain largely dominant Western discourses about why fine wine is fine in
the first place and within a recognition of material conditions that cause wines
to taste bland or to smell different from famous French, Italian, or Californian
ones. Politics and economics, visions of terrible histories and visions of wealthy
futures, converge with taste or are swigged in a sip of wine, or are swilled in glass
of wine, or ferment like the yeasts inside barrels of wine that transform from
sugars to ethanol and carbon dioxide. The financial trouble of the family farmer,
the unpredictability of the weather, the dullness of the big corporate wine all swirl
among charged geopolitical dynamics. A complex view of motivations embedded
in rhetorical productions seems a reasonable way to comprehend the sampled
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texts; the culture of independence for a free press in the United States and United
Kingdom rebalances the tendency to completely write off criticisms of China as
fully politically motivated, even as Western writers may sometimes find themselves
engulfed or circumscribed by their own colonialist legacies. Accordingly, articles like
the ones examined in this chapter, expressing degrees of negativity about China’s
wine regions, must be evaluated as motivationally intricate and textually dense,
multiple in view and interpretation.

Conclusion: Reconfiguring Metaphor

Because metaphors “have material consequences,” metaphoric criticism might be
said to hold a particular role, not just to describe, but to “replace dysfunctional
metaphors,” seeking ones that encourage better social interactions.” In this set
of sampled texts from US and UK media reports, the “gold rush,” the “stampede,”
and the “red planet” all depict Chinese wine growers, and the CPC itself, as often
foolhardy or equivalent to those nomadic treasure hunters of the nineteenth century
while still noting, on occasion, Chinese determination and inventiveness. The
capitalist enterprise in China is therein praised for entrepreneurial competitiveness
but derided for its agricultural incompatibilities with viticulture processes, which
remain slanted, so the texts indicate, toward corporate profiteering and which keep
the local farmer unable to grow fine wine. The history of Western agricultural busts

”62 at a time when the

may well operate here as a subterranean “terministic screen
East booms and a struggle for dominance rages across multiple levels of geopolitics.
Thus, given such complexity, suggesting alternative metaphors is no simple matter.
Dualisms and multiple interpretations embedded in frontier metaphors raise a
question about what exactly is a “functional” versus “dysfunctional” metaphor in
the first place.

There is no easy answer. But what can be said is that frontierism, instead of
being viewed as a simple framework for a news text, might better be conceptualized
as a way of looking. If the rugged individualistic risk-and-reward structure inherent
in American frontierism is a way of understanding Chinese viticulture development,
then what becomes apparent are several key disjunctions and misalignments
of the metaphor.®® For instance, an individualistic metaphor risks overlooking
strong-handed economic intervention. What disappears is a top-down strategy,
hierarchical pecking orders of profit embedded in state-run agencies that appoint
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provincial governors, choose policies, delegate funding, and generate propaganda.
Party governance itself converges in ways unfamiliar to many Western contexts and
is, accordingly, not always illuminated by familiar frontierism metaphors.

Here, the “red planet” perhaps better communicates structural dependencies
that otherwise evaporate in the Wild West of the “gold rush” and the “stampede.” Yet,
the “red planet” metaphor, too, has multiple shortcomings. It emphasizes the state’s
financial backing for red wine development at the expense of the individual farmer’s
ability to make good wine and the possibility that white wines may well prove more
palatable in China than anticipated; going to space to produce viable red wine
varietals risks making Chinese people appear intractable in their superstitions and
seem increasingly silly to some Western readers. Conversely, the “red planet” also
positions Chinese state power as active in a “space race” that America and Russia
have long dominated, and in that way, the metaphor positions the Chinese nation
as a competitive global superpower, albeit far behind, but one aligning economic
strength with new cultural investment in the material and symbolic race for elite
status represented by fine red wine.

