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China’s Highly Contested Social Media Landscape
> 1, 400 diverse sites, fast changing, technological arm’s race

Compared to contested physical spaces (e.g., South China Sea),
social media: is more consequential for the regime & its people, has
more intrusive government controls, and is more contested.
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The largest selective suppression of human expression in history

(Rumors of) as many as 2M government “astroturfers”:
Post fabricated social media comments, as if they were opinions of
ordinary people
Official name: “Internet commentators”
Common name: “50c Party” members
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Stop criticism, protest, & collective action about the state,
its leaders, and their policies Wrong
What Could be the Goal?
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Stop criticism of the state Wrong
Stop collective action Right

Implications: Social Media is Actionable!
Chinese leaders:
measure criticism: to judge local officials
censor: to stop events with collective action potential

Thus, we can use criticism & censorship to predict:
Officials in trouble, likely to be replaced
Policies that generate dissent (& interest of leaders)
Government action outside the Internet
Dissidents to be arrested; peace treaties to sign; emerging scandals
Disagreements between central and local leaders
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Prevailing view of scholars, activists, journalists, social media
participants: 50c party argues with & debates against those who
criticize the government, its leaders, and their policies Wrong
Does not argue; does not engage on controversial issues
Distracts; redirects public attention from criticism and central issues
to cheerleading and positive discussions of valence issues
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2,341 emails (covering 2013 & 2014)
1,245 contained 50c posts
43,797 known 50c cent posts

Survey 1: 50c party members
Survey 2: the Chinese regime
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The Zhanggong Internet Propaganda Operation

Who is posting?
Prevailing view:
ordinary citizens
getting paid 50c to
make each post
In fact: 99.3% of
posts made by >200
government offices
No evidence of 50c
(or any piecemeal)
payments; probably
part of their jobs
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Number of 50c Posts in Zhanggong: 154,216
Number of 50c Posts in Jiangxi Province: 10.65 M
Number of 50c Posts in China: 448 M
53% on government sites (a noticable proportion of all)
47% on commercial sites (1 of every 178 posts)
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Editorial: “Chinese society is generally in agreement regarding the
necessity of ‘public opinion guidance’ ” — a testable hypothesis!
Supportive comments on the nationalist website: 82%
Supportive posts on (more representative) Weibo: 30%
Results indicate: figures are accurate, the regime has a problem & felt
the need to explain its behavior to its people
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Implications for future research:
When studied at scale, government information
controls leave big footprints.
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