The communicative complexities of adopting any particular metaphor should
now be evident. Consequently, instead of forging new creative metaphors to feed to
avoracious Western media, understanding the entailments of recurrent metaphors
and then negotiating them—or reclaiming them—while considering the lessons
that they teach proves a more pragmatic strategy. In this case, Chinese winemakers
and the governing bodies that fund wine development in China might look beyond
the view that criticisms are purely geopolitical machinations and, rather, study the
economic shortcomings and the resulting stances that have emerged with respect
to wine growing. Indeed, the development of terroir as a form of personal economic
self-guarantee for the individual farmer living with a delicate crop and an unpre-
dictable climate highlights a paradox in capitalism when applied to wine. Namely,
some agricultural development flourishes when resisting fast expansion and quick
profit. Winemakers adhering to the lifestyle principles embedded in terroir increase
selectivity and generate heightened interest and intrigue around their product,
pumping up demand and improving prices. Resisting speed and immediate profit
in exchange for land management can result in stronger profits over the long term.
Embracing this paradoxical dynamic not only fosters a more sustainable industry
but undermines Western criticisms about China’s unbridled development.

Adopting terroir not as a means to comply with stuffy Western ideals that
dominate a global wine industry but as a means to extend the reach and appeal
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of Chinese wine has double benefit. First, expressing affective investment in the
land of China frames Chinese wine development around the love of China itself.
Any speedy development is repositioned, then, as the need to discover previously
unknown potentials latent in the land before China’s fast-expanding cities sweep
away the opportunity in a well-oiled economy. Expressions of love for what the
land can do, in this regard, authorize the development of vineyards and seem to
support the individual farmer’s quest and, indeed, passion for farming as a central
driving force behind the development; this rhetorical position stands opposed to
dehumanized state power as the driver of development. Creatively repositioning
hundreds of new vineyards as a material creation of the human “capacity to
act,” indeed, situates the people’s own disposition or affect in the same way that
rhetorical scholars do—a bodily force stirring up “the horizon of potentiality” and
unable to be denied as a driver of change.®* In this case, aligning the capacity of
the land with the affective intensity of Chinese farmers’ functions as an attempt
to reconfigure—or forge a convergence of—Western rhetorics with/in China’s
agricultural and cultural advantage. Getting Western media outlets to write about
the heart of China’s farmer is, however, another matter.

Moreover, embracing the economic concern, that is, the sustainability of
farming, inherent in the celebration of terroir has an opportunity to reconfigure
existing media discourses about China’s wine industry. Terroir offers the chance
to express special attention to Western economic suspicions about capitalism’s
inability to absorb agricultural arenas and benefit those on the ground level,
especially those working at the social bottom, that is, “the people.” If cultivation of
red varietals, for example, matches local preferences and if the land yields a wine
that tastes good with local foods, then terroir in this conception is composed as
something uniquely Chinese, reconfigured with “Chinese characteristics” just as
with capitalism itself. Put another way, to reclaim terroir to its fullest extent requires
presenting an original combination of Chinese soil and the Chinese palate as the
basis for economic oversight, propelling a new rhetoric about limiting corporate
dominance to discover what makes a fine wine “fine” in China.

Following this path means learning from others, such as French elites in
Burgundy, who have successfully used terroir as a way of “confirming their own
individual economic and social status and selling their uniqueness at global level.”
Because terroir emphasizes “artisanship” and the local preferences of the farmer,
the term becomes a powerful rhetorical mechanism, a way “by which societies are

able to use globalization and modernity to suit their own purpose.”®®
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As with linguistic reclamations of derogatory terms, building on rhetorics
of terroir functions to revise media representations and simultaneously “own”
previous criticisms.® But if this is to be achieved successfully, then the attendant
economic implications must also be “owned.” Limitations on overdevelopment
and corporate profiteering on a global scale—where the wine is clearly not being
produced for Chinese palates—must not undercut the presentation of a special
Chinese terroir wherein the wine tastes the way that Chinese people want their wine
being produced from their own unique land to taste. The challenge here is allowing
Chinese farmers and consumers to have a say in the production of Chinese wine,
to find a healthy cooperation between state and Party agendas, business leaders,
and industry experts, among other voices in order to attract interest in China while
also, and through, demonstrating care for Chinese people and the specific needs
of viticulture.

Overall, if US and UK media reports are going to introduce old frontier meta-
phors into discussions of China’s new wine industry, then managing the implica-
tions by positioning state control as a benefactor of Chinese affective investment
over and above pure financial investment may effectively harness underlying ideals
to China’s advantage. However, persuasion demands tangible material action that
needs to take seriously the historical lessons living beneath both the practices and
the Western rhetoric of terroir—that is, persuasion is not discursive only but also
material and, thus, demands careful guidance of convergences, including legal
protections over land, sustainable agricultural practices, and sensitivity to local
preferences. If these tasks are tackled together, China’s wine industry may be able
to resist the pitfalls of massive profit-driven production and allow the people of
the wine region and their distinctiveness to dominate what wine can become, not
only in the eyes of Western readers, but in the mouths and hearts of those who
will surely enjoy it.
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US—China Communication and
a New Type of Great Power Relations

our months after his inauguration as president of the United States, Donald
Trump hosted Chinese president Xi Jinping at Mar-a-Lago, Trump’s unofficial
seaside headquarters in Florida. Following the summit, Trump tweeted that
the meetings had “created tremendous goodwill and friendship.” Likewise,
Xi's response similarly acknowledged the positive rapport the two had established,
saying, “We had a long and in-depth communication and more importantly,
we have further built up understanding and established a kind of trust, and we
have initially built up a working relationship and friendship.”* Trump echoed the
sentiment, claiming, “The relationship developed by President Xi and myself, I
think, is outstanding. I believe lots of very potentially bad problems will be going
away.”® Chinese and Western media sources alike reported that the meeting was
a positive first step in relationship-building. As Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi
summarized, “Both sides agreed that the meeting . .. was positive and fruitful”*
Still on the highs of friendship, trust, and rapport, seven months later President
Xi hosted President Trump at their first Beijing-based summit in November 2017.
China, rolling out the red carpet, called the second summit between leaders a “state-
visit plus,” something the Global Times explained China had not done “since the
CPC took power in 1949.”° The state-visit plus, as portrayed in Chinese state media,
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“shows China’s sincerity in laying down a long-term development plan for Sino-US
ties through more effective and flexible diplomacy.”® An iconic summit photograph
was disseminated through international channels and blanketed the front pages of
Chinese newspapers.” The image, showcasing Trump and Xi with the first ladies in
front of the Hall of Supreme Harmony signified the importance China placed on
the summit and on the positive relationship between the two leaders.® The image
represented the notion that China had reached a new status, that the China-US
relationship had entered a new era, and that here together in the “Forbidden City”
Trump and Xi—and the United States and China—now shared a new type of
respect, a blossoming international relationship, and a new understanding. Further,
the world’s two superpowers were now united, standing shoulder to shoulder in
Beijing, where, historically, Chinese emperors held ceremonies and met visiting
officials.” Indeed, standing as an iconic representation laced with authoritative
undertones magnifying China’s confidence and new standing, Xi observed that
“the ongoing state visit is of great significance—it is a focus of attention from both
countries, as well as globally, and it will yield positive outcomes.”® The state-visit
plus signaled a key moment in the Sino—US relationship, showcasing the beginnings
of what Xi has called a “new type of great power relations.”

Each leader encoded political purposes in the joint press statement released
at the formal closing of the summit. Trump’s comments reiterated the need for a
“fair and reciprocal” relationship, thus echoing his comments about building “free,
fair, and reciprocal trade,” made earlier on his five-nation tour of Asia. He also
alluded to what would later drive US—China tensions over trade and technology.
Critics worried that Trump was fawning over his newfound friendship with Xi, yet
the president responded to his critics, saying, “Right now, unfortunately, it is a very
one-sided and unfair [relationship]. But—but—I don’t blame China. After all, who
can blame a country for taking advantage of another country for the benefit of its
own citizens? I give China great credit.”"* As was becoming a habit, the US president
was publicly siding with the leader of a foreign nation, pinning any troubles in the
relationship on poor prior leadership on the part of America.

Whereas Trump’s comments shifted the focus from criticizing China to blaming
the Obama administration for the US—China trade imbalance, Xi’'s comments
highlighted the notion that a new type of great-power relations had commenced.
Repeating claims that populate his writings and speeches, Xi intoned, “I conveyed
China’s firm commitment to deeper reform, greater opening up, and a path of
peaceful development, and China’s desire to expand converging interests with other
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countries and promoting coordination and cooperation among major countries.”
Xi’s remarks on converging Chinese interests with the United States and other
countries built upon a United Nations speech delivered earlier that year, in January
2017, at the UN office in Geneva. In the speech Xi proclaimed,

Actions hold the key to building a community of shared future for mankind. To
achieve this goal, the international community should promote partnership,
security, growth, inter-civilization exchanges and the building of sound ecosystems.
[Xi outlined four of] China’s commitments: 1) China’s commitment to world
peace, 2) China’s commitment to pursuing common development, 3) China’s
commitment to fostering partnerships, and 4) China’s commitment to upholding
the international system “with the UN at its core,” the UN Charter, and its core role

in international affairs."*

Xi thus detailed the notion of a “community of shared future for mankind,” which
encompasses his call for a new type of great-power relations between China, the
United States, and the world, wherein “China and the United States should share
global leadership as equals and break a historical pattern of conflict between
rising and established powers.”> After the summit China Daily reported that “both
sides appeared equally enthusiastic about the constructive relationship they have
promised to cultivate.® In both his UN and state-visit-plus comments, Xi was
seeking to reset the international balance of power, positioning China as an equal
partner to the United States, no longer a rising or developing nation so much as a
new global power.

But the majestic soft power-play from the Forbidden City, the trust and rapport
built in the first two Trump-Xi summits, and Xi's vision for a new type of great-power
relations with the United States and China together leading a community of shared
interest—the entire vision, as Xi imagined it—was “Trumped” by the first shots
of the US—China trade war. Just months after the Beijing summit, Trump and the
United States signaled the start of the trade war by imposing 30 percent tariffs on
solar panels and washing machines."” Tensions escalated throughout 2018, with the
United States implementing tariffs on $250 billion of Chinese goods, and China
retaliating with $130 billion of its own tariffs, setting the rivalry for the unforeseeable
future, with even more tariffs and retaliations ongoing through 2019."

After several failed talks and a general breakdown of communication between
US and Chinese negotiators, Trump and Xi called for a third meeting, on December 1,
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2018, at the close of the G20 Summit in Buenos Aires. Over dinner, Presidents Trump
and Xi managed to settle on a ninety-day “cease fire,” agreeing to suspend new trade
tariffs in the trade war while resuming negotiation talks."” But then, four days later,
on December 5, 2018, multiple media outlets confirmed the Canadian detention of
a high-profile Chinese citizen, who was apprehended the same evening (December
1) that Trump and Xi met during the G2o in Buenos Aires.”” Huawei’s chief financial
officer, Meng Wanzhou, was detained by Canadian officials in Vancouver en route to
Mexico from Hong Kong, at the request of the US authorities. Whether intentional
or not, Trump was in Latin America calling for a trade war “truce” while his agents,
working with Canadian colleagues, were arresting a key Chinese entrepreneur,
hence signaling that Trump’s words and actions did not align and that the United
States would not shy away from using police force to try to stop what was believed
to be unfair Chinese trade practices.

Complicating matters, Trump stated that Meng’s detention was not connected
to the trade war, yet he would consider using the case if it would give the United
States a better trade deal.” On January 28, 2019, the United States formally filed
for Meng’s extradition on charges that Huawei violated US sanctions by selling US
equipment to companies in Iran. As discussed in Jufei Wan and Bryan R. Reckard’s
chapter in this volume, the US indictment targets Huawei’s use of an unofficial
subsidiary company in Hong Kong under the name of Skycom Technology Company
Limited. The charge was that Skycom served as Huawei’s Iran-based subsidiary,
a move the US Justice Department argued violated US sanctions against doing
business with Iran.* Meng was accused of fraud and of having “direct involvement”
with Huawei’s false reporting to HSBC Bank; in this way, the charges against Meng
are “similar to ones that the United States government made in 2016 against ZTE ..
.in which executives had described ‘cutoff companies’ that would do business with
Iran, North Korea and other nations placed under sanctions under the American
government.”” The fact that Meng and Huawei were charged with international
business crimes parallel to those previously leveled against ZTE is significant, for
in the eyes of American intelligence officials, these combined efforts on the part
of two of China’s mega-tech leaders pointed to the conclusion that the CPC was
intentionally undermining the US sanctions regime against Iran. In short, so the
thinking went in America, Xi must have known that his leading tech giants were
playing dirty, even while he was talking nice in his meetings with Trump.

OnDecember10, 2018, Chinese vice foreign minister Le Yucheng summoned John
McCallum, the Canadian ambassador to China, issuing the warning “Immediately
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release our citizen or bear the consequences,” followed by the summoning of Terry
Branstad, US ambassador to China, protesting Meng’s detention at the request
of US authorities.?* On December 11 and 12 two Canadians, Michael Spavor and
Michael Kovrig, were detained in Beijing on charges of “engaging in activities
that harm China’s national security.?> A third imprisoned Canadian, Robert Lloyd
Schellenberg, was retried and resentenced from fifteen years in prison to the death
penalty. Canadian president Justin Trudeau accused Beijing of arbitrarily detaining
the two Canadians and using the resentencing (Canada has outlawed the death
penalty) as a move to pressure Canada for Meng’s release.”® Lashing back, a Global
Times editorial criticized Trudeau, stating, “Westerncentrism has been very obvious
in recent disputes between China and Canada. Whatever Canada does is rule of law,
but whatever China does is not”*” Along with Canada and other cases in Poland,
Russia, and Iran, Steve LeVine has explained that these “tit-for-tat jailings, in part,
suggest a new stage in hostility in the US—China race for technological and eco-
nomic dominance in the coming decades,” and it involves the global community.?®

And so, from the initial Trump-Xi summit, the building up of friendship,
rapport, and trust, and the orchestration of a community of countries with
shared future backed by a new type of great-power relations—to the trade war
shots fired and exchanged, to the charges against Huawei CFO Meng Wanzhou,
and the detention and resentencing of Canadians ushering in this new era of
“hostage diplomacy”—this flurry of tit-for-tat US—China jabs, hooks, and crosses
mixed with geopolitical struggle and economic-cyber-military warfare has sent
ripples throughout the international community, signaling what Noah Feldman
has described as the “Cool War.”* As Feldman posits, “The practical question
for United States—China geopolitical relations is much simpler: Can either side
accommodate itself to the geopolitical vision of the other? And if not, how will the
conflict proceed?”* Ian Bremmer has noted, “It’s the first time to my knowledge
that tariffs and a trade war have led to arrests/de facto hostage taking”® Thus, the
storyline includes clashes, crashes, and fragmentation that continue to play out
in the tangled spheres of geopolitics and trade, connecting accusations of forced
technology transfer and intellectual property theft with security threats and a new
era of hostage diplomacy.

As China’s story of communication convergence has gone international, it has
also brought media platforms together with politics, ideology, and information
flow and containment. The battle over Huawei has placed the building of 5G
infrastructure at the forefront of a global national security debate. The threat,
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as the United States perceives it, is that Huawei is intertwined with the Chinese
government, the Party, and the military, and if it provides the foundations for a
global infrastructure, its authoritarian regime will have the ability to monitor,
surveil, and collect information that economies, governments and societies depend
on.* The United States has gone on the offensive, warning countries of the risk that
Huawei would pose if in control of the infrastructure, where the most powerful
weapons are cyber-controlled, thereby gaining an “economic, intelligence, and
military advantage.” *® For the United States and its close network of allies, the
intelligence-sharing partnership “Five Eyes,” Huawei, hostages, and a new type of
great-power relations are the stakes in a new arms race, in a world more globally
connected than ever, where information and infrastructure are the weaponry.**

China has countered with questions about whether America’s anti-Huawei
global pressure campaign is really about threats to national security or American
ambition to maintain hegemony and prevent China from gaining a competitive ad-
vantage.®® With neither side foreseeably accommodating the other, these examples
are the latest of forces testing the balance of international competition and global
rivalry, where increased convergence has also led to clashes over international
suspicion on issues of military and geopolitical power, ideology, nationalism,
security, fairness, trade, and technology.

We have witnessed the recent “New Era” accumulation of Chinese power
around the core and changes along the central axis hardwiring Party politics with
state media infrastructure.’® As China continues its rejuvenation, the paradox of
simultaneous convergence and fragmentation continues apace in the struggle for
a “new type of great-power relations” within China’s borders (i.e., current Hong
Kong protests and Xinjiang re-education camps), in the region (i.e., cross-strait
relations or lack thereof; militarization and rebalancing in the South China Sea),
and on the world stage (i.e., US—China relations and China’s One Belt, One Road
initiative). The changes are transforming China not only domestically, but also
internationally in its relations with the world. And so this book has been about
transformation and communication convergence, about politics, platforms, and
participation in the age of convergence. Together the chapters of this book have
chronicled some of the monumental changes and constant (re)forming and (re)
shaping of communication along the supply chain taking place in contemporary
China; how changes to the configuration of communication networks and platforms
are altering inter(national) mechanisms for controlling participation, funneling the
flows and filtering of information, and the ongoing processes of what Guobin Yang
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has explained as the fluid and multifaceted nature of China’s constantly evolving
internet-control regime, which also serves the regulation of Chinese society.”*

Never before have so many netizens had such access to the community of
connections and diverse tools of participation on and between communication
platforms. Simultaneously, never before have Chinese citizens been met with
such sweeping changes of reform and regulation since, arguably, the Cultural
Revolution.* These contrasting notions of Chinese citizenship (gongmin), what
netizens have termed pimin, or “shitizenship,” have surfaced in the “widely shared
sense of powerlessness and disenfranchisement felt by ordinary Chinese citizens”
under state regulations that continue to tighten their grip on Chinese civil society.*

As convergence around the core in China continues apace, and as China and
the United States continue to come crashing together, we will no doubt continue
to witness the interplay manifesting in the politics, platforms, participation, and
flows and control of information along the global communication supply chain.
The authors of this book have tried to show a range of perspectives, many critical
of the ongoing changes playing out in the new era. As the United States continues
to advocate for “internet freedom” and as the Party continues to push for “internet
sovereignty,” both have called for an increased (cyber)security in the name of (inter)
national security. Strikingly, China has turned its technological infrastructure inward
on its northwestern Xinjiang region, raising red flags about the implementation
of a “Social Credit System,” the “Police Cloud,” and “Integrated Joint Operations
Platform” that detects deviations from “normalcy,” connecting behaviors to political
untrustworthiness.*’ This and other cases raised in this collection are just some of
the latest examples of the competing tensions where value systems collide and
global rivalries continue to escalate tensions surrounding fair practice, intellectual
property, geopolitics, human rights, and fundamental values. The ongoing clashes
and escalatory tensions illuminate our pressing need to further (re)consider
US—China relations, to renew our commitment to engaging in communication for
justice, and to together hope for future global imaginings of peace.
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